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Mike Slaughter, lead 
pastor at Ginghamsburg Church, 
is a catalyst for change in the 
worldwide church. His lifelong 
passion to reach the lost and set 
the oppressed free has made him 
a tireless and leading advocate for 
the displaced children, women, 
and men of Darfur, Sudan. Under 
his leadership, Ginghamsburg 
Church has become known for 
its generosity and its annual 
Christmas Miracle Offering, which 
has raised millions for ministry 
in Sudan and around the world. 
Mike is the author of multiple 
books including Christmas Is Not 
Your Birthday, Change the World, 
Spiritual Entrepreneurs, Real 
Followers, Momentum for Life, 
UnLearning Church, and Upside 
Living in a Downside Economy. 
For more information visit 
www.mikeslaughter.com.

Kevin Alton is a youth worker, writer, musician, husband, father, and friend. He lives and works near Chattanooga, 
Tennessee, and is a regular contributor to youth resources, including YouthWorker Movement and his own Wesleyan 
resource for curriculum and community, Youthworker Circuit (www.youthworkercircuit.com).
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  “As usual, Mike Slaughter pushes us to be faithful not just in 
word but in action. His book shiny gods caused me to do a heart 

check on my priorities.”   

 —Jacob Armstrong, founding pastor, Providence United 
Methodist Church, Mt. Juliet, Tennessee, and author of 

Upside Down: A Di� erent Way to Live

How much is enough?
In a culture guided by shiny, life-promising distractions, 
“enough” seems elusive and keeps us chasing the next quick 
� x. In this compelling study for youth, writer and youth 
leader Kevin Alton mixes the Bible, irreverent humor, and 
stories about his life and ministry to explore the meaning of 
money, debt, and generosity of spirit. Chapters include:

1. Naming Our Idols  •  2. Money, Work, and Debt 
3. Be Faithful, Save, and Give  •  4. Heart Giving

In addition to stories and meditations, the book includes 
leader helps and discussion questions, making it usable as 
either a stand-alone book or a small group resource.   

Based on Mike Slaughter’s inspiring 
new book and video, shiny gods: fi nding 
freedom from things that distract us

YOUTH 
Study Edition

www.abingdonpress.com

Cover design: Marc Whitaker
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Program Components

Book
shiny gods: finding freedom from things that distract us

DVD
shiny gods: finding freedom from things that distract us
Video programs with downloadable leader guide

Program Flash Drive with Booklet 
first: putting GOD first in living and giving
Instructions for planning and using the program

Devotions
first: putting GOD first in living and giving
Daily meditations to use during the program

Youth Study Edition
first: putting GOD first in living and giving
Book for youth to use during the program, with leader helps

Children’s Leader Guide
first: putting GOD first in living and giving
Lesson plans for younger and older children

Program Kit
first: putting GOD first in living and giving
One of each component
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7

IntroduCtIon

I grew up with a lot of misconceptions about tithing.
When I had a dollar-per-week allowance, I can remember dutifully put-

ting a dime in the offering plate at Roswell United Methodist Church before 
running out into the narthex to get my hug from Rev. Malone and to show 
him all the offering envelopes I’d ruined by drawing on them during his 
sermon. I can also distinctly recall living with the belief that if I still had 
my money the following Sunday, I had to tithe on it again, which had me 
scrambling for nine cents on more than one Sunday morning (or begging to 
go to the store on Saturday night).

I can remember a time before understanding the scriptural basis for a 
tenth-part tithe when I believed that churches had invented the ten-percent 
figure because of the ease of figuring a tithe by moving the decimal one place 
to the left. To this day, when figuring tips my mind runs this equation: Tip 
= (tithe) x 2.

I can remember growing up in a house where tithing wasn’t always a 
given, because income wasn’t either. My dad was a salesman who worked on 
commission, so there were lean times. In my family there was a story that 
had Mom and Dad going to the grocery store and exiting through separate 
checkout lines, because they had earned a sales bonus redeemable for steaks 
and felt guilty buying them when they were using food stamps to purchase 
everything else. I learned the expression “Praise the Lord!” not from Scrip-
ture or the hymnal, but from small offering envelopes where that phrase was 
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inscribed in my mother’s or father’s handwriting when there was money to 
give. In my mind there remains no greater expression of gratitude to God 
than those three words.

I can remember dropping a twenty into the Sunday school offering plate 
in the seventh grade. By then, the practice of tithing was so engrained that 
it was second nature to me. I had picked up an odd job with a church mem-
ber the previous weekend and hadn’t realized he was going to pay me. We 
had taken down several trees for a customer of his, cut them up, and hauled 
them off. The church member paid me $200, so the next weekend I brought 
my tithe to church as I’d done my whole life. Granted, it was the most I’d ever 
given in one shot; in fact, the Sunday school teacher tried to hand it back, 
presuming that I was joking. I indicated that I’d done it on purpose. He went 
to get our Sunday school director, who came to see me. 

“Kevin, is this your money?”
“Yes sir.”
“Why are you putting it in the offering basket? Do your parents know?”
“Um, I think so. I made $200 last weekend working for Luvis. That 

twenty dollars is my tithe.”
There was a distinct pause. I could see his jaw working, and he blinked 

several times processing the information. He finally stopped staring at me 
and glanced back at my teacher.

“This boy needs to preach.”
Most of all, I can remember being taught the importance of giving 

back to God. I wasn’t taught about the importance of a building cam-
paign or the shortfall in the budget or the need for new carpet on the 
children’s hallway or the fact that once again this year we haven’t paid into 
the depreciating fund for the new roof. I was taught that whatever we get, 
we have an opportunity to show our gratitude to God—an opportunity 
that has nothing to do with whether you got what you wanted or what 
you thought you deserved or whether somebody else got more. You got 
something. Hallelujah! Be grateful.

I’m especially grateful that in all the memories I have of learning to 
tithe, whether by word or example, I don’t have a single memory of being 
taught it by a church staff person. I was taught by my family. I was taught 
by caring adults in my church experience—people who were tithing in their 
own lives, great men and women who took the time to encourage me in that 
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practice. Not that the voices of church staff aren’t valid; if that were true, 
you’d need to put this book down. But when the people of God are properly 
motivated to give, it rubs off on others. And any church leader will tell you 
that if the people are tithing, we can do anything we dream of to advance the 
kingdom of God.

I don’t know why this book is in your hands. Some churches may be 
reaching for this resource in desperation, trying to turn the tide of declining 
giving. Some may be using it preventatively, hoping to head off early warn-
ing signs of that same problem. Some may be using it because it’s one month 
to Easter and they couldn’t find a Lent curriculum they could agree on.

I’m going to encourage you to look past all of that mess. You’re at the 
beginning of your own story. You’re the one who is going to write it. I’m 
hoping you’ll infuse your story with gratitude to a living God for any bless-
ing you find in this life. I hope you’ll find ways of preserving your financial 
future that incorporate not only the Old Testament ordinance of a tenth-
part offering, but also the New Testament community of gathering daily in 
singing and prayer, holding all things in common and giving to each as they 
have need. 

As you find your way, take the time to look back and lead someone else.
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usIng thIs book

Each chapter of this study is based on a chapter from Mike Slaughter’s 
book and DVD, shiny gods: finding freedom from things that distract us. The 
shiny gods book and DVD, along with this youth study edition, a children’s 
leader guide, and book of devotions, comprise the stewardship program 
first: putting GOD first in living and giving. Note that this youth study edi-
tion includes a bonus session: “What’s Next?”

Drawing on Slaughter’s challenging and inspiring thoughts about gen-
erosity, giving, and stewardship, I have presented some ideas for youth to 
consider, including a selection of leader helps for those who would like to 
use the book in a group. These ideas are organized in sections, as described 
below.

You may want to look at the Slaughter book, but don’t feel that you need 
to, as this book is written to stand on its own and can be used very effectively 
that way.

Reading and Reflecting

This section lays out some of the main thoughts from Mike Slaughter’s 
book, along with examples from my own life, family, and ministry experi-
ences. It includes a biblical text for the session. If you’re using this book 
as a devotional, think of this section along with the main Scripture as the 
first devotion.
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GoinG Deeper

Here you’ll find three additional devotions using Scripture that comple-
ments the main text for the chapter. If you’re using this book with a group, 
a helpful approach would be to have group members commit to completing 
the reading and devotionals before coming together as a group.

MakinG it personal

These are some reflection questions that look back over the devotionals 
and are intended to be answered alone. If you’ve completed the devotions 
during the week, it might be helpful to look over these questions right before 
you go to meet with your group. If you’re not meeting with a group, you can 
use them whenever you like.

sharinG in Conversation

These group questions can serve as an icebreaker to open your group 
time together. They should also allow anyone who hasn’t read to be drawn 
into the conversation.

BrinGinG it to life

Each chapter concludes with two 15-minute activities designed to 
engage your group with the material in a new way. Supplies are minimal, 
but for the supplies that are suggested, make sure someone is in charge of 
bringing them. Most of the activities wrap up with one or two additional 
discussion questions or a peek back at the text.

My hope is that you will find yourself drawn to new depths of commit-
ment as you grow in your practices of financial management and giving!

listeninG for GoD

Each chapter closes with a prayer.  
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1.
namIng our Idols 

Don’t forget the covenant that I made with you. Don’t worship other 
gods. Instead, worship only the Lord your God. He will rescue you from your  
enemies’ power. But they wouldn’t listen. Instead, they continued doing their for-
mer religious practices. So these nations worship the Lord, but they also serve 
their idols. The children and the grandchildren are doing the very same thing 
their parents did. And that’s how things still are today. (2 Kings 17:38-41)

reaDinG anD refleCtinG

Idols Are So Cool . . .
I was fascinated by idols when I was a kid. I was an avid reader of Scrip-

ture at an early age. (Yes, I was that kid.) But I wasn’t trying to advance my 
theological learning; since I was in middle school, I was just hunting for sex 
and violence. Which lands you pretty quickly in the Old Testament. Which 
is also packed with idols. I can still remember how odd I thought some of 
the things were that people in Scripture did or worshiped or believed. As an 
adult, I can look back and realize that with just a little perspective, nearly 
anything can seem normal if it’s how you were raised.

But the way my God interacted with those other gods and idols fascinat-
ed me. I loved the story about Elijah taunting the prophets of Baal because 
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Baal didn’t respond. Was Baal taking a break? Was he on vacation? And 
when the Philistines captured the ark of God and set it in the temple of their 
god Dagon, they returned on consecutive mornings to find Dagon knocked 
down. The second day Dagon’s hands and head broke off too, which was a 
nice touch. Things got so bad in Philistine territory that eventually the Phi-
listines returned the ark voluntarily. Our God had so much swagger in the 
Old Testament! It made other gods and idols seem so obviously silly.

Fast-forward to today. It’s much harder to point the finger at our own 
existence on any subject. Something about the fact that we’re in it makes 
everything seem perfectly normal. We don’t have fish-shaped gods that 
distract us from our God, do we? And there’s no ark of the covenant mill-
ing about knocking down things that compete with God for our attention. 
Things are so much more complex and sophisticated than they used to be.

Or are they?
Even as a little kid, I was pretty good at arranging my life in the way that 

I wanted and then trying to tag God onto the outside of my plan. In the sum-
mer of my fifth-grade year I decided I was going to be a Christian rock star. 
I wrote songs. I designed outfits for the band. I made my brothers “practice” 
with me, though none of us played instruments. I even drew blueprints for 
a “band house” where we could all live together with our families and space 
for practice and recording. Somewhere in there was the idea of keeping fam-
ily forefront in an industry that often puts God and family last.

That dream faded as I got older, but the practice of making my plan first 
continued into adulthood. In the times when I would actually seek God 
first, it didn’t take a lot to derail me. I would begin to follow, then the slight-
est distraction or bump in the road would move me off course. Or I would 
follow God’s lead for a moment and immediately begin tacking on my own 
ideas and suggestions.

What does all that have to do with idols? Nothing and everything. We 
wouldn’t label most of what distracts us from God as an idol, but in fact it is 
even though it’s not shaped like a fish, or lying knocked over next to the ark 
of God. In the end, it’s easier to go on living however we want than to label 
our idols for what they are and clean house.

But we must. Get out the Sharpie and yard sale labels, then take a walk 
through your life, looking for idols. Maybe it’s your phone. Maybe it’s your 
appearance: Each morning in the mirror, you may be staring your idol in 
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