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Note from the Author 

 I read routinely about leadership and ministry. 

A common theme in these arenas is “burnout.” 

Authors often confess that they spent so much time 

working early in their career that they neglected their 

health and family, usually with calamitous results. 

 It didn’t take me long to realize, “I don’t want 

that to happen to me!” But youth ministers are easily 

tempted to be busier than they should be. It isn’t 

because we don’t love our families; it’s because we 

love our students! So I resolved not to let my schedule 

get too cluttered. 

 I also resolved not to let my ministry become 

too complicated. My simple approach to ministry has 

protected me from both busyness and burnout. I 

believe the Lord is also using this simplicity to 

produce sincerity in the hearts of my students. 

 I hope this book helps you simplify your 

student ministry as well. May it sustain you 

throughout a lifetime of ministry! May it produce 

Jesus-centered change in and through the lives of 

your students! 
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Introduction 

Teenagers are in a unique stage of life. They are 

discovering who they are and what they believe. They 

are forming their own convictions and priorities. They 

are also in a vulnerable stage of life. They are exposed 

to new and powerful temptations. And the media 

pressures them to conform to the world. 

Because of this, they are more willing to 

respond to the gospel than any other age group. Most 

people who make a serious commitment to Jesus do 

so before the age of eighteen. That is why youth 

ministry is so important. Teenagers need ministry 

that is specifically designed for them. They need 

teaching and pastoral care that meets their needs.  

It has become popular to say that youth 

ministry is a failure. It is undeniable that most 

teenagers abandon their faith after leaving high 

school. But this is not because youth ministry is 

failing. Rather, the fact that some students continue in 

their faith suggests that it is a success! 

 However, there is still room for improvement. 

Let us take a quick look at how youth ministry began, 

how it exists today, and how to get better results in the 

future:   
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History of Youth Ministry 

 Youth ministry began in the mid-nineteenth 

century. Teenagers were working six days a week and 

not receiving an education. Classes were offered on 

Sundays to teach them how to read the Bible. 

Parachurch ministries that targeted youth developed 

in the first half of the twentieth century. They hosted 

large rallies with an emphasis on evangelism. 

 Campus ministries developed in the second 

half of the twentieth century. So did the modern 

model of youth ministry. Church began hiring full-

time youth ministers and providing designated youth 

facilities. This model has persisted into the twenty-

first century. Although it has come under heavy 

criticism, it is the model most churches use today. 

Youth Ministry Culture 

 Throughout the twentieth century, a distinct 

youth culture emerged. So did a distinct youth 

ministry culture. Both cultures have become more 

involved alongside each other.  

Youth ministry is now its own profession. 

Books are written on it. Conferences, classes, and 

degrees are offered about it. And most churches have 

a youth minister, either volunteer or staff. 

 The leaders of this culture are those who have 

large and successful youth ministries. They are 
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regarded as experts and celebrities. This culture also 

includes parachurch organizations that study 

teenagers and their world. 

Complication of Youth Ministry 

 Unfortunately, this has contributed to youth 

ministry becoming complicated. It isn’t about 

preaching the gospel to teenagers and teaching them 

the Bible anymore. 

 Rather, it’s about cutting-edge programs and 

flashy events. It’s about using the latest technology 

and having cool facilities. It’s about being attractional 

and drawing a large crowd. It’s about attending the 

best camps and conferences. 

 This makes it difficult for youth workers to 

simply evangelize and disciple teenagers. It also 

subjects them to unfair expectations from parents and 

church leaders. 

A Simpler Way 

 But youth ministry isn’t about entertainment. 

It’s about teenagers making a lifelong commitment to 

Jesus and learning how to live it out. In other words, 

youth ministry is about people. It’s about working 

with the right people in the right ways so that 

teenagers’ lives are permanently changed by Jesus. 
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Working with Students 

 Many of us become youth ministers because we 

like teenagers. After all, teenagers are a lot of fun! 

They like going out and staying up late. They sustain 

themselves with a steady diet of junk food. And they 

keep themselves busy playing video games and 

watching YouTube videos.  

 Because of this, youth ministry is a lot of fun! 

Who else gets to play dodgeball, race go-karts, or play 

laser tag and call it “work”? Who else gets to spend 

their expense account at Dave & Buster’s? Who else 

can have a “business meeting” at GameStop or the 

drive thru at Taco Bell? 

 But there is a danger lurking here. In the midst 

of all the fun, we can settle for being our students’ 

friend rather than striving to be their pastor. God 

hasn’t called us to have fun with our students; rather, 

He has called us to impact them for Jesus.  

Jesus describes Himself as a shepherd in John 

10. Paul gives instructions for the elders of the church 

at Ephesus in Acts 20. Taken together, these passages 

provide a model for leading our students. 

Know Them 

 Our first responsibility is to know our students. 

Jesus says, “I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep 
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and my sheep know me” (John 10:14). This doesn’t 

mean that we just know their first names. Jesus goes 

on to say, “Just as the Father knows me and I know 

the Father” (John 10:15). 

 Jesus and the Father know each other pretty 

well. Later on He says, “I and the Father are one” 

(John 10:30). Their relationship was deep and 

intimate. How well do you know your students? See 

how many of these questions you can answer about 

them: 

 How old are they? 

 What grade are they in? 

 Where do they go to school? 

 What is their favorite class? 

 What extracurricular activities are they 

involved in? 

 What do they like to watch, listen to, and play? 

 What do they want to do with their life? 

Youth culture is shallow. It only allows for 

surface-level friendships. Students are constantly 

connected via texting and social media. Yet many of 

them are lonely and depressed! Why? Because they 

don’t know each other. “Hanging out” means staring 

at the same screen or being on your phone in the same 

room. There’s no real interaction!  
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 Students aren’t receiving much attention at 

home either. Sadly, some parents don’t make the 

effort to know their own children. So what happens 

when we take a genuine interest in them? They 

respond to it and appreciate it. Students want to be 

known. And it’s our job to know them. 

Teach Them 

 Our second responsibility is to teach our 

students. Look at what Paul says to the elders of 

Ephesus: 

 “You know that I have not hesitated to preach 

anything that would be helpful to you but have 

taught you publicly and from house to house” 

(Acts 20:20). 

 “For I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the 

whole will of God” (Acts 20:27). 

 “Now I commit you to God and to the word of 

his grace, which can build you up and give you 

an inheritance among all those who are 

sanctified” (Acts 20:32). 

 “In everything I did, I showed you by this kind 

of work that we must help the weak” (Acts 

20:35). 

Paul taught both publicly and privately. We 

should teach our students at church. But we must 

teach them during our time with them outside church 

as well. 
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Paul taught both large and small groups. We 

should address our students as a youth group. But we 

should also meet with individuals and apply the Bible 

to their specific needs and situations. 

Paul taught the entire Bible. How many of us 

teach only the New Testament? Or only the love of 

God? We must teach about Him in all His fullness 

from the whole of Scripture. 

Paul made his teaching practical by putting it 

into practice. We must live out our teaching so our 

students can see what it looks like in real life. 

Finally, Paul entrusted his students to God. 

Once our students graduate, we must trust Him to 

bear fruit in their lives as a result of our teaching. 

Our primary goal as teachers is to impart 

discernment. The world brainwashes our students 

through media and public education. We must train 

them to evaluate its lies by the standard of God’s 

truth.  

Protect Them 

 Our third responsibility is to protect our 

students. Jesus says, “The good shepherd lays down 

his life for the sheep…I lay down my life for the sheep” 

(John 10:11, 15). Paul warns, “I know that after I leave, 

savage wolves will come in among you and will not 
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spare the flock…So be on your guard!” (Acts 20:29, 

31) 

We must protect our students from unfair 

expectations. The world (and sometimes their 

parents) set standards for them that they cannot meet. 

We must constantly remind them to meet God’s 

standards rather than anyone else’s. He expects them 

not to be perfect, but to be faithful and obedient. 

We must also protect them from making 

foolish decisions. They are immature and unwise. 

They often plunge into behaviors or relationships that 

are bad for them. We must warn them against reckless 

behavior. We must give them good advice and wise 

counsel. We must help them surround themselves 

with good company. 

Finally, we must protect them from harm. We 

share responsibility for them. We must be willing to 

put ourselves between them and any danger. Many 

people have impure motives. We must teach students 

to be wary of predators, especially online. 

More than a Friend 

 Many of us enter youth ministry thinking we 

will be our students’ friend. But as we have seen, we 

are so much more. 

 Befriend your students. Watch their shows, 

listen to their music, play their games. Visit them at 
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home, school, and work. Go to their favorite places 

and do their favorite things. Keep in touch with them 

via texting and social media. 

 But befriend them with a purpose. Remember 

that we aren’t here to have fun. We’re here to produce 

permanent, Jesus-centered change in and through 

their lives. Maximize your time with students to make 

as much of an impact on them as possible. Stop being 

just a friend; start being a pastor. 
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Working with Parents 

 Parents can be a youth minister’s greatest ally 

or worst enemy. On the one hand, parents are an asset 

to your ministry. They will gladly make their 

resources available to you. And they are happy to 

serve as volunteers or chaperones.  

On the other hand, parents are also a liability. 

They can make things very rough for you. If you fail to 

keep them on your side, they can destroy your 

confidence and credibility. The difference is in how 

you treat them. Will you make the effort to earn their 

trust and support? Or will you just expect them to 

respect you? 

 Our students’ parents have been around for 

awhile. They have seen youth ministers make 

mistakes and fail. Their kids have been hurt by 

trusting the wrong people. That’s why they don’t 

automatically trust and respect us. We have to prove 

ourselves first. They need to see that we are 

trustworthy, responsible, and safe.  

 Parents are the most influential people in our 

students’ lives. So we need to work with them in ways 

that help them make us much of an impact on our 

students for Jesus as possible. 
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Affirm Their Role 

 Studies continue to show that parents are the 

primary influence in a teenager’s life. We could never 

hope to make as much of an impact on our students as 

their parents. This is true in religious and spiritual 

matters as well. Teenagers will only value church and 

a relationship with God as much as their parents do. 

 This is why God tells parents to raise their 

children to know Him: 

 “These commandments that I give you today 

are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on 

your children.” (Deuteronomy 6:6-7) 

 “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; 

instead, bring them up in the training and 

instruction of the Lord” (Ephesians 6:4). 

Paul tells Timothy, “I have been reminded of 

your sincere faith, which first lived in your 

grandmother Lois and in your mother Eunice” (2 

Timothy 1:5). 

 Many parents have a hard time communicating 

with their teenagers. Their kids won’t listen to them 

anymore and seem to replace them with outside 

influences. On top of that, youth culture moves at a 

quick pace and constantly changes. Parents are often 

confused by it and feel like they can’t keep up! 
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We need to affirm them in the role God has 

given them. We need to assure them they are making 

an impact on their kids. 

Emphasize Respect 

Teenagers tend to blow off their parents. They 

roll their eyes, talk back, and disobey. But God wants 

children to respect their parents: 

 “Honor your father and mother, so that you 

may live long in the land that the LORD your 

God is giving you” (Exodus 20:12). 

 “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for 

this is right” (Ephesians 6:1). 

We must emphasize that our students respect 

their parents. We must remind them constantly that 

God expects them to do it, and so do we. Explain to 

them that their parents are trying their best. When 

their kids disrespect them, it makes their job even 

harder! 

Respecting parents might not seem that 

important to your students. Youth culture incites and 

celebrates rebellion. But the Bible says disrespect is a 

serious sin. Paul describes how people will be in the 

last days. He includes “being disobedient to their 

parents” among a list of other sinful qualities (2 

Timothy 3:2). 
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This begins with us. We must set an example of 

respecting parents. Paul tells Timothy to respect older 

men and women as if they were his own parents (1 

Timothy 5:1-2)! What is your attitude toward parents? 

How do you speak about them around your students? 

Parents of teenagers have a tough job. We 

make it easier by emphasizing respect to their kids. 

Meet Their Needs 

 Understand that parents have needs as well. If 

you make an effort to meet their needs, your ministry 

will bear new fruit and receive unlimited support. 

 First, communicate with them. Keep them up-

to-date on what is happening in your ministry. Open 

multiple lines of communication. Here are a few 

suggestions: 

 Send weekly or monthly e-mails 

 Post daily or weekly updates on social media 

 Send timely reminders via texting 

 Post weekly ads in the church bulletin 

 Host quarterly FYI meetings 

 Send letters about new or upcoming events    

Parents love to feel informed. If you want their 

kids to participate (and if you want to keep them on 

your side), you have to let them know what’s going on. 
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Second, provide resources for them. Times 

have changed since they were teenagers – a lot! They 

need help understanding their kids and the world they 

live in. There are many books, websites, and seminars 

about youth culture. Parent Ministry is also becoming 

a popular idea. Make parents aware of the resources 

that exist for them. 

Third, be available to them. Let them know that 

you’re there to help. They need to know that you’re on 

their side, too! Sometimes they need a counselor. Be 

willing to listen and pray for them. Sometimes they 

need an advocate. Be willing to reinforce their 

parenting. 

 You won’t have all the answers. But that isn’t 

what they need anyway. What they need is someone 

who cares about them and understands how hard it is 

to raise a teenager.  

More than a Liability 

 Most youth ministers overlook their students’ 

parents. This is a serious mistake that severely 

hinders their ministry’s effectiveness! Parents make a 

powerful and permanent impact on their kids. We 

should take advantage of this and leverage their 

influence as much as possible for Jesus’ sake. 

 Cast a biblical vision for parenting. Inspire 

parents to raise teenagers who are fully committed to 
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Jesus. Then give them the resources and attention the 

task requires. We often minister to students directly. 

But we can also minister to them indirectly. By 

investing in their parents, we are investing in them as 

well.   
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Working with Volunteers 

 Youth ministry is too huge a task for us to 

handle on our own. It is a serious mistake to think we 

can do the job by ourselves without help from anyone 

else!  

Some youth ministers try to teach every lesson, 

attend every activity, lead every trip, and visit every 

student. They carry the entire weight of the ministry 

alone. Not only does this hurt their health and family; 

it also hurts their ministry. Their ministry is limited to 

their availability, personality, and abilities. It can only 

go as far as they can take it.  

If we are wise, we will build a team of 

volunteers to work alongside us. They can share the 

responsibilities and burdens of the ministry. 

 But we must be deliberate about working with 

volunteers. It isn’t safe to let anyone serve, and it isn’t 

helpful to let them serve however they want. Rather, 

we must be strategic about maximizing our impact on 

our students through others. 

Recruit Them 

 Many youth ministers struggle to recruit 

volunteers. They put ads in the bulletin and make 

pleas at congregational meetings. They are surprised 

and overjoyed when anyone responds! But recruiting 
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is not a random process. We must ask the Holy Spirit 

to help us discern who would be effective at working 

with our students.  

Then we must ask if they are willing to serve. If 

they are, they should be put through a recruiting 

process. This should include an interview with you, as 

well as a background check and references. 

One mistake to avoid is carelessness. Don’t 

allow someone to serve just because they want to. 

Closely examine their character and motives first. 

Paul told Timothy to be careful when appointing 

leaders: “They must first be tested; and then if there is 

nothing against them, let them serve” (1 Timothy 

3:10). 

 Another mistake is vagueness. Volunteers hate 

not knowing what their job is. It makes them feel like 

they are serving without a purpose. Don’t just ask 

someone to “serve in your ministry.” Appoint them to 

a specific position or task. Tell them exactly what you 

expect them to do. 

Equip Them 

 Some youth ministers struggle to entrust their 

volunteers with actual responsibility. They ask for 

help with something but end up doing it themselves 

anyway! This is frustrating for volunteers. It makes 

them wonder, “Why did you ask for my help if you 
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don’t want it?!” It suggests that you have no trust or 

confidence in them. 

 This is also frustrating for God. He didn’t give 

you spiritual gifts so you could do all the ministry 

yourself. He gifted you so you could equip others to do 

ministry as well. Paul says He gives us each a task “to 

prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the 

body of Christ may be built up” (Ephesians 4:12). 

 Your job is to equip your church to minister to 

its students. This means handing over responsibility 

to your volunteers. Don’t get in their way or do it for 

them. 

 It also means giving them what they need to do 

the job. Impart to them your skills, knowledge, and 

resources. Make yourself available to answer 

questions and give advice. Help them learn and grow 

from the experience. Guide and correct them as they 

serve. Lead them to discover the ways God has gifted 

them to minister to teenagers. 

Reward Them 

 Volunteers lose their motivation to serve when 

they stop feeling appreciated. Never take your helpers 

for granted. Show them how valuable they are to you 

and your ministry. Paul tells Timothy regarding 

church leaders: 
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 “Those who have served well gain an excellent 

standing” (1 Timothy 3:13). 

 “The elders who direct the affairs of the church 

well are worthy of double honor” (1 Timothy 

5:17). 

This is also true for those who serve in your 

ministry. Treat them with high regard. Find constant 

and creative ways to express your gratitude. Tell them 

“thank you” every time you speak with them. Buy gifts 

for them. Take them out to eat or invite them over for 

dinner. Praise their service and share credit with 

them. 

Most of all, give them extra attention. Pay 

attention to what’s going on in their lives. If they care 

about what matters to you, shouldn’t you care about 

what matters to them? 

People will continue to serve even in difficult 

situations when they feel appreciated and valued. Do 

everything possible to make your volunteers feel like a 

vital part of your ministry. 

More than Helpers 

 Volunteers make things better for us. They 

lighten our load by sharing in our calling. They relieve 

some of the pressure and burden of ministry. They 

also make things better for our students. Our students 
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need other godly adults to invest in them. They need 

as much care, guidance, and prayer as they can get! 

It’s selfish to want to be the only person 

making an impact on our students. And it’s foolish to 

think nobody else can. By working with volunteers in 

the right ways, we can leverage their influence and 

make a permanent impact for Jesus on our students’ 

lives through them. 
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Working with Church Leaders 

 Church politics has overwhelmed many youth 

ministers. Maintaining a healthy relationship with 

church leaders is sometimes hard to do! 

 Some senior ministers have no interest in their 

youth ministers. They only pay attention to them 

when they want to make a complaint or offer a 

critique. Some church leaders feel entitled to their 

position. They treat it as a political platform to 

promote their own agendas. They can be stubborn and 

difficult to please. 

 Like it or not, the leaders of your church have 

authority over you. It is extremely important for you 

to earn their respect and support! Your ministry won’t 

last long without it. 

 “Church leaders” include the senior minister, 

elders, deacons, and board members at your church. 

These are the men who direct the affairs of your 

congregation. We must try to develop and maintain a 

good relationship with them. If we can win their 

approval, we can also leverage their influence. 

Submit to Them 

I was rebellious and disrespectful during my 

college years. In fact, I was fired from my first youth 
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ministry for preaching about how our church had no 

spiritual leadership! 

 “Submission” is a tough concept for youth 

ministers to grasp. We like to reject tradition and do 

things our own way. We want total freedom and very 

little accountability. But Hebrews 13:17 says, “Obey 

your leaders and submit to their authority…Obey 

them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for 

that would be of no advantage to you.” 

 Respect the leaders of your church even when 

you disagree with them. Abide by their decisions even 

when you think they are making a mistake. This won’t 

be easy, but it will benefit you greatly. They will be 

more willing to trust you if they know you respect 

them and submit to their authority. 

 Our attitude toward church leaders sets an 

example for our students. If you disrespect those in 

authority over you, how will your students treat those 

in authority over them? 

Report to Them 

 You should report to church leaders regularly. 

It is their responsibility to oversee your ministry. How 

can they do this unless you tell them what’s going on? 

Keep them informed about what is happening in your 

ministry. Share the struggles you are facing as well as 

the progress you are making. 
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 I report to the leaders of my church daily, 

weekly, and monthly: 

 Daily – Each morning my senior minister and I 

share what we hope to accomplish that day. 

 Weekly – Each week we go out for lunch. We 

spend an hour or two eating, talking, and 

praying together. 

 Monthly – Each month I give a brief report at 

our elders’ meeting. 

This may seem burdensome to you. But not 

reporting to church leaders will turn into a greater 

burden, because it will decrease their level of trust and 

confidence in you. 

Serve Them 

 Most of us in ministry take a selfish attitude 

toward church leaders. We want them to serve in our 

ministry, approve and fund our ideas, and make our 

lives easier. In reality, it should be our goal to make 

their lives easier! Church leaders have shouldered a 

heavy burden. We should try to lighten their load. 

 Hebrews 13:17 says, “They keep watch over you 

as men who must give an account.” God will hold your 

leaders responsible for the state of your church. He 

will judge them by a higher standard than He judges 

you! 
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 Since this is so, what should our attitude be? 

Should we expect them to cater to us? Or should we 

serve them out of appreciation for standing before 

God in our behalf? 

 You can serve the leaders of your church in 

many ways. At the very least you can pray for them. 

Pray that God will grant them wisdom and 

discernment to lead His people. Paul urges “that 

requests, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be 

made for…all those in authority” (1 Timothy 2:1-2). 

This surely includes church leaders. 

 You can also thank them. Express gratitude for 

their leadership. Recognize and appreciate their 

willingness to answer to God for the health and 

effectiveness of your church. 

 Finally, you can speak well of them. Affirm 

them to the congregation. Tell the people of your 

church what their leaders are doing for them. Build 

them up to others. 

More than Supervisors   

 We tend to think of church leaders as “bosses” 

or “supervisors.” Some of us have good bosses who 

allow us to do ministry. Others have bad bosses who 

hinder our efforts.  

 You may be frustrated with your church 

leaders. You may find it difficult to support and 
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respect them. Your relationship with them may be 

strained or non-existent. But even if this is true, you 

can’t deny their influence. Leaders wield enormous 

influence over their church. That influence has the 

potential to increase the impact of your ministry. 

 Treat church leaders in a way that disposes 

them favorably toward you and your ministry. Their 

approval, trust, and support will then be passed on to 

the congregation. By working with church leaders in 

the right ways, you can change your students’ lives by 

lengthening and strengthening your ministry. 
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Conclusion 

 Our entertainment-driven culture pressures us 

to put on a “good show.” It wants us to attract large 

numbers of teenagers rather than disciple a 

committed few. Youth ministry culture pressures us to 

be highly organized. It wants us to keep teenagers 

busy in the church rather than mobilizing them for 

mission in the world. 

 These mentalities distract us from our primary 

task – fulfilling the Great Commission among our 

church’s teens. Our purpose is to make them into 

disciples who make disciples. For this to happen, we 

must stay focused on the people in our ministry. We 

must work with them in the right ways so our 

students’ lives are permanently changed by Jesus.  

What It Means to Be a Christian 

 That is what it means to be a Christian, after all 

– not that you go to church, read the Bible, or even get 

baptized, but that Jesus has changed your life. This is 

why there is so much nominalism in our country. 

Many who claim to be “Christian” have never had a 

life-changing experience with Jesus.  

 This is also why the church is bleeding young 

adults. They may attend youth group and church 

camp, but if Jesus doesn’t change their life then it’s all 

for nothing. This should be our prayer – not that 
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students attend our programs, but that their lives be 

undeniably changed by Jesus. 

What It Means to Be a Student Minister 

 There is only one man who can accomplish that 

feat, and it isn’t you. It isn’t me either! Jesus alone can 

change our students’ lives. That is why we must 

surround them with others who are already being 

changed by Him. Only then will they see and 

experience it for themselves. 

 This is what it means to be a student minister – 

not that we plan events, lead trips, or teach lessons, 

but that we create a climate of Jesus-centered change 

around our students. It is our job to equip our 

churches to preach the gospel in a way that changes 

the lives of teenagers. 

 This is neither an easy task nor one we can 

accomplish alone. That is why we must leverage our 

friendship with our students as well as their 

relationships with others (parents, volunteers, church 

leaders) to maximize our impact on them for Jesus. 
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