


For more than a generation now we have sought to attract 
and entertain our precious youth rather than nurture them 
by grace. The majority have responded by turning their backs 
on the church. Brian Cosby has listened to their heart and 
is offering us the best biblical guidance we could ever hope 
to receive.

— Michael Card, Award-winning Singer, Songwriter,  
and Author

For decades the church has allowed the tail to wag the dog 
in regard to youth ministry. We have attempted to find 
the answer to every problem facing teenagers by f looding 
money into bigger and flashier programs. The results of our 
efforts speak for themselves. I am thankful that Brian Cosby 
steps forward in Giving Up Gimmicks and does something 
that has been unheard of: marrying solid biblical theology 
to youth ministry methodology. If you are concerned on 
any level about seeing young people in your church build 
a faith that will last, then I highly recommend this book 
to you.

— Danny Mitchell, Youth and Family Ministries Consultant 
and Associate Pastor of Discipleship and Youth, New 
City Fellowship, Chattanooga, Tennessee

John Williamson Nevin once critiqued Charles Grandison 
Finney’s revivalism by distinguishing Finney’s “system of the 
[anxious] bench” with historical Protestantism’s “system of 
the catechism.” One philosophy of ministry looks for quick 
results while the other looks for gradual, sustained growth. 
One is based on ingenious methods while the other is based 
on God’s methods. As a former youth pastor, I know that most 
models of American youth ministry are systems of the bench 
and are not saturated with the Word, sacraments, and prayer. 
Yet these are precisely the anchors that the souls of our youth 
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need. These are precisely what Brian Cosby calls us back to. 
I thank God for this book.

— Daniel R. Hyde, Pastor, Oceanside United Reformed 
Church

The percentage of students walking away from the church 
after high school is staggering. This book not only identifies 
the “whys” but gives applicable, biblical ways for the church 
and youth leaders to address this challenge head-on. I would 
recommend this as a must read for anyone concerned about 
the next generation.

— Jay Shaw, Youth Pastor, Briarwood Presbyterian Church, 
Birmingham, Alabama

Structuring a modern youth ministry by following the contours 
of Scripture and keeping the body of Christ at the epicenter? 
What a novel idea! Yet this is just what Brian Cosby has done. 
And the result is radical and refreshing because the Bible 
remains cutting-edge in every culture. If you want true suc-
cess in your ministry, here is the thought-through operational 
blueprint.

— R. Kent Hughes, Senior Pastor Emeritus, College Church, 
Wheaton, Illinois

If you are serious about making a lasting impact in the lives of 
your youth and preparing them for the long haul of life, Giv-
ing up Gimmicks is a must read. Brian Cosby understands how 
the ordinary means of grace change young people, draw them 
closer to Christ, and build a foundation that will last.

—  Rod Culbertson, Associate Professor of Practical Theology, 
Reformed Theological Seminary, Charlotte, North Carolina

Brian Cosby believes that youth ministry should be based 
on the same means of grace that nurture the whole church. 
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This book contains good theology that reflects his convic-
tion that strong biblical doctrine will grip and transform 
the lives of youth (and others). So don’t read this volume 
just as a handbook on how to minister to others—you will 
find yourself challenged and strengthened by reading it! 
I commend him for writing it, and recommend it to youth 
workers and others for their personal growth as well as 
effective ministry.

— Joseph Martin, Professor of Biblical Studies and Minis-
tries, Belhaven University, Jackson, Mississippi

In Giving Up Gimmicks, Cosby boldly reminds the church of 
her God-given responsibility (and privilege) to minister to 
our youth on God’s terms. The means of grace—Word, sac-
raments, and prayer—are the verdant pastures where our 
Good Shepherd, Jesus Christ, feeds and nourishes his flock . . . 
youth included! In these pages, therefore, Cosby provides us 
with something exceedingly rare, namely, a clear, cogent, and 
compelling articulation of biblical youth ministry! I warmly 
commend this book.

— Jon Payne, Minister, Grace Presbyterian Church; Lecturer, 
RTS Atlanta

In our entertainment culture in which the church often looks 
like the world in order to draw the world into the church, 
Brian Cosby offers us a much-needed word about the identity, 
purpose, and strategy of effective, God-centered youth min-
istry. A pleasure to read, this book brims over with winsome 
anecdotes, gospel-driven applications, and passionate pleas to 
recover biblical understandings on Holy Scripture, sacraments, 
spiritual discipline, and Christlike community. For those who 
desire the gospel of Jesus Christ to permeate the lives of a new 
generation, this book is a must-read.

—Christian George, International Speaker, Author
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The “traditional” approach to youth ministry has treated youth 
like autonomous individuals unrelated to their families or 
the church. The youth of the church are first and foremost 
members of the church, “covenant children” as they’ve come 
to be called, because they are members of Christian families. 
Youth ministry, then, if properly done, is family-centered and 
church-centered. It trusts that God works through families 
and through the ordinary ministry of the church. Finally, we 
have in Brian Cosby’s Giving Up Gimmicks an approach that 
does justice to the family and the church, while providing 
practical helps for youth workers.

— Terry Johnson, Senior Minister, Independent Presbyte-
rian Church, Savannah, Georgia
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9

Foreword

ALMOST ALL OF US are aware of the encouraging and 
inspiring accounts of Daniel (Belteshazzar), Hananiah 
(Shadrach), Mishael (Meshach), and Azariah (Abednego) 
found in the book of Daniel. In 605 BC these four youths were 
suddenly and unceremoniously uprooted from their families, 
their country, and all familiar surroundings by a conquering 
pagan empire known in history as Babylon, ruled by the noto-
rious King Nebuchadnezzar. They were then submitted to an 
assimilation process designed to culturally revolutionize their 
lives socially, religiously, and politically to make them royal ser-
vants of the king and his imperial designs. These four youths 
were assigned pagan names, enrolled in a pagan international 
school, and placed under an inflexible curriculum encompass-
ing religion, philosophy, and every sphere of life, even one’s 
diet, supervised by a royal official from the king’s cabinet.

The first six chapters of Daniel reveal their courageous yet 
thoughtful and faithful commitment both to their God and 
to his glory. They were bold without arrogance, and they were 
humble without reticence. They became a significant lifestyle 
statement for the glory of God and an asset for the general 
welfare of the king and his empire, as well as a vibrant witness 
of the transforming power of God’s grace before the watching 
world. Even more, they established an encouraging testimony 
to the exiled people of God in Babylon. Their influence and 
impact were demonstrated repeatedly by their courage to be 
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faithful to the Lord their God in worship and witness, while 
simultaneously becoming an instrument of God’s providence 
in the lives of believers and God’s common grace in the lives 
of unbelievers. They stood the test of fidelity to God-centered 
worship by refusing to participate in a royal diet supplied by 
pagan-worship sacrifice. Furthermore, their unflinching trust 
in God’s providence was visibly demonstrated by their refusal 
to worship the king’s idolatrous image to the point of being 
cast into a “fiery furnace.” Their faithfulness and God’s deliv-
erance not only penetrated a pagan empire but was ultimately 
used as a vital part of God’s work of grace in the conversion of 
Nebuchadnezzar himself. These four youths became ambas-
sadors of the King of kings to a hostile king in the context of 
a rampaging imperial kingdom. Furthermore, their witness 
continued through multiple dynasties and even another con-
quering empire, the Medo-Persians under King Cyrus.

Interestingly, all four of these youths were, at the time 
of their exile into bondage, the same age as the teenagers 
who populate our junior high youth groups. Would it not 
be appropriate for you and me to ask ourselves a searching 
question? What would the teenagers in our youth groups do if 
they also were uprooted by a pagan and/or atheistic conquer-
ing nation and sent into a sophisticated effort to transform 
their life view and lifestyle? Without wanting to become too 
controversial, I would like to ask another question: aren’t our 
covenant children who are heading into today’s institutions of 
learning also being challenged by a pagan, secular world and 
life view that denies the claims of Christianity—sometimes 
intellectually and many times with mockery—and seeks to 
transform the way they have been taught to think and live 
in their homes and churches? How do we prepare them for 
such adversity so they do not simply survive but thrive, and 
like Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego become salt 
and light in the midst of darkness?
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I am convinced the answer to how our covenant youth will 
respond to the inevitable challenges of atheistic secularism 
and neo-paganism will normally be determined by what has 
already been invested in their lives. This gospel evangelism 
and disciple-making will enable them to face what the evil 
one intends to be a life catastrophe and transform it into a 
moment of growth in the grace and knowledge of Christ our 
Lord. The unassailable fact is that people do not become at 
the moment of adversity something different from what they 
are. At the moment of trial we do what have become the habits 
of our hearts. The habits of the hearts of our covenant youth 
are divinely designed to be nurtured in their families, their 
extended families, and their church families as the gospel of 
grace first calls them to Christ evangelistically and then equips 
them to live for the preeminence of Christ consistently in days 
of prosperity and/or adversity.

From the fullness of biblical truth revealed in the New 
Testament, it is abundantly clear that Daniel, Shadrach, 
Meshach, and Abednego were trophies of the gospel of grace, 
who became both instruments and witnesses to the power of 
that gospel of grace. The untold story hinted in the names 
they had been given by their parents was about the role of 
their families and of the precursor of the local church that 
was established by regional teaching centers (later giving birth 
to synagogues during the Babylonian captivity itself). The 
family and “church,” working in concert, had prepared them 
for moments of trial, adversity, and decision. These extraor-
dinary young men of God were the products of God’s grace, 
which we can biblically assume had been applied with some 
consistency as they were raised in “the nurture and admoni-
tion of the Lord.”

The gospel of grace produces extraordinary testimonies 
of grace by the regular and prayerful administration of the 
ordinary means of grace such as the preaching and teaching 
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of God’s Word, the fellowship of God’s people, and the gath-
ered worship of the covenant community, all bathed in the 
communion of the saints and the regular employment of inter-
cessory prayer. The family, equipped by the church through 
the means of grace and the church extending the family’s 
ministry with the means of grace, produces men and women 
of God who will live imperfectly yet intentionally to the praise 
of the glory of his grace.

You are about to begin a much-needed journey in the pages 
of this book. The journey will outline how we can reclaim the 
intentional ministry of the gospel of grace through the means 
of grace in the lives of families, all enhanced by a ministry 
to the youth of the covenant and then through them to the 
world by employing God’s ordained means of grace, which the 
world calls foolishness but out of which God makes saved sin-
ners “strong and courageous” as well as “humble and loving.”

The coming generation is ready for us to bring them to 
Christ through the gospel by the means ordained from Christ, 
so they are enabled and empowered to live for the preeminence 
of Christ with courage and boldness that despise arrogance 
and with humility and compassion that embrace the strength 
of the Lord. Your journey begins now.

Harry L. Reeder III
Senior Pastor, Briarwood Presbyterian Church
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THE GOAL OF THIS BOOK is to give youth pastors, youth 
leaders, and parents a guide on how to lead a gospel-rich youth 
ministry that incorporates the means of grace—Word, prayer, 
sacraments, service, and community—into the content of the 
ministry as well as its methodology. Much of the material in 
this book has been hammered out “on the field” over the last 
decade or so of working with youth in various ministry con-
texts. But this book is certainly not the product of one person. 
Many have helped shaped my approach to youth ministry, 
especially Norm Dunkin at Carriage Lane Presbyterian Church 
in Peachtree City, Georgia. In fact, it was he who first asked 
me to write this book.

Giving Up Gimmicks: Reclaiming Youth Ministry from an Enter-
tainment Culture is not designed to be an exhaustive manual, 
but rather an approach to leading and nurturing teenagers 
by ushering them unto the green pastures of God’s transfor-
mative grace. All too often, youth programs have turned to 
entertainment-driven models of ministry in order to bring 
in the most youth as possible to the local church. Success has 
become the name of the church-growth game. The devastat-
ing effects, however, are seen not only in the number of youth 
leaving the church after high school, but also in a spiritually 
and theologically shallow worldview among many American 
teenagers. The irony is that these same teens actually want to 
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grow and learn hard truths. They want to know how to think 
about suffering, how to pray, and why Jesus had to die.

American youth also have a deep desire to be known and 
loved. They want truly intimate relationships that are com-
mitted, safe, and glorifying to God. They want to experience 
grace in community and grace in the gospel. Moralism won’t 
cut it. Just being a nicer person hasn’t saved anybody, and it 
surely won’t cultivate a teen’s relationship and communion 
with Christ. Teens need to know that they are far more sinful 
than they would ever imagine. But, through faith alone in 
Christ alone, they are far more accepted and loved than they 
would ever dream.

After explaining some of the trends in youth culture, I 
examine the theology and support for the means of grace and 
then take the reader through each of the “means”—providing 
both biblical understanding and practical advice on incorpo-
rating them into a model of youth ministry. I conclude the 
book with a chapter on how to impart this vision to others and 
how to build a ministry team that is committed to fostering the 
means of grace in their own lives as well as the lives of youth.

May God grant a modern Reformation of youth ministry 
across America that seeks faithfulness over success, the Word 
over entertainment, and God’s glory over our own.
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 1 

whY entertainMent  
hasn’t worked

“ARE YOU GOING TO spank your kids?” was the first ques-
tion. As I stumbled for an adequate answer, “Of course!” fum-
bled out. I didn’t have any children at the time, but the room 
was packed with young examiners probing areas I usually didn’t 
talk about. But I wanted to make a good first impression.

I was being interviewed for a youth pastor position at Car-
riage Lane Presbyterian Church in Peachtree City, Georgia. I 
had already completed a phone interview and written question-
naire, and now I was visiting the church for a three-day thorough 
interview process with the search committee, the Session of 
elders, and now the students.

After a barrage of random (and I mean random!) questions 
came my way, one teenager finally raised his hand in the back 
of the room. “Are you going to hold us to high standards?” A 
little shocked and wanting him to clarify, I asked him to repeat 
his question. “Will you challenge us as our youth pastor?” he 
said with greater intention. I was both stunned and delighted.

In preparation for the series of interviews, I had been 
reading every book I could get my hands on relating to youth 
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ministry, including the well-known Purpose-Driven Youth Min-
istry by Doug Fields, former youth pastor at Rick Warren’s 
Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, California.1 Although I 
had already been a youth pastor for several years before this 
interview, I felt like I needed to brush up on the “how-tos” of 
youth ministry.

I had scoured the pages of countless books on youth games, 
ice breakers, and strategies to attract the largest number of 
youth to a church. The key theme that I found in many of 
these books envisioned a youth program that centered on 
making youth group as entertainment-driven as possible with 
a message on Jesus “slipped in” somewhere.

After I arrived in Peachtree City, I happened to sit in on 
a meeting of various youth pastors planning a big ecumeni-
cal weekend event. The first hour was spent talking about 
which “Christian magician” to invite. The group spent the 
next ten minutes selecting a speaker, who invariably needed 
to be “funny.” After hearing reports that all the youth who 
went to this event experienced a spiritual revival, I started 
questioning whether I should have supported it. But, it only 
took a week before those high-on-Jesus youth fell back into 
their same old patterns at school and indicated very little, if 
any, lasting effect.

the Graduates’ Great exodus

In his book, Battle Cry for a Generation, Ron Luce estimates 
that “88 percent of kids raised in Christian homes do not 
continue to follow the Lord after they graduate from high 
school.”2 The drive to elevate experience over truth within a 
youth-group worship time has caused youth pastors to spend 
through the roof on fog machines, circulating lights, and 
artistic backgrounds. In the end, the show has left the teenager 
with some teary eyes and perhaps a newfound commitment 
that he or she will never sin again. But the next morning it’s 
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all over, and they are left wanting something deeper, richer, 
and more satisfying.

The numbers are staggering for those leaving the church 
after high school, yet youth ministries across the nation con-
tinue to pack in more and more pizza parties and video games 
to keep youth coming back—thinking that somehow their 
lives will be changed.

Since that awkward and semi-nervous interview several 
years ago, I have witnessed an increasing interest in the Bible, 
theology, and prayer from students in my own denomination, 
the Presbyterian Church in America, and those involved in 
either other churches or no church at all. They’ve seen how the 
American Dream has left their parents and the Baby Boom-
ers empty and still dreaming. Entertainment simply hasn’t 
provided meaning or answers to the ever-wandering hearts 
of America’s youth.

Why haven’t teens who were involved in youth group in 
high school stayed involved with a local church after graduat-
ing? There are many possible reasons, from wanting to experi-
ence the newfound freedom of being out of the house to being 
intimidated about meeting a host of new people.

Whatever reasons may be offered, one thing is clear: post-
high-school teens are leaving the church because they have 
not been nurtured and established in the faith through a 
Christ-centered, means-of-grace ministry. In other words, 
America’s youth not only need a ministry that seeks to com-
municate God’s grace through the teaching of the Word, 
the administration of the sacraments, a life of prayer, gospel-
motivated ministry, and grace-centered community—they 
actually want  such a ministry.

Youth want the ChallenGe

In the spring of 2010, after receiving repeated e-mails 
and phone calls from students about the meaning of certain 
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words in the Greek language of the New Testament, I offered 
the possibility of teaching a basic Greek overview course that 
following summer. Hoping to attract ten to fifteen students, 
I knew I was being overly optimistic. But when the day came 
to begin, students filed into the large choir room—some of 
them even bringing their parents—until the place was packed! 
And then it hit me. These youth want to be challenged. They 
want to go deeper into God’s Word and to mine the riches 
found therein. They want to understand why Presbyterians 
baptize infants and how prayer “works.” They want to explore 
the development of the canon of Scripture and how to defend 
it at school.

This wave of interest in wanting to be challenged isn’t 
new, but it has become a central theme in Christian ministry, 
thanks in part to Alex and Brett Harris’s book, Do Hard Things: 
A Teenage Rebellion Against Low Expectations,3 and their support-
ing website, therebelution.com. The two have begun hosting 
multiple conferences and seminars across the nation, attract-
ing teens of all stripes into supporting a vision that encour-
ages youth to take initiatives, to ask the hard questions, and 
to think big for God. For many, such a plea is a wake-up call 
from the “I’m bored” youth phenomenon we see plastered all 
over Facebook, Twitter, and MySpace. They are bored because 
they are living from one pleasure high to the next. They’re not 
encouraged to live out, for example, the content and method 
of ministry service.

As I was preparing some music for youth group one eve-
ning, an early-teenage girl walked up to me and told me that 
she was bored. I looked up and saw scores of youth throwing the 
football, talking, reading, and just hanging out. I looked back 
at her, hoping not to be too critical. So I paused for a moment. 
“You know, Lauren (not her real name), the team of youth 
leaders is preparing dessert for tonight in the kitchen. How 
about you go and ask how you might serve them.” Although 
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at first she wasn’t thrilled with the idea, she later told me how 
much she enjoyed helping our leaders and how much they 
appreciated her willingness. For Lauren, that was when the 
realization set in that she wanted to be a part of something 
greater than herself.

Poll after poll has revealed that American teenagers’ num-
ber one fear is being alone. These same polls also reveal that 
the second greatest fear (which leads to being alone) is rejec-
tion. The irony, of course, is that these same teenagers want 
to be different. Youth want to be known—blemishes, sin, and 
all—and told, “I’m going to love you and accept you anyway!” 
If we would but realize that this is the gospel message: you are 
more sinful than you would ever imagine and yet, through 
faith in Christ, you are more accepted and loved than you 
could ever dream.

In March 2010, the social networking site, Facebook, 
became the number one most-accessed Internet site in 
America, toppling the web giant Google for the first time in 
history. Why? I contend that young people in America (who 
account for the largest percentage of users) are starved for 
truly intimate relationships. Moreover, being “accepted” as a 
friend does wonders in fighting their continual fear of being 
rejected. Virtual relationships, therefore, have done nothing 
but appease a God-given appetite for true, grace-centered, 
intimate relationships.

BeinG FaithFul over BeinG suCCessFul

If there’s anything a youth pastor knows—even after only 
a few months in ministry—he knows that fatigue and feel-
ings of burnout come with the task. The constant pressure 
from parents, youth, the Session, the senior pastor, and family 
can wear a minister out very quickly. Added to these stress-
ors come the continual expectations of these people to meet 
certain number standards. The most frequent question that I 

Cosby_Giving Up Gimmicks.indd   19 1/12/12   5:38 PM



20

 WHY ENTERTAINMENT HASN’T WORKED

get as a youth pastor is, “How many?” It sometimes becomes a 
plague and burden—driving you to be either prideful (wow, 
I attracted a ton of youth tonight!) or full of despair (nobody 
came . . . and nobody will come next week either). It’s no 
wonder that the average youth minister stays in one location 
less than 18 months!4

Kent and Barbara Hughes, in Liberating Ministry from the 
Success Syndrome, argue that it is always better to be faithful 
to the Lord than successful in ministry.5 In other words, as 
ministers in Christ’s church, our task is to plant and water the 
gospel of Jesus Christ—while God gives the growth (1 Cor. 3:7)! 
It is easy to become number-driven because it makes a minister 
“look good” (if a lot of youth come, of course). But God’s not 
after looks; he’s after hearts.

When you realize that our task is simply to be faithful, 
you will have an overwhelming sense of freedom and joy. 
But this begs the question: What does it mean to be faithful 
to God in youth ministry? I maintain that the “how to” of 
being faithful in youth ministry—indeed, in all ministry—
is demonstrated through the means of grace: particularly, 
teaching the Bible, administering the sacraments, prayer, 
service, and community.

Striving to be faithful rather than being successful is essen-
tially the same as what Paul calls “boast[ing] in the Lord” 
(1 Cor. 1:31). Our boast should be in the work of God who elects, 
calls, justifies, adopts, sanctifies, and glorifies (cf. Rom. 8:30). 
Our call is to boast in his powerful working in the lives of our 
youth. But he has granted his church “means” to practically boast 
in the Lord.

It might be appropriate to offer a word of caution at this 
point. If your ministry has not been led by an emphasis on 
the means of grace, implementing such a ministry will likely 
cause some of your members, leaders, and students to stop 
coming. This isn’t necessarily a bad thing, however. As we 
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have seen, the lasting effects of our current youth ministry in 
America have left a void in churches in the twenty-somethings 
age group.

For some of you, this is old news and you might have picked 
up this book for additional support, encouragement, or an 
idea. If that is you, praise the Lord. But for others, this might 
be a new shift in how youth ministry is conducted at your 
church. I would suggest casting the overall vision—through 
speaking or writing—before launching a new approach to youth 
ministry at your church. Talk it over with your pastoral staff, 
your elders and deacons, or other mentors you have in min-
istry. Quick changes can lead to bitterness, resentment, and 
lack of understanding.

toward a Means-oF-GraCe Youth MinistrY

“Brian, doesn’t the program-driven, pizza-party-saturated 
youth minister know a lot about the teenage culture in Amer-
ica?” Most do. In fact, youth ministries have picked up on this 
teenage fear of being alone and have spent countless millions 
trying to fix their problem. Indeed, all sorts of “communities” 
are popping up to create a sense of belonging among teenage 
Christians. However, these communities so often are formed 
around special interest and hobby, not the gospel. Or, perhaps 
a more dangerous approach, they boast of a certain moral or 
social justice theme as their communal bond as a substitute 
for the gospel.

In the end, however, these program-focused models of 
youth ministry are no different from any other social club with 
moral principles. Youth need the means of grace that God 
has provided his church to supply both the content and the 
method of ministry. Not only is this the biblical model given 
by Christ and witnessed in the early church, but it remains, 
I believe, the most faithful and Christ-centered approach to 
youth ministry today.
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The following chapters will seek to provide the reader 
with both the content of the means of grace as well as how to 
incorporate that content into a holistic means-of-grace meth-
odology. The structure will follow the historical means—Word, 
sacraments, and prayer—with an additional two that have been 
incorporated over the years under the same heading: service 
(ministry) and community (discipleship). I have also included 
a final chapter on building a youth ministry team committed 
to the means of grace, and how to impart this vision to them 
and to the church as a whole.

It is my hope and prayer that, whether you are a minister, 
a youth volunteer, or a parent, you will find Giving Up Gim-
micks to be a helpful guide to starting and continuing a vibrant 
and spiritually rich ministry with youth.
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 2 

what is a 
“Means-oF-GraCe” 

MinistrY?

THE MUSIC STOPPED. This was the moment that I had 
been waiting for and, for some reason, my knees were rat-
tling and sweat poured down my face. Directly across from 
me stood the most beautiful woman in the world, and I was 
about to pledge my love and commitment to her for the rest 
of my life. Was I crazy? Probably, but I think she was crazier 
for wanting to marry me!

In a wedding, the benefits and pledges of love are com-
municated to the spouse, and a certain level of commitment 
to one another is affirmed—in sickness and health, being 
rich or poor, in times that are better or worse. In other words, 
getting sick or poor doesn’t throw out the commitment to love 
and cherish one another. Ashley and I entered into a covenant 
together—a committed relationship in which we both grow 
in our love and service to God and to each other.

Similarly, God has given the church means by which he 
communicates his steadfast, committed love and grace to his 
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people. God uses these “means of grace” for saving his elect, 
nurturing their faith, and applying the benefits of Christ’s 
redemption to their lives.

theoloGY oF the Means oF GraCe

The Westminster Larger Catechism, Question 154, asks: 
“What are the outward means whereby Christ communicates to 
us the benefits of his mediation?” Answer: “The outward and 
ordinary means whereby Christ communicates to his church 
the benefits of his mediation are all his ordinances; especially 
the word, sacraments, and prayer; all of which are made effec-
tual to the elect for their salvation.” The Westminster divines 
agreed that Christ builds up his church in many ways includ-
ing various ordinances, but they highlighted God’s Word, the 
sacraments, and prayer.

Robert Reymond comments that these means are instru-
ments, not of common grace, but of special grace.1 They are 
made effectual in the lives of believers through God’s saving, 
redemptive grace, and not through his common grace given 
to all men and women everywhere—making the sun rise on 
both the evil and the good (Matt. 5:45).

Reymond maintains that these means do not “work” ex 
opere operato as Roman Catholic theology contends.2 They do 
not function like a magical formula of cause and effect. For 
example, preaching God’s Word on a particular Sunday doesn’t 
necessarily mean that every unbeliever who listens will surely 
come to saving faith nor does it mean that every believer will 
surely grow in his or her faith that day. Rather, our sovereign 
God works in and through the means of grace as he sees fit 
for the building up of his church.

Service and Community as Means of Grace
Through God’s power and manifold wisdom, the Holy 

Spirit applies the work of Christ, nourishes the Christian’s 
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faith, and draws the believer into deeper communion with 
himself. These are the effects of the Spirit’s work. But the 
means by which he accomplishes these effects are his holy 
ordinances, especially the Word, sacraments, and prayer.3 
This trio has traditionally been, from the sixteenth century, 
the bedrock of Reformed worship and ministry practice.4 So 
why include ministry and community as “additional” means 
of grace?

While the Westminster Assembly highlighted these his-
torical three, the divines pointed out that Christ communi-
cates to his church the benefits of his mediation in all his 
ordinances. It is clear that Scripture affirms both service 
and community as means by which God nurtures and grows 
his church. 

Jesus said to his disciples, equating service to the “least of 
these” with service to himself:

For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and 
you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, 
I was naked and you clothed me, I was sick and you visited 
me, I was in prison and you came to me (Matt. 25:35–36).

The apostle Paul writes in Ephesians 4:12 that God has given 
various gifts to his church, “to equip the saints for the work 
of ministry, for building up the body of Christ.” The great 
example, of course, is Jesus himself, who said, “For even the 
Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give 
his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). The prophet 
Isaiah wrote of the grace given through service by calling us 
to minister to the broken and the afflicted:

If you pour yourself out for the hungry
 and satisfy the desire of the afflicted,
then shall your light rise in the darkness
 and your gloom be as the noonday.
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And the LORD will guide you continually
 and satisfy your desire in scorched places
 and make your bones strong;
and you shall be like a watered garden,
 like a spring of water,
 whose waters do not fail (Isa. 58:10–11).

God communicates grace through the means of serving each 
other and ministering to the brokenness of this world.

Likewise, God has established a believing community 
to nurture and grow faith and increase fruit in his church. 
Our youth at church are divided into discipleship groups 
(D-Groups) that meet weekly for in-depth study, sharing, 
prayer, and accountability. These are “safe” places where the 
youth can be vulnerable with each other, knowing that their 
true identity and security are found in Christ alone and, there-
fore, they can be open about their struggles with sin. They 
confess sin in order to find healing. They pray for each other 
in order to grow in their love for Jesus. And as iron sharpens 
iron, they exhort each other toward holy living (Prov. 27:17).

The members of the body of Christ receive gifts for the 
building up of the body. These gifts, Paul explains, are given 
by grace as a means by which God grows his church and equips 
her for greater ministry (Eph. 4:12). Moreover, the unity of 
this community of faith is the direct result of our union with 
Christ. Jesus prayed that the church “may all be one, just as 
you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in 
us” (John 17:21). 

God works in and through the grace-centered commu-
nity of faith—the church—to communicate his grace in the 
gospel. We can rest in the knowledge that Jesus will build his 
church, and that the gates of hell shall not prevail against it 
(Matt. 16:18). What a sweet promise for those struggling with 
seeing immediate fruit in ministry! What a comfort for the 
weary pastor that the will of God for us, his people, will be 
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accomplished despite our shortcomings in ministry with youth! 
Service and community are means of God’s amazing grace to 
display his perfect character for his glory and our joy.

Means of Grace as a “Model” of Ministry
I sat at a Waffle House one early morning, talking with 

a dad who had caught his son looking at pornography. His 
family had just moved from a church that spent thousands of 
dollars creating the most spectacular show in church—com-
plete with fog machines, strobe lights, and professional musi-
cians writing Christian lyrics to Lady Gaga songs. Between 
the dueling DJs, this family was starved for the Bread of Life. 
When they started attending our church, they were expect-
ing a similar story of games and entertainment, but “ just 
not quite as much.”

At that time, youth ministry at our church consisted of 
Sunday school, discipleship groups (with adult leaders), Tues-
day Q&A sessions with me, Wednesday Youth Group, and two 
“events” each month. The events typically are service projects, 
retreats, conferences, or any number of activities. The summer 
program had kicked into full gear, providing the youth with 
Bible studies, sporting events, and mission trips.

“I just think you need more games,” the dad told me across 
a very syrupy waffle. “If you had more games and funny skits, 
then my son would have come more often and not have been 
looking at porn.” I was shocked! Here was a man who had left 
a church over too much entertainment, and now he wanted 
it back?

He was getting at the method of our ministry. I’ve learned 
from several encounters with parents to listen first and not get 
defensive, which is what I tried to do that morning at Waffle 
House. I even repeated back to him what I heard him say. In the 
end, however, I simply disagreed. Substituting gospel-focused 
ministry for an entertainment-driven attraction is neither safe 
nor right, and God has called us to so much more than that.
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In the September 25, 2010, issue of World magazine, Janie 
Cheaney concurs that the “youth group is often seen as a way 
to keep kids off the streets.”5 If we can just get them into a 
church, that’ll fix the problem. While going to church is 
certainly a good thing, simply going to church won’t fix the 
problem of sin. The irony that Cheaney points out is that 
in an age when youth are busier than ever in sports, Scouts, 
math clubs, and homework, they are at the same time bored 
and purposeless.

This is where the importance of method comes to the fore-
front. How do we get these bored, purposeless teens into the 
church? Many churches have turned to competing with the 
world to woo them by all sorts of gimmicks and giveaways (a 
large church in the Atlanta area recently gave away iPods to 
the first one hundred youth at a lock-in!). Is that the method 
that God has given us to draw young people into a relation-
ship with him?

God has called ministers and parents to supply his church 
with means through which he communicates grace and peace, 
love and forgiveness. God’s Word, the administration of the 
sacraments, prayer, service, and grace-centered community 
all provide a God-glorifying and biblical method of making 
disciples of Jesus Christ.

At this point, you might be saying, “We do all of those 
things.” If that is you, that’s great and I sincerely hope your 
ministry is flourishing and that God is bringing forth fruit 
from your labors. If that is not true of your church or minis-
try, then I hope this book will at least cause you to reflect on 
and consider a means-of-grace approach to youth ministry. 
In either case, the content and method cannot be divorced.

In addition, this model of ministry cannot be separated 
from the overall purpose and ministry of the church. Far too 
often, youth ministries have become separate enclaves within 
a church, rather than functioning alongside and becoming 
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an integral element of the body life of the congregation. This 
approach as a means-of-grace youth ministry, therefore, seeks 
to be integrated with the larger mission and vision of the local 
church—including the importance and role of families—while 
maintaining certain characteristics indicative of a community 
and fellowship of teenagers.

the GosPel is the MessaGe

That your church “teaches the Bible” doesn’t necessar-
ily mean that it teaches the gospel. Many confuse the gospel 
with moralism—being a good person, reading your Bible, or 
opening the door for the elderly. But the gospel is altogether 
different. When Jesus encountered the Pharisees and teachers 
of the law, he knew they had created a whole religion of works 
to merit righteousness. In telling the parable of the prodigal 
son in Luke 15, he equates his moralistic audience with the 
elder brother, who believed he deserved  his father’s good plea-
sure because of all the good things he had done.

The gospel says that you and I are incredibly sinful—more 
than we would ever imagine. Yet, through faith alone in Christ 
alone, we are accepted and loved and adopted into God’s fam-
ily. The wrath and anger of God have been removed, and we are 
called sons and daughters. By believing in the life, death, and 
resurrection of Christ on our behalf, we are declared righteous 
before God. This, of course, is the doctrine of justification, 
and it is at the center of the gospel message.

I recently heard a segment on a radio program called White 
Horse Inn, hosted by Michael Horton, in which a reporter had 
traveled to an evangelical Christian conference to ask simple 
questions about the Christian faith. To the question, “What is 
the gospel?” he received one right answer out of fifty attempts! 
But to the question, “What is justification?” nobody knew. And 
we wonder why most professing Christians describe the gospel 
in purely moralistic terms.
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We are justified by God because our sin has been 
imputed or credited to the account of Christ and his 
righteousness has been imputed to us. On that basis—and 
that basis alone—God declares us “not guilty!” Again, it is 
not by our righteousness that we are accepted and loved by 
God, but by the righteousness of another—Jesus Christ. In 
the words of the hymn, “The Solid Rock”:

My hope is built on nothing less
Than Jesus’ blood and righteousness

It concludes with a powerful anthem of praise to Christ:

When He shall come with trumpet sound,
Oh, may I then in Him be found;
Dressed in His righteousness alone,
Faultless to stand before the throne

Justification should be at the core of our gospel message as 
we promote the means of grace in our ministry with youth. It is 
there that the sinner finds forgiveness and a right motivation 
to love, to serve, and to promote good works (Titus 3:4–9). 
The good works are not the basis of our acceptance before 
God, but the effects and fruit of our being already accepted 
through the merits of Jesus.

The gospel should be clearly communicated in the procla-
mation of the Word of God. In teaching on the fifth command-
ment, for example, students shouldn’t just hear that they need 
to honor their fathers and mothers, but that when they fail to 
do so, they should look to God’s grace and mercy in Christ 
Jesus, who not only paid for their sin but clothes them in his 
robe of righteousness. This will provide gospel motivation for 
honoring their parents. I remember hearing the story of David 
and Goliath in 1 Samuel 17 explained in a typical moralistic 
fashion: “go out and defeat those ‘giants’ in your life!” But the 
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gospel breaks in and shows us that Jesus is the better David 
who has gone before us as our champion and defeated the 
giants of sin, Satan, and death on our behalf. Our response 
is to trust in his finished work, not our weak slingshots.

Additionally, prayer should be filled with a sense of awe 
and wonder as we commune with God, knowing that the only 
way we can approach his throne of grace in prayer is through 
being declared righteous before him in his Son. Otherwise, 
we couldn’t stand before him for one second. Prayer should 
fill our souls with a refreshing power to display Jesus as our 
greatest treasure.

The Lord’s Supper, likewise, should communicate gospel 
redemption. The invitation to come, to eat, and to drink of our 
Lord by faith should find its impetus in the amazing grace of 
God in placing our sin on the Passover Lamb and crediting 
us with his unblemished record.

Service and ministry are means of grace whereby God 
strengthens our faith in his sufficiency and power, not ours. 
During the summer of 2009, I led a youth trip to Haiti in 
order to give aid to an orphanage and to present the gospel. 
The blistering sun and heat made the ministry among the 
poor and sick difficult and even painful at times. But, in the 
middle of serving food to the hungry and sharing the gospel 
in remote villages, the youth were filled with an all-satisfying 
joy in Jesus. God was using ministry as a means of drawing 
them into a deeper fellowship with himself.

Most youth pastors I know have been through some season 
of spiritual fatigue, burnout, or general despair from believing 
that “my ministry is having no real effect.” But despair meets 
the risen Christ. The apostle Paul, in fact, pleaded three times 
that Jesus would remove a “thorn” from him. Although we are 
not exactly sure what this burden was, it is clear that it was an 
ongoing struggle for Paul. His Savior’s words are remarkable: 
“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect 
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in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9). God uses ministry to communicate 
his message of gospel grace, demonstrated in the service of 
his jars of clay.

The gospel should also saturate a grace-centered com-
munity of fellowship. In a land starved of true intimate rela-
tionships, the body of Christ provides a place where real sin 
is offered real forgiveness. Within the community of faith, we 
are called to confess sin to one another and to pray for one 
another that we may be healed (James 5:16). Not only are 
we known, we are loved and accepted. That God has shown 
grace and mercy should give us motivation to show the same 
to others. Jesus—the bridegroom—has laid down his life for 
his bride, clothed her with his righteous garments, and is 
preparing her for the great supper of the Lamb.

That the Lord’s Day worship service has turned into a 
battlefield, a “worship war”—between traditional and contem-
porary, between formal and seeker-sensitive—is an understate-
ment. Too often, both sides act as the elder brother in the 
story of the prodigal son. On the one hand, the traditional 
camp will often go through the various elements of a worship 
service because “that’s the way we’ve always done it.” Time and 
again, it has turned into empty praise and external conformity 
instead of true, heartfelt worship and praise of our God.

On the other hand, the contemporary camp has stripped 
God of his power, sovereignty, and holiness and turned him 
into a weak but “hip” wannabe friend.6 He’s just waiting for 
you to stop by because he’s lonely and impotent. Many times, 
in this context, worship becomes an emotional roller coaster 
where the musician builds the guitar licks one after the other 
until your heart breaks and tears run down your face. Monday 
morning, however, you are left with the same doubts, the same 
discouragement, and the same sense of loneliness.

Paul writes in Philippians 1:9 a prayer for the church, 
that their “love may abound more and more, with knowledge” 
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(emphasis mine). Worship that only affects the heart and 
doesn’t engage the mind is not worship in spirit and truth 
(John 4:24). John Payne, in his book, In the Splendor of Holi-
ness, writes, “When Christians gather to worship God on the 
Lord’s Day, they take part in the most meaningful, significant, 
and wonderful activity possible.”7 Worship according to God’s 
Word combines the heart and mind and ushers them into an 
awestruck wonder of the majesty, beauty, and grace of God 
in Christ Jesus. This God has run out to meet us as prodigals 
coming home through the means of grace he has given for 
us to use in worship on the Lord’s Day.

Indeed, God has given us means of grace, not just to reap 
the benefits of their content and application, but to commu-
nicate and display them as the way we should go about our 
ministry. These means should inform how we draw young men 
and women into the church—youth who are disillusioned by 
the gimmicks and fog of an entertainment-driven world of 
empty pleasure. Let us preach Christ crucified to our youth 
and display him as the all-satisfying Savior that he is.
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