
Pr inciples of effective children’s ministry  

BRING the children 

ay we all be active in advancing the church’s 
ministry to and through children.  

 
Proactive 

Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me, 
and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven 
belongs to such as these”  (Matthew 19:14). We see 
this admonition lived out proactively in the early 
church. Children were such an integral part of the 
church in Ephesus that Paul, writing to that 
congregation, addresses the children directly 
(Ephesians 6:1-3). That Paul would do so is 
exceptional, particularly in a culture that viewed 
children more as property than as valued persons.  

In Ephesians Paul wrote: “Fathers, do not 
exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in 
the training and instruction of the Lord”  (6:4). 
Parents have the primary responsibility for teaching 
their children. For that reason, children’s ministry 
should involve, wherever possible, ministry to and 
through parents.  

Sadly, however, many children are missing one 

or both parents. A March 4 article in USA Today 
(“Poor Choices Create ‘Baby Mamas’  “ ) notes that 
in the United States, “nearly 24 million children (34 
percent) live apart from their biological father.”  To 
make matters worse, many parents who are 
physically present are either unwilling or unable to 
nurture their children in the Lord.  
 
Effective children’s ministry 

In such a setting, what can an individual 
Christian do to minister effectively to children? 
What can a congregation do?  

Research by the Barna Research Group indicates 
that 75 to 85 percent of adult Christians in North 
America made their initial faith commitment before 
age 15. Children are particularly open to Jesus and 
his love. It is an opportunity that the church must not 
miss. 

While there are no magic formulas or programs, 
some key principles can be derived from Scripture 
and ministry experience, summarized in the acronym 
B.R.I.N.G. Together, we can BRING children into a 
relationships with their Savior and Lord, Jesus 
Christ. 
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Bless them with Jesus’  love 
Christian ministry is Jesus’  love in action. 

Christ’s love is the motive, the method and the 
hoped-for result. Children’s ministry seeks to show 
Jesus’  love to children, so they can know him and 
come to love him too. 
 

Relate to them at their  level 
God has created children to develop in a 

particular way intellectually, emotionally, spiritually 
and physically. For us to be effective in ministering 
to children, we need to reach out to them in ways 
that are appropriate to their stages of development.  

 
Involve them and Nur ture them 

Children’s ministry is not merely programs (such 
as Sunday School classes and nurseries, as helpful 
and essential as such programs are). Children’s 
ministry is about positive, supportive and 
encouraging relationships in the love of Christ.  

Inside the church, we can share the life of the 
congregation with them, involving them fully in the 
church’s worship, fellowship and outreach. Outside 
the church we can involve them in our recreation, 
our jobs and our hobbies—we let them see us living 
life as Christ’s followers. In this way, they learn 
from us as an apprentice learns from a master 
craftsman.  

This is Christian disciple-making. It involves 
modeling and instruction—and it takes lots of time 
and focused attention.  
 

Grant them increasing ministry oppor tunity 
Children’s ministry is ministry both to and 

through children. Effective children’s ministries 
equip children to minister to others—to peers and 
even to those who are older. By involving children 
actively in the ministries of the congregation, 
children develop a sense of ownership, a sense of 
responsibility to the congregation and to its 
disciplemaking mission.  

Many tools are 
available to help us 
in children’s min-
istry. But no tool is 
more important than 
prayer. May we all 
pray that God will 
impress upon our 
hearts the high 
calling to BRING 
children to Christ. 
It’s for God’s glory 
and for the chil-
dren’s everlasting 
benefit. 

 

1: Bless children with Jesus© love 
 summarized five principles for effective ministry 
to children using the acronym B.R.I.N.G. Each 

principle adds to our effectiveness in living 
out this responsibility. We turn now to 
examining each principle individually—
starting with principle number one: Bless 
children with Jesus’  love.  

In the Gospel accounts, Jesus 
acknowledged the great value of children. In 
a culture that tended to ignore and otherwise 
devalue children, Jesus made it clear that he 
viewed children as people with great value 
in God’s sight. Jesus reached out to children, 
welcoming them into his presence and 
blessing them (Matthew 19:14-15). On 
several occasions Jesus went out of his way 
to heal children (Luke 8:49-56). He was 

willing to be “bothered”  in order to minister to 
children.  I 



Five love languages 
How can we reach out with Jesus’  love to bless 

the children in our homes, neighborhoods, churches 
and communities? A key is to understand that love is 
like a language—it must be spoken (expressed) and 
understood (received). Learning how a child 
perceives and receives love is essential for those 
who seek to bless children with Jesus’  love.  

Not every child speaks the same love language. 
In The Five Love Languages of Children, Gary 
Chapman and Ross Campbell identify five love 
languages for children: appropriate physical touch, 
words of affirmation, gifts, acts of service and 
quality time. The book explains how an adult (such 
as a parent) may liberally extend love to a child 
using one love language, only to find that the child 
does not feel loved because he or she does not 
“speak”  that particular language.  

Perhaps a child’s dominant, or preferred love 
language is appropriate physical touch, but the 
parents, though liberal in gift giving, are physically 
distant with the child, and as a result he or she feels 
unloved. We have to be careful to discern how a 
child receives love and then reach out using that love 
language. One of the ways the authors give to 
discern a child’s dominant love language is to 
observe how the child expresses love to others. 

When working with a group of children, we will 
need to speak love in multiple love languages. In 
that regard, I’m grateful for the work of Heart of the 
Cross Church in Lexington, Ohio. Though small, 
this vibrant congregation emphasizes reaching out to 
children and teens with Christ’s love. They share 
that love with the young using multiple love 
languages.  

 

For example, they give extended, quality time to 
children through their van ministry—driving 
multiple miles every Sunday to pick up children, 
bring them to church and then return them home. 
The commute affords time to build bonds of 
Christian love as the adults give quality attention to 
the children and share words of affirmation that say 
“we care about you—you are accepted and loved by 
us.”  

Sometimes on the drive home, they buy the 
children a snack (the love language of gift giving), 
and at times they arrange service projects to help 
improve a child’s home environment (the love 
language of acts of service). They also extend 
careful and appropriate physical affection (the 
language of physical touch), such as a pat on the 
back or shoulder or an appropriate, non-sexual hug. 
In various ways, using multiple love languages, each 
child can receive the blessing of Christ’s love 
extended from a safe, caring and supportive adult. 

Such Christian love has to be given 
unconditionally. If the only time children receive 
attention and affirmation is when they have done 
something to please us, they quickly learn that our 
love is conditional, based solely on their 
performance. In The Gift of the Blessing, Gary 
Smalley and John Trent point out that affirmations 
should be given to a child based on who the child is 
(a valuable and worthwhile person whom Jesus 
loves) rather than on what they have or have not 
done. It is particularly important not to fail to offer 
this gift of blessing when a child’s performance is 
disappointing. In this way we model God’s 
unconditional grace and love that is in Christ. 

2: Relate to children at their  level 
e come now to the R of BRING: Relate to 
children at their level. To be an effective 

missionary requires a working knowledge of the 
mission field. And children are a wonderful, fruitful 
mission field with a particular openness to God and 

his love. In children’s ministry training seminars, I 
ask the audience of adults how old they were when 
they first committed their lives to Christ. The 
overwhelming majority indicate that they did so in 
their early teens or before.  
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A study by the Barna Research Group confirms 
my informal survey, showing that 75 to 85 percent 
of Christians in North America made their initial 
faith commitment before age 15. Furthermore, this 
research indicates that the probability of becoming a 
Christian is 32 percent at ages 5 to 13. This 
probability then decreases to 4 percent at ages 14 to 
18 and increases only slightly to 6 percent at age 19 
and older. Children have a particular openness to 
God’s love and the message of the gospel. Our 
challenge is to communicate the gospel to children 
at their level—in ways they can readily understand 
and experience. 

Now, I have to confess something. I once thought 
the gospel was too complex for a child to fully 
understand. But I was wrong. The essential good 
news (gospel) is not hard to understand. Rather, it’s 
the simple message about Jesus—his life, death and 
resurrection; his love and gift of salvation. To trust 
Jesus to be who he says he is for us is, in itself, a 
childlike attribute. Maybe that’s why Jesus said, 
“Let the little children come to me, and do not 
hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to 
such as these”  (Matthew 19:14). Indeed, children 
can come to Jesus in trust and belief. As adults, we 
have the privilege and responsibility to lead them to 
faith in their Savior so that they can learn to follow 
him. 

So where do we begin? We begin where they are. 
That is, we begin at their level. God and his love 
must be communicated in ways that connect with a 
child. Making the connection involves a basic 

understanding of a child’s stage of intellectual, 
physical, social, psychological and religious 
development.  

You don’ t have to be a child psychologist to 
understand this, of course, though some basic 
information on child development might be of great 
help in learning to relate well to children. 

 
Ideas 

Here are a few simple ideas about relating the 
gospel to children at their level. First, tell them about 
Jesus in ways that are meaningful to them. This is 
not hard to do from Scripture, because the Gospels 
are full of stories about Jesus that children readily 
relate to. 

Take for example the story of the prodigal son, 
where the father represents God who is lavish in his 
grace toward sinners (represented by the prodigal 
son as well as by his older brother, who despite his 
obedience, was envious and bitter). This story can be 
acted out for and by children. It can be told in 
dramatic form. It can be illustrated in pictures or by 
using a flannel board. And as stories from the 
Gospels are told to children, the message is always 
brought back to Jesus, to his love and forgiveness 
and his invitation to follow him and learn from him. 

Let me add a note of caution about teaching 
children from Scripture. In making it simple so 
children understand, don’ t dumb down the teaching 
of the Bible. Children often have far more capacity 
to grasp spiritual concepts than we give them credit 
for. With thoughtful teaching that uses vocabulary 
they can understand, children can grasp the basic 



concepts of Christian doctrine including such things 
as grace, sin, forgiveness, eternal life, the 
resurrection and, of course, the basic teachings 
concerning Jesus’  incarnation, birth, life, ministry, 
death, burial, resurrection, ascension and return. 
Some wonderful teaching curricula are available to 
help us in this teaching. 

Don’ t forget that music is a powerful medium we 
can use to relate to children and to communicate to 
them the gospel. I love it when congregations 
include children in their worship music at church. I 
attended a church service where the worship team on 
stage included several young children helping a few 
adults lead the congregation in singing. They did a 
wonderful job with all of the music, but you should 
have seen them come alive with joy when the music 
was more youthful and exuberant in its tone and 
content.  

Their joy in the Lord was infectious as they sang 
about God’s power, love and grace. They knew all 
the words and they understood what they were 
singing and kids in the audience picked right up on 
the music and the message. Through music that 
relates, children were teaching and receiving the 
gospel. 

We can also relate to children at their level as we 
teach them to pray. If prayer is sometimes a 
challenge for adults, it is often natural for children. 
They lack a lot of our adult hang-ups and self-

consciousness. They have little reticence talking to 
God even though he is not visibly present.  

I spoke not long ago with a Sunday school 
teacher who, as part of her weekly class for 6-to-9-
year-olds, provides a variety of stations where they 
go in a room to spend time with God. One involves 
materials for drawing pictures that illustrate their 
understanding of what they learned in the teaching 
time. Another station is sort of like a fort they can go 
inside of one at a time to pray.  

One Sunday, an 8-year-old boy went into the 
prayer fort and did not reappear for 20 minutes. 
When he joined the group, the teacher gently asked 
what happened while he was in the closet. His 
replied: “ I was meeting with God. I talked to him 
and he talked to me.”  There was no self-
consciousness in the reply, no religious facade, just a 
young boy who had been taught by a caring adult 
how to commune with God in prayer. So that’s what 
he did.  

The key is to use activities that children enjoy. 
Remember to use their names and to recognize their 
achievements and concerns. Show them by your 
facial expressions, your manner, your interest and 
your concern that you care about them and that they 
matter to you and to God. In your example, they 
experience Jesus and his love in action. What a 
blessing it is to be used of God in such an important 
way. 

 

3: Involve children in your life 
e can involve children in the life of the 
church in many ways. Children’s ministry 

programs are vital—things such as Vacation Bible 
School, Sunday school classes and camps—but such 
programs are not ends in themselves.  

Ministry to children, as is true of all effective 
Christian ministry, is relational. It’s about building 
relationships among people who are growing 
together in relating to God, in Christ, through the 
Holy Spirit. It’s about people sharing together in 

community the life and love of the triune God. 
As we’ve been discussing, ministry to children 

starts as caring, believing adults, teens and older 
children reach out to bless children with Jesus’  love. 
It continues as they together get involved in the lives 
of those children—relating to them at their level. 
And it develops as the third principle of effective 
ministry to children is lived out: together they 
involve those children in their lives. 

Children’s ministry must not be limited to pro- 
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grams. Certainly children’s ministry programs are 
vital—things such as Vacation Bible School, Sunday 
school classes and camps—but such programs are 
not ends in themselves. Rather, they are tools to start 
and then grow relationships among people and with 
God.  

We see this relational principle lived out in 
Jesus’  earthly disciplemaking ministry. In John 3:22 
we are told that Jesus took his disciples into the 
Judean countryside where (in old King James 
language) he “ tarried with them.”  Tarried translates 
the Greek word diatribo, which means literally to 
“ rub off on.”  By involving these disciples in his life, 
Jesus was creating the opportunity through which he 
could “ rub off”  on his followers. This is ministry 
where the teacher (Jesus in this case), pours his life 
into the disciple. I urge you to approach 
children’s ministry using this same life-on-
life approach. How can you invite children 
to share your life in ways that interest them 
and that create the time and space in which 
you can rub off on them? 

Let’s think this through together. Where 
do you live? Well, various places. One place 
is at your church’s weekly worship service. I 
hope you consistently live there. Indeed, the 
author of Hebrews admonished some early 
Christians who, for various reasons, were 
growing lax in this discipline: “Let us think 
of ways to motivate one another to acts of 
love and good works,”  he wrote. “And let us 
not neglect our meeting together, as some 

people do, but encourage one another, 
especially now that the day of his return is 
drawing near”  (Hebrews 10:24-25, NLT).  

At church we assemble to worship God—
to share his life and his love together. As we 
do, let’s involve children actively, 
meaningfully and fully.  

We can involve children in the life of the 
church in many ways as it assembles. I’ve 
been to churches where the children serve 
with adults as ushers. Where they help in 
receiving the offering. Where they help serve 
communion. I’ve seen pastors call children 
to the front of the church and, sitting down 
with them (getting down on their level), 
giving a short children’s sermon—a biblical 

message tailor-made for the children. Kids love it 
(and so do the adults who are listening in)! 

I’ve seen congregations that frequently have 
children on stage with the worship team, helping 
lead the congregation in praying, singing, reading 
Scripture and the like. This involves adults sharing 
their lives (in this case their worship lives) with the 
children—and in ways the children relate to. The net 
effect of this involvement is the building of 
relationships among the adults and children and 
among the children and the church and with God. 
The children come away feeling that this is MY 
church —MY God—MY family of faith. 

Where else do you live? Can you involve the 
children you’ re ministering to at those places? Some 
of the most important rubbing off places in Jesus’  



ministry were the times he shared with his disciples 
traveling the roads of Judea, Galilee and Samaria. 
He often took them with him into the wilderness—
kind of like us taking kids with us camping. Time 
away. Time together. Camp ministries provide 
fabulous opportunities for life-on-life sharing.  

What if you were to take a bunch of kids to camp 
with you? Can’ t stay the whole time? What if you 
drove them there, then picked them up and drove 
them home—sharing the experience with them? By 
the way, the Worldwide Church of God has a 
wonderful camp ministry program. You can find out 
about it at www.wcg.org/youth. We’re expanding 
the number and types of camps that reach out to 
teens and children. 

What hobbies do you have? Fishing? Playing 
piano? Computers? How about sharing that part of 
your life with a child or two? Such sharing provides 
opportunities to cultivate relationships. And then as 
you do, you can plant into those relationships 
information about your own relationship with God. 
Look out! You may just reap a lifelong follower of 
Jesus who can walk with Christ right along with 
you.  

In such sharing of your interests you may 
also help to equip a child for a career. When 
my son was about 12 or 13, a young man in 
our church went out of his way to partner 
with my son and his 12-year-old friend to 
teach them to program computers. Both of 
those young men (now both twenty-
somethings) have careers that involve 
computer science. If I could go back in time 
I’d teach that young mentor how he could 
have also shared Christ with my son and his 
friend as they talked computerese—but we 
live and learn. 

Where else do you live? Well, you get 
the idea. We live unique lives—with specific 
interests, gifts and passions. How can you 

share these with a child or two (or 20)? Why don’ t 
you think about it? Why don’ t you pray persistently 
about it? Seek God’s direction—ask him to open 
windows of opportunity. And share your passion and 
intention with some other adults in your 
congregation—consider teaming up to reach out to 
some children together.  

Remember, of course, all the appropriate 
cautions and safeguards in working with children. 
An adult should never be alone with a child who is 
not their own. And all that you would involve a child 
in should be appropriate legally, ethically and 
developmentally. But let us not shy away from 
reaching out—from bringing children to ourselves 
and with us to Christ. 

I close with reminding us all that God has made 
children dependent upon those who are older so that 
those who are older may help children become fully 
dependent upon God. We walk in harmony with 
God’s created order and in step with Jesus’  way 
when we involve children in our lives inside and 
outside the church walls. 

  

4: Nur ture Children in the Way of Jesus 
e now turn to the fourth principle: nurturing 
children in the way of Jesus through 

teaching. Before we discuss the content of that 
teaching, let’s be reminded of our motive: we teach 
to glorify God by loving children in his name. 
Motivated by God’s redemptive love for children, 

we seek to help them become and then grow as 
disciples of Jesus. We teach both through modeling 
and instruction. In this article we’ ll focus primarily 
on teaching children about Jesus’  life and love.  

The gospel 
I remember well attending Sunday school as a 
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young child. I loved the stories from the Bible about 
David and Goliath, about Jesus walking on water, 
about Jonah and the whale. But what I didn’ t learn 
clearly was the gospel of salvation by grace alone, 
received through faith in Christ alone. And thus my 
formative religious training was about biblical 
characters and events, but not about the joy of Jesus’  
life and love for me. 

Because of this teaching deficit, I fell prey as an 
older teen to a false gospel—a gospel of 
behaviorism and legalism that was not really the 
gospel (good news) at all. But thank God he is 
faithful and relentless in pursuing us. He did not 
abandon me to deficient teaching, and by his grace I 
came to understand and embrace the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. 

And so I make an impassioned plea to Christian 
parents, grandparents, Sunday school teachers, 
children’s ministry workers and 
others who teach children: teach 
them the one, true authentic gospel. 
Teach them about Jesus and his 
redeeming life and love. Take them 
to the cross, the empty tomb, the 
resurrection, the ascension and 
promised return of Christ. Lead 
them through your teaching to their 
Savior, to his grace, and to a life in 
his service as stewards of that grace. 

Does this sound too complicated 
for a child to understand? Not at all! 
The gospel is simple enough for a 
young child to understand. If we are 
clear and consistent in our teaching, 
the message of God’s unconditional 
love always comes through. The 
entire Bible, when understood in the 

light of the gospel, conveys the over-arching 
message of Christ and him crucified and raised for 
us. 

When we teach about David and Goliath, we can 
use that story to direct children to love and depend 
on their Savior, despite the Goliaths in their lives. 
When we teach about Jonah and the big fish, we can 
use that story to speak of following Jesus faithfully 
and about Jesus’  death and resurrection to secure our 
salvation. In short, we teach the whole Word of God 
to reveal fully the living Word, who is Jesus. 

 
Where is the cross? 

One of my seminary professors is fond of 
evaluating his students’  sermons with this 
penetrating, diagnostic question: Where is the cross? 
I recommend using the same question to evaluate 
teaching curricula and individual Sunday school 
lessons. Where in this teaching is the cross?  

As teachers and even as parents we have children 
for only a few precious hours each week (and even 
each year). What will you teach them through those 
hours? My plea is that you teach them the gospel 
about Jesus.  

And as you teach, remember not to “dumb 
down” the gospel for children. Certainly we want to 
communicate at their level of cognitive 
development—using words they understand and 
teaching techniques that capture their imaginations 

(for more on this see the March 
Odyssey article “Building 
Believing Children” ). But teach 
them the full gospel. 

From time to time some wonder 
if a young child can understand 
enough to be a disciple of Jesus. 
(They usually frame the question as 
“Can a child be saved?”  or “When 
is a child old enough to be 
baptized?”) My answer is that 
Jesus invites children to him—why 
not be his tool to help them come, 
to help them meet Jesus, and to 
help them follow Jesus?  

A young child can understand 
being sorry for harming others 
(repentance); the need for 
forgiveness that cannot be earned 



by trying to be good (grace); trusting God to rescue 
them rather than relying on themselves (faith); and 
living life in that trust through actions that express 
love for God and for people (Christian ethics).  

These are key gospel concepts that form the key 
components of our teaching. All sorts of biblical 
stories make these points in powerful, memorable, 
child-friendly ways that even young children can 
understand and embrace. 

We are blessed in this day to have an array of 
teaching resources at our disposal. I suggest that you 

visit a good Bible bookstore and spend a few hours 
looking at some of the teaching curricula.  

Many stores will let you take some resources 
home to preview them before deciding on a 
purchase. Many of the curriculum publishers provide 
free samples online that you can download to 
preview. As you evaluate these, remember the 
diagnostic question: where is the cross? Jesus does 
not have to be the primary character in each lesson, 
but he should be the primary goal. 

 

5: Give Ministry Oppor tunities to Children 
hildren’s ministry is best understood as not 
only ministry to children, but also ministry by 

children. Effective children’s ministries not only 
nurture children with Jesus’  love, they equip 
children to extend that love to others.  

 
God ministers through children 

The Lord spoke to a young Samuel, calling him 
to a prophetic ministry (1 Samuel 3). He chose a 
young shepherd-boy, David, to be Israel’s king (1 
Samuel 16). He chose a young virgin, Mary, to bear 
and nurture the Christ-child (Luke 1).  

These biblical accounts show that God extends 
his ministry to and through people of all ages—
children very much included. Effective children’s 
ministries nurture and equip children and then give 
them opportunities for ministry. 
 

Identity in serving 
Children active in ministry 

within the church often 
develop a sense of belonging 
within their church family that 
will last a lifetime. A Barna 
Research Group project 
determined that Christians who 
made their initial profession of 
faith as children tended to 
remain followers of Jesus 
throughout their lives. We help 
children develop this sense of 
belonging by involving them in 
the ministries of the 
congregation. 

Equip children to minister  in your  church 
In the third article in this series (see Involve 

Children in Your Life), we discussed ways a 
congregation can involve children in the weekly 
worship service: 

1. Performing liturgical dance 
2. Singing or playing musical instruments on 

the worship team 
3. Performing drama (including puppetry) 
4. Being involved in Children’s Moments 

(children’s sermons) 
5. Receiving the offering 
6. Ushering, greeting and parking 
7. Caring for younger children 
8. Giving announcements 
9. Serving communion 
10. Assisting with the audiovisual system 

I participated in a worship 
service of a small congregation 
where children were involved 
doing many of the things listed 
above. It was inspiring to see the 
joy in their faces and in the 
response of the congregation. 

I spoke afterward with a 10-
year-old girl who had presented 
one of the announcements. She 
did a wonderful job—speaking 
clearly and with conviction (I 
was moved to tears by a church 
announcement!). She was so 
happy to be an active part of her 
church. 

Children can serve in many 
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ways. Older children can assist in Sunday school 
classes with younger children. Children can write 
letters to home-bound members. They can visit 
nursing homes. The possibilities are nearly endless, 
but the principle is this: equip and then accompany 
children as they participate in the ministries of the 
church. 
 

Conclusion 
As we conclude this series, I challenge all of us 

to consider how we can make ourselves more 
available to the 
Holy Spirit to 
BRING children 
to our Lord and to 
involvement in his 
service.  

·  How can 
you bless children 
with Jesus’  love?  

·  How can you relate to children in your 
church at their level?  

·  How can you involve children more fully in 
your life and in the life of your congregation?  

·  How can you help children be nurtured in 
the way of Jesus and in the truth of his gospel?  

·  And, finally, how can you work to give 
children ministry opportunities within your church?  

I pray that God will show you how, and that as 
he does so, you will respond with passion and 
persistence.  

Ted Johnston 
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