The sentence we have all said, at least once… What will it take to get through to these guys? Whether it’s your kids, your friend’s kids, your neighbors, or a youth group, you’ve heard this question. That cry for help has been echoing throughout the ages. 

Steve is a youth helper. He could be just about any youth helper, sponsor, teacher, or pastor in the world. He had always found relating to junior high students to be as natural as breathing. In fact, it was the depth of his relationships with last year’s 8th grade students that had led him to request a place on the high school leadership team. Now Steve is wondering what he was thinking. He simply cannot connect with the ideas, attitudes, and interests of the high school students. Even his beloved 8th grade class is increasingly mysterious to him.  Is it me or them? Have I lost my ability for youth ministry, or have they just become unreachable, destined to frustrate all present and future leaders? How can anyone get through to them?
Steve is facing his first genuine crisis of leadership, and has no idea where to begin. This happens over and over again to youth leaders everywhere. The youth of today are extraordinarily different than any generation of youth before them and it has created quite a beast to tackle. Youth ministry today has a very mysterious nature, and this is what Steve is coming face to face with. Why does a message that really “hits” a junior higher fall flat with a high schooler? Is it just too simple or immature for her? Does she need something “deeper”? Why does a program so exciting to a high schooler fail to get a meaningful response out of a younger student? Like trying to solve a murder mystery ministers are looking for clues as to why all previously successful approaches to ministry are suddenly and disappointingly losing all impact today. 

Youth ministry has been in the process over the last about 5 years of a major overhauling. It’s Extreme Makeover Youth Ministry Edition. Extreme Makeover Home Edition is where…  

You’ve all heard the phrase “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it”. That has long been the prevailing attitude towards youth ministry in churches. But it’s just not the case. Society is changing so rapidly, contemporary culture is so diverse, and students lives are more complex than ever, and what once worked to reach them simply isn’t effective anymore. I have a book called “When Kumbayah is Not Enough”. It compares today’s youth ministry to youth ministry in the late 60’s and early 70’s when contemporary youth ministry really began to boom. Large rallies, exciting and crazy youth ministers, gospel presentations, and singing would draw youth from all over. But that stuff in and of itself will not draw students to church and point them to Christ anymore. So what else can we do. What is the first step.
Our Standards Powerpoint

Paul’s ministry to the people of Thessalonica greatly resembled youth ministry today. In these verses he speaks of a number of things that sound very familiar to youth ministers and leaders.
1 Thessalonians 2 
Many people didn’t understand, appreciate or even want Paul’s ministry there. And Paul talks about and refutes some of the attitudes against him and his ministry. These are temptations that we all are in danger of falling in but that are especially dangerous in youth ministry. 
First, Paul says he is not preaching to please men, to say and do what people want to hear and do. We all should be ministers and the only person we speak for is God. If God is proud and pleased from our youth ministry, that’s all that matters. Youth ministers fall into this trap many times because if youth are not having fun than they simply won’t come back and if they aren’t getting something out of the youth group then they view their time here as pointless. That’s why it is so hard but so vital to have a balance of fun and God seeking study. For years youth ministry has been event driven. What’s the big event this month? Drawing in as big of a crowd as possible to try and retain a few. The youth groups that I see really experiencing growth and breakthroughs have let go long ago of this mindset. 
Second, Paul states that he is careful not sugar coat the gospel. He stays away from flattering words that would give people an emotional high without any spiritual reality for a foundation. Man, is that discretion ever needed in today’s seeker sensitive, politically correct society. Let’s face it, the more comfortable people feel and the easier it is to sit through a bible study then the more likely they’ll show up for it. More than any other ministry, student ministry is pressured in the numbers game. and youth pastors are only perpuating the problem… (How many you running?) Only seeing the numbers is what drives most of these pitfalls, and what drives youth ministries away from God. Paul realized that to overlook the truth and the harsh reality that is the gospel in order to see numbers and be sensitive to seekers would be to overlook Christ himself. 
Third, Paul recognizes that there are ministers that seek the glory for themselves. Rather than looking at himself he looked at Christ and the demands that Christ had placed on his life as a minister and apostle. This, perhaps, is the easiest one for a youth pastor to succumb to. Youth ministry has to always point away from the youth pastor, the leaders, the students themselves, and must always and only be pointed towards God. Today’s world is celebrity saturated and teens of today are idol makers, so no matter who you are, especially if you are a youth leader, it is becoming difficult but very important to not become a celebrity in the lives of students. 
All three of these pitfalls stem from this generations anthem, their battle cry.  And that is, “It’s all about me”! “What’s in it for me”, “What do I care”.
It’s the postmodern motto. The postmodern world has ushered in a whole new level of relativism, and it is being eaten up by students and young people. It is becoming all that they have ever known and been taught. It’s where this idea that we hear all time comes from, “What’s right for you is right for you and what’s right for me is right for me” That statement is flat out truth for students today. So you can’t teach truth to youth anymore. The Bible gets dismissed as right for “them” but not for me. So how is youth ministry changing to avoid these pitfalls and to reach students in the postmodern “me” culture? 
Let’s go back to 1 Thessalonians 2. and this isn’t just for youth, it’s not just for ministering and sharing the gospel with young students. I think Paul’s strategy to reach and disciple the Thessalonians is one that can be used today and for any people group. 
First in verse 1… whatever we do in ministry, in serving others in reaching out to others, anything… we can’t do it in vain. There is so much fluff in churches and ministry today that we could just take a big old knife and cut out. If we do anything without meaning or purpose, than it is the definition of vain, it’s useless and God is not pleased by that. 

Second, in verse… we have got to be bold. and not just bold, but we have to bold in our God. our boldness has to come from God himself. because to speak the gospel amidst much conflict requires a boldness that is beyond ourselves. and if there was “much conflict” around the gospel in Thessalonica than you know there is “much conflict” in the 2007 all around the world. 

Third, in verses 4-6… the things I have mentioned previously,  not pleasing men alone, not sugar coating the gospel, and not seeking your own glory.
and finally, in verses 7 and 8, the very heart of Paul. which should be the heart of every Christian throughout the world. And I think these verses are most important to youth ministers today. because this is where youth ministry is at today. We have got to be gentle, caring, and understanding. These are words that describe a relationship, and intimate relationship. not a professor, a teacher, and maybe not even a spiritual mentor. Paul’s ministry and youth ministry today is so much more personal and face to face than that. and then it becomes even more clear in verse 8. He longed for these people. physical pain overcame him because he so desired to see them grow and strengthen in the walk with God. Now how close do you think you must be to someone for that to happen. These are emotions and desires that follow only after a long period of relationship building and living with them. and if there ever was a looking glass into youth ministry today it would be these next few words in verse 8… that we want to impart to you not only the gospel of God, but also our very own lives! 


Paul unlocked a very valuable but overlooked key to sharing Christ. To a lot of people just sharing the gospel with them won’t amount to a hill of beans unless it flows out of a deep relationship where they see the gospel in your life and know that you have a longing for their life in Christ and sincerely care for them. this is more and more true with each passing day in the lives of students. if you were to ask high school students today to name some of their pet peeves on that list from nearly every one would be “fake people”. I’m telling ya, students are smart, most of the time more than they let on, and they can spot a fake a mile away. Today’s youth culture wants something that is real and meaningful so bad, but they can’t find it because there are not people who are willing to be real with them, to care for them, to share their life with them, and to first and foremost just love building a relationship with them. 

This is why event driven youth ministry doesn’t work like it used to. every breakthrough to Christ and spiritual life changing moment I have seen in ministry and as I talk to other youth pastors that they have seen, without exception, always flows out of a previously grown and tendered relationship with a student. 

You can give the most dynamic, incredible, earth shattering and even funny message imaginable. and it won’t mean squat in the lives of students unless they know you. what your favorite things are, what your life is like, and unless they know that you know them, what they like, what school is like, what they go through at home, the friends they have, the relationship struggles they are going through. that is why 90% of ministry is not done inside the church. it’s done out their where lives can be shared. at sonic grabbing a drink and talking about what’s going on in their life, at school, meeting friends at school lunch or out around town and it’s funny when you introduce yourself and a youth pastor, you can just see it in their eyes, oooh I better be on my best behavior. it happens at my house, I love nothing more when a student stops by just to talk. we can sit on my porch and share our lives with each other there. it can happen anywhere. but most importantly. it needs to happen where they are. school, home, sport events, concerts. sharing lives. If you’re not willing to get into their life and meet them where they are, then real ministry will not happen because they’re not gonna come where you are. 
We can live only in relationships. We need each other. A rather crude and cruel experiment was carried out by Emperor Frederick, who ruled the Roman Empire in the thirteenth century. He wanted to know what man's original language was: Hebrew, Greek, or Latin? He decided to isolate a few infants from the sound of the human voice. He reasoned that they would eventually speak the natural tongue of man. Wet nurses who were sworn to absolute silence were obtained, and though it was difficult for them, they abided by the rule. The infants never heard a word -- not a sound from a human voice. Within several months they were all dead.

one of my favorite verses is Matthew 5:16 – Let your light so shine before men that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven. That is a verse about relationships. it’s not talking about speaking, preaching, verbal witnessing. it’s talking about building a relationship with someone so much so that that the gospel can be imparted on them through your very life and because of you sharing your life with them. it’s about investing. investing your life with someone so that you can see a return of a life changed for Christ. That is why I love youth ministry!
This is why I tell parents that they can be a far better minister to their children than I could ever be, because of the relationship that they have. and I tell students that they are far better ministers to their friends than I could ever be. 

Remember that question… How can I get through to these guys? Shortly after I first began serving here at Central I called my old youth pastor and mentor up to basically ask him that. What’s the first step, what can I actually do to help point them to Christ? This is what he said… “I’ve been at Western Hills two years now. I am just now starting to feel like I know some of these students. And I am also just now starting to see some of their lives start turning to Christ and changing. I don’t think that is a coincidence.” 

That is the challenge of every youth minister today. That is the challenge of every Christian today. and that includes you, if you’re a born-again believer. so who are we intentionally sharing our life with for Christ, who are you invested in to impact them for Christ. what relationships do you have that are seeing Christ through your life. 

Paul had it right…

Let’s go share the gospel with others, let’s go share our lives with others. 
