Contextualizing Kingdom of God Theology to Vineyard Youth Ministry

Primacy of the Kingdom of God Theology in Youth Ministry

My strong conviction is that the kingdom of God theology needs to be the foundation upon which our youth ministries are built. Youth ministry is multi-faceted, much like planting and raising a church, and each of these various aspects must be grounded in a commitment to the kingdom of God. Raising our young people in the kingdom of God will not happen without intentional and strategic action on our part as leaders.

Some questions to ask as we attempt to shape our ministry around the truths of the kingdom  theology are:

· Is our ministry driven by an ongoing expectation of the any minute arrival of the kingdom of God in power?

· Are we creating space for our students to participate in and experience the kingdom of God on a regular basis or just at special events?

· Am I, as the leader, living and operating the adventure of the kingdom of God? Am I setting an example of kingdom living both in character and in power?

Philosophy of Youth Ministry

There are many philosophies of youth ministry. Many youth workers do not intentionally choose a philosophy, they just start doing the work of youth ministry. It is worthwhile, though, to give thoughtful consideration to the philosophy of your youth ministry.  Why are you doing youth ministry?  Why do hold the meetings you hold? Why youth group? Why small groups? Why worship? Why teach? Why have prayer ministry?

One philosophy that I would strongly suggest for your consideration is this: youth ministry exists to raise up the next generation of Vineyard Christians in the kingdom of God. 

Youth ministry is not a place to entertain the youth and keep them out of trouble. That is a very defensive posture about life and the world in my opinion. Youth ministry is a chance to go on the offensive. Rather than trying to pry them from the world, let’s engage the world with the power of God. Let’s give our students a chance to see what its like to have the healing power of God flow through their hands, the saving message of the Gospel roll off their tongues, the prophetic word proclaimed through their voices, and the voice of God heard in their spirits.

The goal of youth ministry is to train, equip, and release young people into the adventure of living in the kingdom of God. And it is our pleasure, our delight, to be part of that story with them.  As Paul said in 1 Thessalonians 2:19, “For what is our hope, our joy, or the crown in which we will glory in the presence of our Lord Jesus when he comes? Is it not you?”  Our joy will be the fruit of lives given whole-heartedly to following Christ!

Teaching for Teens on the Kingdom of God

I believe that all of this can begin with sound teaching on the kingdom of God. I have sat in on more youth teachings than I care to recount where I could not pick out a main point, a main scripture, or a cohesive thesis. I believe teenagers can be challenged.  The topics they are talking about with their friends, and thinking about on their own, are the difficult questions of faith.  And we owe them honest, carefully planned, and well presented teachings. Many of their questions can be answered through some simple teaching on the kingdom of God. I would encourage you to build in (maybe every year) some time to teach on the understanding of the kingdom of God.  

Training/Equipping

The next step is moving from general teaching to specific training and equipping. If our goal is to produce fully-functioning, well-gifted Christians, then we need to give them the tools. There are many ways to do this. I think a list will be the best way to lay out these ideas:

· Gift testing—There are many tools available for spiritual gift testing and personality testing. Whether your group is large or small, this can be a great tool to help your students gain confidence and purpose.

· Training to hear God’s voice—This can and should be accompanied by times to practice this and then discuss the experience.

· Training for prayer ministry in the Vineyard prayer model—I have taught the 5-Step Prayer Model to my entire youth group as I encouraged them all to practice it on each other.

· Basic prophetic training

· Training in leading someone to Christ

· Training in praying for physical healing

· Training in preaching and teaching

· And this list can go on with whatever other areas you can think of for your particular group.

Experiencing the Kingdom

Perhaps the most important of all of these aspects is the experience of the kingdom of God. The disciples heard many teachings and parables, but what really grabbed their attention was when they were sent out to minister in the power of the Holy Spirit.  They came back amazed at the power that worked through them, and I believe that should be our aim—for our students to be amazed at the power of God working through them. 

This will not happen though unless we make room for the Holy Spirit.  Below are some very important areas of youth ministry where I believe we have great opportunities to create space for our students to participate in the kingdom of God:

· Gifts of the Spirit—Where can our students practice prophesying, giving words of wisdom and/or knowledge, praying for healing, etc? Do we have room for that in our youth meetings? I exhort you to actively and intentionally create room for this to happen. I regularly stop our worship times at youth meetings and ask for God to speak to us.  I then wait and invite anyone who is hearing God to come forward.  Invariably God speaks powerfully through them. This is really where the rubber hits the road. Are we preaching healing in our churches? If so, we must be practicing it at our youth meetings. 

· Hearing God’s Voice—This is such a fundamental part of the kingdom of God.  Jesus said he only did what he saw the Father doing, and said what he heard the Father saying (John 5:19-20). Several of the other methods on the list can be used for this as well—prophetic ministry, prayer ministry, worship, leadership meetings, etc.

· Worship—One of the greatest ways to experience the kingdom of God is in worship. Creating a safe and genuine space for worship allows for our students to truly begin to engage with the Lord

· Prayer Ministry—This is one of the highlights of our youth meetings. This is a chance for our students to use their gifts, practice hearing God’s voice, and reach out to others. Once trained, we can release our students to “do the stuff” of ministry and God will bless it. Creating space and time in our meetings, and establishing healthy guidelines will promote a flourishing prayer ministry right inside your youth group!

· Outreach Through Service, Evangelism, Social Justice, and Missions—While it is vital to encourage our students to participate in the kingdom of God inside our youth meetings, often the most powerful experiences of the kingdom happens outside. As you plan your youth ministry for each year, be sure to plan regular times of outreach where your students can learn the importance of putting others first, as well as experiencing the power of God working through them to touch and change lives.

· Leadership Meetings—As we are raising our young leaders, experiencing the kingdom must be part of our strategy. Leadership meetings are great opportunities to experience the leading and voice of the Holy Spirit.

· Adult Church Meetings—Finally, I believe we can create space in our regular church services for our students to participate in the kingdom of God. Are there teens on our regular church worship team? On our church prayer ministry team? Greeting at the door? Going on our missions trips? Etc.

Dealing with Mistakes and Moving On

Raising our Vineyard youth in the kingdom of God is an adventure that requires intentionality, courage, and perseverance. There will be mistakes. Young people will do things that as adults, we have learned are not the “best” way. I have found, and firmly believe, that these “messes” are worth the far greater rewards to be reaped later in life. 

Recently two of my teens (both 18 years old) headed out to the mission field—one in Europe and one in Africa. While there, they both corresponded with me and expressed their gratitude for my willingness and determination to create space for them to use their gifts as young teens. They let me know that no one else on their teams was prepared, trained, or therefore ready, when asked to preach the Gospel on the mission field. As a result these two each carried their respective teams in preaching. They saw many people saved and physically healed as the kingdom of God moved powerfully through them. Praise God! 

In Summary, it is my strong conviction that the kingdom of God theology is not only relevant for youth ministry, but should be foundational. Through teaching, training, equipping, and experience, the youth of the Vineyard can begin to participate in the coming of kingdom as fully as any adult. As you begin (or continue) your journey in youth ministry, I encourage you to persevere for this goal and “seek first the kingdom of God” in your youth ministry.
