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Expect great things from God. Attempt great things for God.

—William Carey





Introduction
The Power to Make a Difference
How God Can Use You to Make a Positive Impact


Follow anything that makes you want to do right. Pursue faith and love and peace, and enjoy the companionship of those who call on the Lord with pure hearts.

—2 Timothy 2:22

Write a book with our mom? That’s not how we envisioned spending the summer of 2003. We must admit, we didn’t have picture-perfect, positive attitudes when we started; but then again, how many teens do? With all the pressures of school, friends, and family, a positive attitude isn’t easy to come by—especially when you’re between the ages of twelve and twenty. However, as we wrote this book, we began to see that it is possible to be a positive teen, even in the midst of life’s struggles. Things around you don’t have to be 100 percent perfect before you can have a positive attitude! 

In offering this book to you, we’re not pretending to have it all together. Let’s face it: we’re only teenagers. The main ideas in this book don’t come from us; they come from the greatest source of wisdom in the world: God’s Word. What we’ve done is searched the Scriptures for messages that apply to our lives as teens. Along with these truths, we’ve included stories from other teenagers and information from a variety of sources (and, of course, Mom’s input) to create an all-around guide for surviving the teenage years in a positive, powerful way.

A Reliable Source

One thing we know for sure: the Bible isn’t just for adults or people in the ministry. God’s Word has real, everyday applications for teenagers too. Its wisdom has stood for thousands of years and is as relevant to our lives today as it was to those who lived long ago. In fact, we believe that in today’s fast-paced world of “take-your-pick” philosophies and “if-it-feels-good-do-it” morals, God’s Word is the only firm foundation on which to build our lives. 

You will find seven biblical principles highlighted in the pages of this book̬confidence, responsibility, integrity, relationship, attitude, faith, and courage̬all factors that play a big role in our lives as teenagers. In each of these areas, we have the choice of responding positively or negatively. And that’s what being a positive teen comes down to: making positive, godly choices in the way we react to the important issues of life. 

Maybe you’re wondering, Is it really possible for me to be a positive teen? Can even a negative teenager become positive? The answer is yes! The choice is yours. You can choose to see God’s hope in the challenging situations of your life, or you can choose to grumble and complain. You can choose to allow God to work mightily in your life, or you can choose to ignore him. You can choose to build relationships, or you can choose to destroy them by your actions and words. 

Every day we are faced with these kinds of choices. We’ve discovered that when it comes to making positive choices, the Bible is our best resource. Second Timothy 3:16-17 says, “All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful to teach us what is true and to make us realize what is wrong in our lives. It straightens us out and teaches us to do what is right. It is God’s way of preparing us in every way, fully equipped for every good thing God wants us to do.” 

Every oak tree started out as a couple of nuts who stood their ground.

—Author unknown



In other words, through the power of God’s Word (and the work of his Holy Spirit), we can become positive teenagers who make a powerful impact in our world. After all, Jesus took a simple lunch from a young boy and fed five thousand hungry mouths. Just think what he can do with the simple gifts, talents, and abilities we have to offer! If we have positive, willing hearts that are open to the God-possibilities, there’s no limit to what God can do in us and through us. We need to expect God to move! 

POWER BOOST

It’s our hope that the principles in these pages will be an encouragement to you and give you a powerful boost in a positive direction. You can read this book on your own or with a group of friends. At the end of each chapter, we’ve included a Power Point section that gives you additional scriptures to read and discuss, a prayer to pray, a verse to remember, and an activity to do by yourself or with your friends. 

We pray that this book will be the beginning of a whole new perspective on life for you. Writing this book has made a positive impact on our lives; we hope reading it will make a positive impact on yours. 

Through God’s power and strength, you, too, can choose to be a positive teen!





The ImaGe oF A Positive TeeN


The life each of us lives is the life within the limits of our own thinking. To have life more abundant, we must think in limitless terms of abundance.

—Thomas Dreier



The quality of our expectations determines the quality of our action.

—André Godin





1 Being Positively Who You Are
But What If I Don’t Feel So Positive?


Be glad for all God is planning for you. Be patient in trouble and always be prayerful.

—Romans 12:12

How positive do you feel? Let’s take a little quiz and see where you stand. Give yourself one point if the comment below makes you think, That’s definitely me. Give yourself two points if you think, That’s sometimes me, and three points if the comment makes you think, That’s definitely not me. Write your points in the margin. Here we go: 

• When my parents ask me to take out the trash, I think they’re being annoying and roll my eyes.

• I don’t always try to (cheerfully) look for the good in every situation.

• I don’t jump out of bed in the morning, excited about another day of school.

• I argue with my brother, sister, and/or parents.

• There are times when I feel self-conscious and discouraged about myself.

• I let my moods affect my attitude.

• I’m not cheery, happy, and joyful 24/7.

Ready to tally your score? Just add up the numbers you wrote in the margin. How did you do? Did you get a low score? Congratulations, you’re normal! We didn’t do so well either. The fact is, as teenagers, we’re human, and we respond to situations and circumstances in our lives in, let’s just say, less-than-perfect ways. So is there hope for us? Is it possible that any of us can become positive teens, even if we don’t feel like it? Even if our world is falling apart around us? 



To thine own self be true, And it must follow, as the night the day, Thou canst not then be false to any man.

—William Shakespeare, Hamlet



The answer is yes. Each of us has the opportunity to allow the power of God to work in our lives. All of God’s attributes are positive, and he positively wants to make a difference in our lives. He loves us, and he desires to have a relationship with us. On our own, we may not be so positive; but we can find great joy in walking hand in hand with him. Consider King David in the Old Testament. Now, David was no picture- perfect, positive person. His life wasn’t easy, and he made quite a few mistakes through the years. But he had a heart for God. As a result, God took a simple shepherd boy and did positive, powerful things through him. Read what David had to say about God’s blessings in his life: 

I said to the LORD, “You are my Master! All the good things I have are from you….” LORD, you alone are my inheritance, my cup of blessing. You guard all that is mine. The land you have given me is a pleasant land. What a wonderful inheritance! I will bless the LORD who guides me; even at night my heart instructs me. I know the LORD is always with me. I will not be shaken, for he is right beside me. No wonder my heart is filled with joy, and my mouth shouts his praises! (Psalm 16:2, 5-9) 

Together, David and God were a positive team. And their teamwork started when David was young, long before he became a big deal in Israel. God wants to team up to do positive things in your life too. Right now. While you’re young. Does that surprise you? Often we picture God up there in the heavens, shaking his head as he looks down at us, thinking, There they go again, messing up everything—when, in fact, God is lovingly supporting us, redeeming us, forgiving us, and guiding us. Despite our negative tendencies, we have a positive God who is at work in our lives. He wants to fill us with joy and do amazing things in us and through us. He wants to help us become positive teens. 

The Mirror

So what does a positive teen look like? Take a moment and write down some of the descriptive words that come to mind when you hear the phrase positive teen. Go ahead; you can write in the book. We’ll leave a little space for you. 

[image: Image]

Maybe you think being positive means being perky all the time, or kind of ditzy-happy. Or maybe you think some people are just born with a positive attitude, and others simply aren’t. Maybe you think the only way you could possibly become a more positive person is by faking it. None of these things are true. Being positive doesn’t mean being silly or ignoring reality. It doesn’t mean keeping a smile on your face through thick and thin. It means living from day to day with a contented and joyful spirit. It’s a lifestyle choice each of us can make. 

The question is, how are we going to allow the events of our lives to affect us, to affect our mind-set? Being a positive teen means choosing to have an optimistic outlook, because we know, as David did, that God is right beside us. It means reflecting through our words and actions the hope and joy that we receive from God. It means seeking and running to God. 

We have to admit, we forget about that hope sometimes. It’s easy to fall into the rut of responding negatively to everything. What we’ve discovered is that we have to rely on God to fill us with his love and joy. Then we have to rely on him to help us live in a way that allows those qualities to genuinely shine through, so we don’t respond to situations with a fake smile or pretend laugh. 

We think that, bottom line, a positive teen can ultimately be identified by three traits:

1. A positive teen recognizes his or her need for God.

2. A positive teen makes wise choices based on what’s right, not feelings.

3. A positive teen doesn’t blame people or circumstances.

Let’s take a closer look at each of these characteristics.

Recognizing Our Need for God

A positive teen realizes it’s impossible to be positive on his or her own. Being positive is a God-thing, not an us-thing. We don’t have all it takes to walk moment by moment with a positive outlook or to react in a positive way to every circumstance. We need God’s positive presence in our lives. David knew his joy didn’t come from himself but from God. That’s why he said, “Restore to me again the joy of your salvation, and make me willing to obey you” (Psalm 51:12). 

We are poor, but God is rich. He is rich with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (see Galatians 5:22-23). All of these are positive qualities—the fruit of his Holy Spirit at work in our lives. Jesus said, “God blesses those who realize their need for him, for the kingdom of heaven is given to them” (Matthew 5:3). That, in a nutshell, is the key to being positive: recognizing that we are dependent on God for all of the positive qualities in our lives. 

Think about the apostle Paul. His life circumstances were far from perfect. He was mocked, beaten, stoned, left for dead (twice), and imprisoned. If anyone could have been negative and screamed, “Life’s not fair!” he could have. Yet Paul was one of the most positive people in the Bible. In fact, many of his most encouraging letters were written while he was in prison! In those letters he encouraged the early Christians to “always be joyful” and “always be thankful” (1 Thessalonians 5:16, 18). 

The difficulties Paul encountered weren’t the result of something he did wrong. Quite the contrary, his challenges came as a result of doing what was right: telling people about Jesus. Typically, don’t we tend to think that if we’re obeying God and doing what is right, nothing bad will happen to us? Wrong! Bad things happened to many of the “biggies” in the Bible (Adam, Noah, Moses, Joseph, Job, Jonah, David, Daniel—you get the idea). 

Just because our life circumstances are difficult doesn’t mean that God has left us. Actually, these are the times we can stand back and see the hand of God at work all the more, helping us to make it through. God doesn’t promise that our lives will go smoothly; he promises that he will be with us in the midst of our struggles. He will never leave us. Listen to the promise God gave to his precious people back in the time of Isaiah the prophet: 

But now, O Israel, the LORD who created you says: “Do not be afraid, for I have ransomed you. I have called you by name; you are mine. When you go through deep waters and great trouble, I will be with you. When you go through rivers of difficulty, you will not drown! When you walk through the fire of oppression you will not be burned up; the flames will not consume you. For I am the LORD, your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior…. You are precious to me. You are honored, and I love you. 

“Do not be afraid, for I am with you.” (Isaiah 43:1-5)

We can walk in confidence that God is with us and make the best of our circumstances, even when they’re difficult. In Paul’s case, his prison cell became his writing room and ministry headquarters. What about your life? Have you ever felt defeated and discouraged, like you were in a prison cell? Have you ever felt like giving up because all the doors seemed to be shut or because you thought you’d made too many mistakes? Well, there’s hope! God is with you, just as he was with Paul and David. And he can take the broken pieces of your life, along with your gifts and abilities, mix them together, and use them all in a wonderful and positive way. As Romans 8:28 tells us, “we can know that God causes everything to work together for the good of those who love God and are called according to his purpose for them.” 

The Power to Choose

“But I don’t feel like it!” How many times have you said those words? Thankfully, when it comes to being a positive teen, we don’t have to feel positive in order to be positive. 

Maybe you’re thinking, But aren’t we being fake if we act positive when we don’t feel that way? Stop and think about that question for a moment. If we always waited until we felt like doing something before we did it, we’d never get much done! Do we live by our feelings, or do we do what is right? (The feelings usually follow.) Should our feelings really determine how we act or think? 

What if your dad said, “I don’t feel like going to work anymore, so I won’t”? Your family’s lifestyle would change dramatically—and you probably wouldn’t like the new picture. What if your mom said, “I don’t feel like doing the laundry this year, so I won’t”? You’d either have to learn how to use the Tide yourself, or you’d have to wear smelly clothes for the next twelve months. What if the lifeguard at the pool looked down at a struggling swimmer and said, “I don’t feel like jumping in and getting wet right now”? In that case, feelings could mean the difference between life and death! 

Life demands that we not determine our actions by our feelings. So when we want to say, “But I just don’t feel like being positive!” what we really need to ask ourselves is, “How can I choose to be positive in this situation, whether I feel like it or not?” Personally, we’re always amazed at how positive we feel once we make a decision to act or say something positive. 

Take smiling, for instance. Smiles are something we often associate with naturally cheerful and positive people. But we can choose to smile. we’re not suggesting that we should smile all the time; there are definitely times when we need to grieve and cry. But there are also many times when we miss the opportunity to put on a smile—not a fake smile, but a real one offered as a gift to the people around us. A smile is a present that we give to people, knowing that it lifts their day. Smiles are based on what we choose to do for someone else, not on “me, me, me” and how we feel right now. 

A smile is the universal language that speaks a thousand words. It says, “I’m glad to see you,” “You’re important,” “I’m thankful,” “It’s going to be all right.” One man put it this way, “A smile will go a long way, but you will have to start it on its journey.”1



Be honest in your estimate of yourselves, measuring your value by how much faith God has given you.

—Romans 12:3

Choosing to smile is one positive decision That’s relatively easy to make. But moment by moment, day by day, we face many choices that basically come down to this: will we choose to do what is right, or will we follow our feelings? Will we choose to: 

• encourage others rather than tear them down?

• pray more and worry less?

• courageously stand up for what is right instead of cowering in fear?

• live a life of integrity instead of dishonesty?

• love all people with Gods love rather than hate the people we don’t like?

• fill our hearts and minds with contentment instead of bitterness and anger?

We’re not saying we should ignore our feelings. But we are saying that feelings shouldn’t dominate our behavior. We are in control of what we say, do, and think—not our feelings. Thankfully we are blessed with the power to choose how we will respond to whatever life brings. Our response is our responsibility. 

The Blame Game

We often want to blame other people for our negative responses. It’s easy to throw blame at someone else and deflect the responsibility for our choices off our own backs. But the truth is, blaming others is the exact opposite of being positive. It only leads to bitterness and anger. 

Right now, stop and think: what is your most common reason—or excuse—for being negative?

• “My family doesn’t have enough money.”

• “That teacher doesn’t like me.”

• “My parents grounded me.”

• “The new girl in class annoys me.”

• “I’m not as good-looking as the other girls (or guys).”

• “Coach didn’t pick me for the basketball team.”

• “No one understands me.”

• “_____.” (You fill in the blank.)

Excuses are a dime a dozen. Unfortunately, excuses only cripple us and stifle us from becoming the positive teens God wants us to be. Blaming freezes our potential and zaps our energy.

One teenager, Robin (not her real name), is a good example of this. She is a grumbling and negative person; and if you ask her, she’ll tell you exactly why. Her dad died of a heart attack when she was in high school, her mother was never there for her, and her brother spent the next several years on drugs. She’s mad at the world, and it shows. She refuses to crack a smile and complains about everything she can. And she certainly doesn’t bless other people with her actions or attitude! Instead, Robin stays busy nursing all her hurts and blaming everyone else for the way she lives. Instead of forgiving the people who hurt her when she was younger, she uses them as an excuse for not living for Christ and making positive choices today. 

Are there people you need to forgive? All of us must ask ourselves that question. Instead of blaming others for our negative attitudes, we need to make the positive decision to forgive those people who’ve hurt us. As Christians, it’s our responsibility to forgive, since we have been freely forgiven by God. Ultimately, forgiving others is one of the most positive things we can do—for them and for us. 

Sometimes we don’t blame people; we blame circumstances. But That’s a dead end too. The excuses, “I can’t because, ” “It’s not my fault,” or “If only …” won’t get us too far down the road toward living positive lives. We need to remember: no matter what we’re facing, God is with us. That means there is always a glimmer of hope in every circumstance. We just have to find it! Instead of blaming our circum stances and wallowing in discouragement and defeat, we need to search for the positive possibilities in the midst of our circumstances, move forward in hope, and keep our eyes open for what God can teach us through the situation. 

That’s what sixteen-year-old Carla did. Her dad didn’t make as much money as some of her friends’ dads, and that made her feel angry. But instead of staying mad or stewing about the situation with a sorry attitude, she did something positive. She found a job, knowing that she could help her family and that God could teach her many things through her work. Now Carla is learning the value of a solid work ethic, developing a sense of responsibility, and getting many opportunities to shine for Christ—all as a result of having to get a job. 

Track-and-field legend Wilma Rudolph is another positive person who refused to get caught up in the blame game. Growing up, she faced many difficult circumstances; but she moved beyond blame to live a life of joy, discipline, accomplishment, and Olympic victory. 

In 1940 Wilma was born prematurely; and as if that didn’t cause enough struggle, she contracted double pneumonia and scarlet fever. Later a bout with polio left her with a crooked leg and a foot that was twisted inward. As a result, Wilma spent most of her childhood in braces. 

Wilma’s adversity generated a determined spirit within her. By the age of eleven, she was sneaking around without the braces. When she told her doctor what she had been doing, the doctor acquiesced and said it was OK for her to not wear the braces “sometimes.” In Wilma’s mind, “sometimes” meant “never again.” By thirteen, Wilma was on her school basketball and track teams. Two years later she was chosen to participate in a summer sports camp with the Tennessee State University Tigerbelles. There, a teammate got her interested in running for the U.S. Olympic team. 

During the 1956 Olympics, at the age of sixteen, Wilma reached the semifinals in the 200-meter dash and won a bronze medal as a member of the women’s 400-meter relay team. Her heart was set on winning a gold medal, though, so she determined to run again in the 1960 Olympics. For the next four years Wilma underwent a rigorous training program, even as she paid her own way through Tennessee State University and maintained a B average in her studies.

When the 1960 Olympics started, Wilma was ready. She won the hearts of eighty thousand fans as she ran her way to three gold medals—the first American woman to win three gold medals in Olympic track-and-field history.2 Few Olympians have matched Wilma’s determination and perseverance against such odds. Because she made the positive choice to look beyond her circumstances and see the possibilities, she became an inspiration to us all. 

Do you want to become a positive teen? Then start today by recognizing your need for God. You can’t be positive without him; it’s not in you. It’s not in any of us! Then begin to make wise choices based on what’s right, not on how you feel at any particular moment. Finally, stop blaming other people or your circumstances for the way you respond to life. Choose to forgive. Choose to see God’s hand at work. Choose to be a positive teen! 

POWER POINT

[image: Image] Read: Genesis 37:1-4, 18-28, and 50:14-21. What opportunities did Joseph have to blame others? (You can skim Genesis 39 and 40 for more about Joseph’s life.) How does Joseph’s response demonstrate someone with positive qualities? 

[image: Image] Pray: Perfect heavenly Father, I praise you for your greatness and power. I praise you for your loving-kindness and mercy toward me. Thank you for working in my life in a powerful way. Thank you for being with me in the good times and the rough ones. It is wonderful to know that you will never leave me. Help me to rise above excuses and blaming. Give me the ability and discernment to make positive choices throughout my life in all of my words, actions, and attitudes. Most importantly, allow me to glorify you through the choices that I make. In Jesus’s name, amen.

[image: Image] Remember: Romans 12:12: “Be glad for all God is planning for you. Be patient in trouble, and always be prayerful.” 

[image: Image] Do: Take some time to think about the people and things you tend to blame in your life. Prayerfully forgive each person against whom you are holding a grudge. Recognize that you must move on, no longer allowing that person or what they did to hold you in bondage. If you are in a difficult circumstance, don’t allow it to be an excuse in your life. Look beyond your circumstances, asking God to show you the hope through the difficulties. 

Finally, recognize that being a positive teen takes the combination of one perfect God and one not-so-perfect teenager who recognizes his or her need for God. Decide today to make positive choices that will allow God to do powerful things in you and through you.



2 Is It Totally Up to Me?
God’s Power at Work in You


I have often wished that I were a more devout man than I am. Nevertheless, amid the greatest difficulties of my administration, when I could not see any other resort, I would place my whole reliance on God, knowing that all would go well, and that He would decide for the right.

—Abraham Lincoln

Don’t you just hate it when the battery runs out? Whether it’s the TV remote, a cell phone, or a portable CD player, it’s always frustrating to press the power button and get nothing! 

Sometimes we feel that way ourselves—no power to perform, no pizzazz to keep going, no perk for enjoying life. We’re not talking about being physically worn out, although that can play a part in our motivation to get moving. we’re talking about lacking the internal power to live life abundantly and to its fullest potential. 

The bad news is that all of us feel burned-out sometimes. The good news is that we have a spiritual power source that is always available to us. In fact, the same power-filled God who created the universe wants to work in our lives in a power-filled way. He loves us and doesn’t just leave us here on earth to try to live in our own strength. 

Take a look at what Peter had to say when he wrote to the early Christians about God’s power. Remember, Peter was a big, burly fisherman who had physical strength and stamina. But he also recognized that he needed God’s power at work in his life:

As we know Jesus better, his divine power gives us everything we need for living a godly life. He has called us to receive his own glory and goodness! And by that same mighty power, he has given us all of his rich and wonderful promises. He has promised that you will escape the decadence all around you caused by evil desires and that you will share in his divine nature. (2 Peter 1:3-4) 

Did you read that? Really read it? Think about it: as we get to know Jesus better, his divine power gives us everything we need for living a godly life—not just part of what we need, but the total package. And think about this: it’s God’s amazing, overwhelming, exceedingly wonderful divine power, not flimsy people power, that gives us these things. By his power, God also gives us all of his rich promises, including the promise that we—mere teenagers—can actually share in his divine nature! So whether we are at school or the mall, or with friends, we really can live for God. We have no excuse not to. 



Now glory be to God! By his mighty power at work within us, he is able to accomplish infinitely more than we would ever dare to ask or hope.

—Ephesians 3:20



What’s Our Part?

Peter didn’t stop at verse 4, however. He realized that we must do our part by making an effort to appropriate God’s power. We cant just sit around like couch potatoes, waiting for God’s divine power to pour through us. We have to get up and do something. Here’s what Peter said in verses 5-8: 

So make every effort to apply the benefits of these promises to your life. Then your faith will produce a life of moral excellence. A life of moral excellence leads to knowing God better. Knowing God leads to self-control. Self-control leads to patient endurance, and patient endurance leads to godliness. Godliness leads to love for other Christians, and finally you will grow to have genuine love for everyone. The more you grow like this, the more you will become productive and useful in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Now that’s a wonderful description of a positive teen, isn’t it? But notice, Peter didn’t say God’s intent is to zap us with his power and make us instantly perfect. In fact, Peter didn’t say that we have to be perfect at all. He simply said we have to make an effort to apply God’s promises to our lives. And as we do, one thing will lead to another. Moral excellence will lead to a better understanding of God, which will lead to self-control, which will lead to patience. The next step in the progression is godliness, which will lead to love for our Christian brothers and sisters and eventually for everyone. it’s a process of growth. According to Peter, if we grow this way we will become “productive and useful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Productive and useful teenagers! That’s what we would love to be. How about you? 
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