


2

   

The Jesus-Centered Life

40 Devotions for Teenagers

© 2016 Rick Lawrence, Kurt Johnston, and Jeff  A. Storm

group.com

simplyyouthministry.com

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner 

whatsoever without prior writt en permission from the publisher, except where 

noted in the text and in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and 

reviews. For information, visit group.com/customer-support/permissions.

CREDITS

Authors: Rick Lawrence and Kurt Johnston and Jeff  A. Storm

Chief Creative Offi  cer: Joani Schultz

Editor: Stephanie Martin

Cover Art: Jeff  A. Storm and Veronica Preston

Project Manager: Justin Boling

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations are taken from the New American 

Standard Bible®. Copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 

1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked (NIV) are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, 

NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All 

rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com The “NIV” and “New International Version” 

are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Offi  ce by Biblica, Inc.™

Scripture quotations marked THE MESSAGE from THE MESSAGE. 

Copyright © by Eugene H. Peterson 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 

2002. Used by permission of NavPress Publishing Group.

ISBN: 978-1-4707-4010-8

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 20 19 18 17 16 15 14

Printed in the U.S.A.



CONTENTS

01 An Acronym Gone Bad ......................6

02 Why All the ‘Shoulds’? .....................8

03 What’s the Big Deal About Jesus? ...10

04 The Disappearing Jesus ...................12

05 Be the Pig .........................................14

06 The Real Thing..................................16

07 Attachment Trumps Talent .............18

08 Paying Ridiculous Attention .........20

09 From Knowing About to Knowing ..22

10 Sheep-i-ness .................................... 24

11 Remembering to Remember ...........26

12 Why All This Useless Beauty? ........28

13 Following the Beeline ....................30

14 The Truth Itself ..............................32

15 The First Question That

Really Matters ................................34

16 The Second Question That Really 

Matters ...........................................36

17 Stripped Naked ..............................38

18 The Smell of Jesus ..........................40

19 No More Funhouse Mirrors ...........42

20 The Too-Familiar Jesus ...................44

21 The Thicker Life ..............................46

22 If You Don’t Need Him, You Won’t 

Know Him .........................................48

23 Scaring Yourself for Good ............50

24 Where Would Jesus Be? ..................52

25 Anything Can Happen .....................54

26 The Not-So-Nice Jesus.....................56

27 Can You Stand Jesus? .....................58

28 Standing In Mud Puddles ..............60

29 Ask the Oprah Question .................62

30 Jesus Did/Jesus Didn’t ...................64

31 Did, Not Do ......................................66

32 Obliterating the Distance ..............68

33 Primary Pursuit .............................. 70

34 Three Questions .............................. 72

35 The Jesus Push-Back ....................... 74

36 Lesser Gods ..................................... 76

37 Playing Sherlock ............................ 78

38 Bite, Don’t Balk ..............................80

39 Pursuing Parables ..........................82

40 Your True Name ..............................84

 3 



The Jesus-Centered Life
The life you didn’t think was possible... With the Jesus You Never Knew

For more than two millennia, Jesus 

has been at the center of prett y much 

everything. No one has had a big-

ger infl uence on your daily life than 

Jesus, whether or not that’s obvious 

to you. 

Did you know… 

 •  Until Jesus, most human 

beings were slaves, condemned 

to perpetual hard labor and 

captive to the whims of their 

owners. Jesus upended 

that system of slavery…

 •  Until Jesus, women had 

no rights whatsoever in 

society. Jesus gave women 

dignity and status…

 •  Until Jesus, many pagan 

religions tried to “appease 

the gods” with human 

sacrifi ce—oft en children were 

the most popular sacrifi ces. 

Jesus elevated children as 

treasures to be nurtured…

 •  Until Jesus, each culture and 

society determined the passage 

of time diff erently—many 

created “calendars” based on 

when the current monarch 

assumed his offi  ce. Because 

of Jesus, all of human history 

is organized around His birth 

and death—it either happened 

before Him or aft er Him…

 •  Until Jesus, becoming a 

“learned person” was a goal 

reserved only for the rich and 

elite. Jesus called everybody, 

no matt er their social status, 

to love God “with our whole 

mind,” and institutions of 

higher learning and libraries 

sprang up as a result…

 •  Until Jesus, the most common 

form of government was 

totalitarian and despotic. 

Jesus stripped rulers of their 

self-proclaimed deity, paving 

the way for common law 

and limited government…

 •  Until Jesus, the sick, infi rm, 

and disabled were considered 

disposable. Because Jesus 

emphasized the dignity of 

the person and elevated the 

plight of the poor, mercy for 

intro
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those who are hurting became 

a societal norm, leading to 

the building of hospitals and 

social service organizations…

 •  Until Jesus, forgiveness was a 

disgusting sign of weakness. 

Jesus told us to forgive 

“seventy times seven,” and 

made the love of our enemies 

the marker for true love…

Yale historian Jaroslav Pelikan 

says this: “Regardless of what anyone 

may personally think or believe about 

him, Jesus of Nazareth has been the 

dominant fi gure in the history of 

Western Culture for almost twenty 

centuries. If it were possible, with 

some sort of super magnet, to pull up 

out of the history every scrap of metal 

bearing at least a trace of his name, 

how much would be left ?”

Everything seems to orbit around 

the things Jesus said and did. So you’d 

think that someone whose infl uence 

is so widespread, whose name is so 

well-known, and whose impact is so 

lasting would be the most understood 

person in the world. 

But he’s not. 

Most of us think we have a prett y 

good handle on who Jesus is and 

what He did. But we don’t. He’s the 

most-known, least-known person in 

history. It’s like this—sometimes the 

people we know the least are the peo-

ple we’re around the most. We take for 

granted that we know who they really 

are, because they’ve always been part 

of the wallpaper of our life. So we 

need to be re-introduced to the people 

and things we think we already know, 

because we don’t really know them as 

well as we think we do.

And that’s the point of this book—

to challenge and renovate what you 

think you already know about Jesus, 

so you can grow in your relationship 

with Him. The three of us are no dif-

ferent than you in this—we’re very 

aware of how much we’ve “missed” 

who Jesus really is, and we’re hungry 

to know Him bett er.

Thanks for going on this journey 

with us… We believe it will change 

your life the way it’s changed our 

lives…

Kurt Johnston, Rick Lawrence, 
and Jeff  Storm
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Q: In one sentence, what does 
“following Jesus” mean to you, anyway? 

R
START
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Remember the “What Would Je-

sus Do?” movement? A few years 

ago it was really big—the cen-

tral question people were asking 

themselves was simple: “If Chris-

tians are supposed to be following 

Jesus, why aren’t they making 

more of an impact in their daily 

lives?” The movement’s answer 

was to imagine what everyday 

life might be like if all of us sim-

ply talked and acted more like 

Jesus. Well, that would change 

everything—especially if we took 

a Taco Bell burrito, blessed it, 

and fed a stadium full of people 

with it. But, by any measure, the 

WWJD movement didn’t change 

everything. 

Maybe the “Christian” lives we 

think we’re living are actually 

disconnected from who Jesus re-

ally is. It’s fi ne to imagine what 

we think Jesus might do when a 

friend betrays us or the test comes 

back with a “D” on it or we break 

our fi nger in a fl uke accident right 

before the big game, but really the 

whole thing desperately depends 

on how well we really know the 

true Jesus, doesn’t it? Here’s 

something profound: We can 

miss Jesus entirely by arrogantly 

assuming that our imagined re-

sponses to a partially understood 

Jesus mean that we’re really fol-

lowing Jesus. 



As you work through 
this book, come back to 
this fi rst exercise from 
time to time to see how 
your picture of Jesus 
is changing, maturing, 
morphing and, best of 
all, how it’s beginning to 
change you along the way!

Quick, go fi nd a pencil...
We’ll hum while we wait for you to get back...

Since this little book is all about re-discovering 
Jesus, it’s a good idea to consider how you currently 
view Him, imagine Him, and describe Him.

In the frame above, write down a bunch of stuff  
about Jesus; anything you want. One-word descriptions, 
things you know He said, miracles he performed, 
whatever comes to mind. Fill that thing up, as quickly 
as you can. You might even want to write your answer 
to today’s question: “What does following Jesus mean 
to you?”

Living It Out

 7 



8

Wh y All the    
We’d like to apologize for something we’re prett y 

sure has happened to you—somewhere along the 

way, someone in a church has probably told you that 

you should love Jesus because, well, you’re supposed 

to… Jesus doesn’t want a “supposed-to” relationship 

with us—He wants to be known and loved for who 

He is. And the only way that’s going to happen is for 

us to slow down and get to know His heart. 

Have we really soaked in the personality of Je-

sus—pursued Him as the most fascinating, magnet-

ic, lightning-bolt person who ever lived? And if He’s 

really all that incredible, why are “supposed-to’s” 

even necessary? People who are caught up in a ro-

mantic relationship don’t have to be told to focus on 

the person of their aff ection; it’s hard to stop think-

ing about them, actually. No matt er what we’re do-

ing or who we’re doing it with, our thoughts stray to 

the object of our passion. And that’s not because we 

“should” be zoned in on the object of our aff ection—

we simply can’t help ourselves, because we’re mes-

merized by so much beauty. Jesus wants to capture 
our hearts, not force our obedience.

|
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  ‘Shoulds’?
If you’re reading this 

book  we’re guessing 

you’d say that you love 

Jesus. But why? Hopefully, 

it’s not because you feel 

like you should—like 

you’re supposed to! So 

what is it about Jesus that 

draws you to Him? Never 

really thought about that? 

That’s okay, most people 

haven’t. So here’s your 

chance! There’s some 

space to jot down some 

of the things you love 

about Jesus—things about 

Him that have drawn you 

toward Him, not because 

you should, but because 

you want to!

Living It Out
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For Peter, and most of the early followers of Jesus, 

following Jesus was sometimes scary, often confusing, 

and occasionally painful! It wasn’t easy, but it was SO worth it! 

There’s probably been stuff  in your life that wasn’t easy, but was so worth it!

 • Getting good grades—not easy, but so worth it! 

 •  Trying out for a school play or sports team—not easy, but so worth it!

 •  Breaking a bad habit—not easy, but so worth it!

 •  Choosing not to punch your little brother—not easy, but so worth it!

Wh at’s

 the Big Deal                               
Hey, if we call ourselves Christians, that means Jesus is a big 

deal to us, right? Well, for a lot of us, Jesus isn’t really 

at the center of our orbit. We like to think He is, but other 

pursuits in our life are often a lot more important to us than 

the pursuit of Jesus. When we asked more than 20,000 Christian 

teenagers if they expected their future life to “center around 

Jesus,” the average response was “maybe/maybe not.” It’d be 

super-hard to admit that we’ve sidelined Jesus, but we have so 

many other must-do’s and must-have’s and must-be’s pressuring 

Incredible as it sounds, the thousands of people who were 

following Jesus all left Him when Jesus upped the ante for 

Living It Out
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the Son of Man and drink His blood” if they wanted to follow 

Him (John 6:53). That freaks them out, so they abandon Him. 

And Jesus asks His remaining disciples this vulnerable ques-

tion: “You do not want to go away also, do you?” (v. 67). Peter 

responds with this equally vulnerable declaration: “Lord, to 

whom shall we go? You have words of eternal life. We have 

believed and have come to know that You are the Holy One of 

God” (v. 68–69). In effect, he’s saying: “I don’t know what 

‘eat My body and drink My blood’ really means, and a lot of 

what You say is a mystery to me, but You’ve ruined me for You.” 

The ultimate reason we put other things, not Jesus, at our 

life’s center is that we can. We’re not yet “ruined” for Him.

Yet many contemporary followers of Jesus have painted a picture that following 

Him is supposed to be easy, fun, and full of sunshine. Maybe it’s time to re-think 

what it means to follow Jesus... Maybe following Him is, in some ways, more like a 

bunch of other stuff  in your life—Not easy, but so worth it! 

Here’s an idea! Jot down your top “not easy” part of being a teenager who is 

trying to follow Jesus. Then, under it, write down why, even though it’s not easy, 

it’s “SO WORTH IT!” 

About Jesus?

why it’s so worth it 
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Think you know Jesus? Think again. 

For around 2,000 years, Jesus has been at the center 

of pretty much everything, and no one has had a bigger 

infl uence on our daily lives than Jesus. Most of us think 

we have a pretty good idea of who Jesus is and what 

he did. 

But we don’t. 
Sometimes the people we know the least are the people 

we’re around the most. Isn’t that weird? We’re convinced 

that we really know them, because they’ve always been 

part of our lives. But we need to get re-introduced to 

them, because we don’t really know them as well as we 

think we do. 

This highly interactive, chunk-size devotional is about 

moving your “orbit” closer to the Jesus you never knew 

and living out the life you didn’t think was possible.

Get ready for an exciting, 

life-changing adventure! 

RICK LAWRENCE is the longtime editor of Group Magazine—he 
loves leading teenagers into close encounters with Jesus.

KURT JOHNSTON is a youth pastor who’s spent his entire life 
helping teenagers understand how much Jesus loves them. 

STORM is the art director for Group Magazine and author/designer 
for Stripped Clean. He is also the father of two teenagers.
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Encounter Jesus in a 
fresh way throughout 
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resource.
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