
To begin with, unless there is a change in how 
we understand evangelism, whether we 
have been duped or not is a moot point. If 

our understanding of evangelism as “getting kids 
into a building or to an event to get them to hear 
the gospel message,” then we have no choice but 
to use the bait of their culture to entice them. And 
inevitably, what we win them with is what we win 
them to; that is, these kids will keep expecting the 
latest stuff  from the secular culture to be “baptized” 
for their consumption in the church. 

The law of diminishing returns then comes into 
play. Eventually we fi nd ourselves always having 
to be glitzier and fl ashier in order to be constantly 
attractive, and hold on to the kids already here. This 
is the ultimate in being duped. 

We need to rethink our primary means of evangelism. 
It is time we pour our eff orts into making church kids 
attractive to the world, instead of trying to attract 
the world’s kids to the church. Only then will we 
have the luxury of not using the world’s institutions 
and methods as models for our own. The church is 
primarily not a place but a people, set apart to be 
distinctive and holy in the world. Thus, our emphasis 
should be to make the students, not necessarily the 
place, attractive. 

Of course, this begs the question of what it means 
for our students to be “attractive.” Surely this cannot 
mean “students who are just like the world but have 
Jesus, too.” That would merely shift the level of being 
duped from the corporate to the individual level. 
Instead, students need to be attractive by being 
like Jesus Christ. When our students are genuine 
followers of Christ, they will be relevant, and if they 
are relevant, then the church will be relevant.

However, if you change your normal programming 
away from a series of events intended to attract 
the lost, you may wonder how lost kids can be 
reached. Lost teenagers are reached the way they 
are supposed to be reached—by saved kids. We 
need to be just foolish enough to think that training 
in discipleship is evangelistic, and that students 
living as disciples in the world will be evangelists. 
This may take longer to realize, but it is the primary 
model in Scripture.

Real Christ-honoring disciples who share their faith 
in word and demonstrate their faith in deed as 
they go about their lives demonstrate the biblical 
model for the expansion and strengthening of the 
kingdom of God. This is doubtless a change from 
how many American evangelicals understand 
student ministry (and the church). 

We have allowed ourselves to be duped into 
believing that technique can be more eff ective than 
obedient lives—that it is the church’s job to look like 
the world in order to be eff ective, instead of the 
world’s need to be aff ected by the church in order 
to be redeemed.

This means that we have to focus our primary 
eff ort toward training our students. This process is 
necessarily slow and demanding. This is so because 
we are not simply teaching them “how to witness” or 
“how to add Jesus onto an otherwise secular life.” 

As David Naugle1 has argued, we allow the world 
to set the nouns and verbs of the game, and we 
are content to provide an adverb and play the 
world’s game “Christianly.” Too often, Christians 
merely do what the world does, but attempt to do 
it “Christianly.” 

No—our training must go deep if we are to produce 
disciples of Christ who can critique the nouns and 
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verbs, and live distinctively Christian lives. In short, 
we must stop peddling adverbial Christianity. Only 
then will the lives they lead make any real difference 
in the world. Only then will the difference be one 
that is attractive—a difference that renders the 
gospel compelling. The world can tell when, as Ken 
Myers puts it, believers “live with a small package of 
Christian assertions on top of a huge foundation of 
anti-Christian assumptions.”2 

So we must unlearn the myth that everything we 
teach is reducible to a worksheet and a skit. We 
student leaders and pastors are going to have to 
come to grips with the seriousness and gravity of 
the level of training Christian students need if they 
are going to be more than adverbial Christians. 

I am convinced that presenting discipleship as 
an “optional extra for the really committed” has 
contributed to the ease with which we have been 
duped. Rigorous discipleship is not “Christianity 
for the very advanced.” According to Scripture, it 
is entry-level Christianity: “He who does not take 
his cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me” 
(Matthew 10:37). 

Discipleship is, at a minimum, training. In no other 
area of life is training considered optional. One 
never hears, “Sure, you can join the Army. We’re 
having some training, but you don’t have to do it 
if you don’t want to. We’re just glad you decided to 
join the Army.” We train people for every task and 
every mode of life, but for some reason, some think 
we need no training to be the holy people of God 
called to follow Christ in every aspect of life.

We need to get over being embarrassed that what 
we do at the church building looks and feels radically 
different from the world. To be sure, God places no 
premium on being needlessly unapproachable or 
unattractive to the world, and we should certainly 
be attractive by doing all things with excellence. 

However, if what is happening in the church is 
training disciplined followers of Jesus Christ, the 
person off the street should feel a bit of vertigo upon 
walking in our doors. At the same time, this person 
should experience love and a sense of “home” from 
the people. 

Some may be thinking to themselves that what I’m 
proposing might not be too “successful.” If “success” 
means filling a room for an event, or getting kids 
to raise a hand, you may be right. But filling a room 
is easy. Getting a student to raise his hand is easy. 
Building disciplined followers of Jesus Christ is not. 
Everyone wants to go to heaven, but not everyone 
wants to follow Jesus Christ. 

Few people choose the “narrow path” to be His 
followers, as Jesus talked about in Matthew 7:13-14, 
even though many wish to go to heaven. Therefore, 
the desire for numeric efficiency and short-term 
“success” must be jettisoned if we are to realize the 
long-term goal of getting people to follow Jesus 
Christ as His disciples. Besides, given time, real 
discipleship will breed numeric success—check out 
the Book of Acts.

We will be more passionate about Christian 
discipleship if we remember that we will be judged 
for what we do. In 1 Corinthians 3, Paul warns that 
each man should be careful how he builds, and the 
context suggests that we pastors and leaders are the 
ones building people’s lives upon the foundation 
of the gospel. 

We must ask ourselves what we are producing, 
because our work will be tested by fire—after our 
students leave our ministries, the intense heat of 
college or a career, will come upon them. How will 
they survive? As verse 15 reminds us, we will be 
saved, but our legacy will be revealed by how our 
students—our “work”—come through that flame. 

Stubble burns.   

1  Naugle, David.  Interview.  Mars Hill Audio Journal.  Journal 60: Jan/Feb 2003.
2  Myers, Ken.  From a letter to Mars Hill Audio Journal Subscribers.  Spring 2005.
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