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If I were to ask you what people group in the world is most open to the gospel, what would you say? Maybe the poor, or Africans, or those in crisis? The answer is in fact ‘children’, more specifically young people between the ages of 4 – 14. It is hard to know whose statistics to believe, but around 1/3 of the people I have led into a life-long relationship with Jesus have been in this age-group and some statistics suggest that up to 85% of those coming to Christ today in the world are of this age group.
In the West, psychologists have convinced us that people cannot make life-long decisions until they are around 25 years of age. God has a different view. Of the people I have led to Christ at a young age, very few have drifted away from the Lord or the church (a greater number of 30 and 40 somethings have gone back to their previous ways of living).
I vividly recall reading some research work Nigel Cottle did for the Union over a decade ago reflecting shocking statistics re young people exiting the church at around 18.  Today I suggest things are worse, with around 75% of our church youth leaving at this age and up to a third of those returning to church after they have made major life decisions once they start a family.
We say we are running good youth and children’s programs and yet Karen Warner recounted the real stats in her article before the Hui last year. In the last 10 years we have 13% fewer adults in church, 22% fewer teens and 26% fewer children. Please don’t tell me that our Baptist movement is healthy or that we are doing well. It’s not true. The most important thing to Our Father in Heaven is that lost people come into a saving relationship with Jesus. Our population is growing in NZ but we are in steady decline.
We are in decline. Our ministries, including our youth ministries, are not healthy. Our community ministries on a whole are not producing salvations. We are missing the ‘main thing’ the church is called to do (evangelism) while over-looking these little ones as maybe too young to be Christians or a part of the Body of Christ. When, in fact, God does not see things that way.
BUT GOD.......
Ten years ago when our excellent children’s and families ministries were resourcing parents through concepts like ‘think orange’ I felt that we were partly on track. We had maybe half of the picture for the future that we needed. What we have failed to focus on, and now God is inviting us to see, is that children are the most fertile mission field in every country NOW; that evangelism focused towards children bears lasting fruit and in fact children are often the best evangelists in our churches (unless you tell them that evangelism scares us adults).
I am convinced that if we focus on church kids, we’ll lose around 75%. But if we focus our evangelistic efforts on reaching pre-Christian Children we will reach thousands for Christ who are currently lost and in the process retain most of the already found.
For years I have led adults to the Lord and had to spend long periods of time: helping them get healed of past trauma and mistakes; time deconstructing unhealthy concepts of God and reconstructing them around the Word; time healing relationships and sorting out the consequences of big life mistakes.
How much better would it be to focus on reaching people while they are young, helping them to hear His Voice and to fully trust His Word so that they can grow up confident in a Biblical World View.
Before arriving in a new pastorate in Whangarei last year, God had already been redirecting my heart and what He wanted to do in the church here in relation to children. Though the church I came to was mostly senior in age, the Holy Spirit clearly directed me and the team to focus on two things:
“Raising World-changing Christians – Blessing Northern Churches”.
As a church we will welcome anyone and reach out to anyone, but we are becoming very deliberate in making evangelism to our 4-14 year olds the priority. We are changing every aspect about our building, signage, services, social activities, etc to fit around that vision. We are forming a faith development strategy where we will pick up children, both churched and unreached, at the age of four and invest into them deliberately and track/ mentor them intentionally until they are 25 years of age. We want to see children involved in virtually every area of ministry in the church including all age worship teams, door greeters, prayers, evangelists, and leaders. We aim to take multiple risks of faith so that they get every opportunity to really know the Lord and His power and calling on each of their lives. We want to give them opportunities in community ministries, overseas mission and leadership development.
We aim to surround every church or unchurched young person with at least 5 meaningful relationships outside of their own family.
We want their parents (churched and unchurched) to find us as their ‘best’ supporters.
Karen Warner has given me many books, links and resources that have helped us shape our future ministry at Central Baptist in Whangarei. One of the best has been George Barna’s book “Transforming Children into Spiritual Champions.” Here are four quotes from this book:
 “... by the age of 13, your spiritual identity is largely set in place.” (p.34)
 “Many churches do not adequately or appropriately support ministry to children because kids are seen as the ‘bait’ that enables the church to land the real treasure ie adults – rather than as a valuable, if unrefined, treasure in themselves.” (p.41)
“The research reinforces one simple but profound truth over and over again; if you want to have a lasting influence upon the world, you must invest in people’s lives; and if you want to maximize that investment, then you must invest in those people while they are young.” (p.41)
 “Having devoted more than two decades of my life and all my professional skills to studying and working with ministries of all types, I am now convinced that THE GREATEST HOPE FOR THE LOCAL CHURCH LIES IN RAISING GODLY CHILDREN.” (p.49)
I have been in pastoral ministry for a long time. I have had the profound pleasure of seeing so many people come into the Kingdom. Right now I believe God is opening our eyes to see the obvious, and inviting us to change our patterns of church and evangelism that are largely failing. Right now, there is a harvest field of souls in your neighbourhood and mine. They won’t tithe for some time, they have lots of energy and make life messy, but if you and I reach out to them and invest in them, the church of the future will be growing and dynamic! Unleash the gospel to the young then unleash them in the church and you will see – how awesome our God is!
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