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Three common traits of faithful youth 

 
3 John 4 – “I could have no greater joy than to hear that my children are following the truth.” 

 

There are many stories about “good Christian children” who are raised in church, then walked away from the faith 

during their college/young adult years. These children had grown up in church, and may have been very active in their 

church’s youth program. Now they don’t want anything to do with it anymore.  

 

61%:  “Barna study in 2006 – “Most Twentysomethings Put Christianity on the Shelf...” 
 

https://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/16-teensnext-gen/147-most-twentysomethings-put-christianity-on-the-

shelf-following-spiritually-active-teen-years#.U9u6dKR0yM8 

 

70%:  LifeWay Research study in 2007  
 

http://www.lifeway.com/Article/LifeWay-Research-finds-reasons-18-to-22-year-olds-drop-out-of-church 

 

According to a study from LifeWay Research, 70% of young adults ages 23-30 stopped attending church regularly 

for at least a year between ages 18-22. Why do most young people leave?   

 

97% of dropouts list one or more specific life-change issues as a reason they left church. 

 

The most frequent reason for leaving is a self-imposed change, “I simply wanted a break from church” (27%). 

 

Going to college and entering the workforce are also strong reasons for young people to leave the church: “I moved to 

college and stopped attending church” (25%); and “work responsibilities prevented me from attending” (23%). 

 

Others simply moved “too far away” from their church to continue attending (22%) and did not look for a closer 

church. 

 

How young people use their time and the relationships they choose can also lead them away from church. 22% 

became too busy, and 17% chose to spend more time with friends outside the church. Many people are deeply 

influenced by friends and loved ones. Relationships are often the glue that keeps people in church or serves as the 

distraction to lure them away.  1 Corinthians 15:33 - “Do not be deceived; evil companionships corrupt good 

morals.” ASV 
 

58% of church dropouts selected at least one church related reason for leaving church. Most common was, “church 

members seemed judgmental or hypocritical” (26%).  
 

I have seen way too many people over the years walk away from church because someone said something careless or 

even hurtful.  

 

Another 20% said they “didn’t feel connected to the people in my church.” 

 

Are we, as the church, setting the examples that we should be setting? Can young people connect with us? Can the 

young people in our church and community see Jesus in us, can they find the love of God they so desperately need in 

this church?   

 

Is this a church that a kid can walk into and say “I might be gay,” or “I love pornography,” or “My dad beats me,” 

or “I get high, in fact, I did just before I came in,” or “my mom is an alcoholic/drug addict and my dad has a 

girlfriend on the side,” without derision and shame, and get the help they need?  

http://www.conversantlife.com/theology/how-many-youth-are-leaving-the-church#mce_temp_url#
https://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/16-teensnext-gen/147-most-twentysomethings-put-christianity-on-the-shelf-following-spiritually-active-teen-years#.U9u6dKR0yM8
https://www.barna.org/barna-update/article/16-teensnext-gen/147-most-twentysomethings-put-christianity-on-the-shelf-following-spiritually-active-teen-years#.U9u6dKR0yM8
http://www.conversantlife.com/theology/how-many-youth-are-leaving-the-church#mce_temp_url#
http://www.lifeway.com/Article/LifeWay-Research-finds-reasons-18-to-22-year-olds-drop-out-of-church
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Do we as the church even realize what so many of the young people of today are facing? Do we as the church have 

the answers to their problems? Are we relevant to their lives?  

 

So many churches today are unwilling to talk about sex, drugs, homosexuality, divorce, pornography, etc., when that 

is what the kids are being bombarded with and dealing with.  

 

If the church is not providing help, or if they think the church can’t help them, they may look somewhere else for 

answers.   

 

The final category of reasons - religious, ethical or political beliefs, contributed to the departure of 52% of church 

dropouts. 

 

18% said “I disagreed with the church’s stance on political or social issues,” and 17% said “I was only going to 

church to please others.” 
 

It’s safe to conclude the church has been losing a significant portion of its young people for some time now.  Even if 

we take Barna’s lower number of 61% and then cut 10% off to be extra conservative, we’re still talking about losing 

half of our young people. Is that acceptable?  And if not, why are we losing them and what needs to be done?  

 

There is no easy way to say it, but it must be said. Parents and churches are not passing on a strong and vigorous 

Christian faith to the next generation.  It’s time Christian parents and churches asked the hard question, “What is it 

about our faith commitment that does not find root in the lives of our children?” 

 

The greatest problem lies in the fact that our children are not being taught the word of God as they grow up!  Hosea 

4:6 – “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.” 

 
Many of our young people today have no idea how to be a Christian because they are illiterate when it comes to the 

Bible. They have not been taught how to rightly divide the word of God! They don’t know what it says about sin and 

salvation or even how to find it!  

 

If they don’t know God’s word, then they won’t know God: John 17:3 – “And this is eternal life, that they may 

know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent.” 

 

If they don’t know God, they will be lost: Matthew 7:21-23:  “Not everyone who calls out to me, ‘Lord! Lord!’ 

will enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Only those who actually do the will of my Father in heaven will enter. On 

judgment day many will say to me, ‘Lord! Lord! We prophesied in your name and cast out demons in your 

name and performed many miracles in your name.’ But I will reply, ‘I never knew you. Get away from me, you 

who break God’s laws.’” 

 

In my life, I have seen way too many young people walk away from the church and put their relationship with God on 

the shelf. Way too few find their way back. It is time we stop the bleeding!  

 

Many of those 70% who drop out do eventually return (35%). This is primarily the result of encouragement from 

others. The most common reason is “My parents or family members encouraged me to attend” (39%), or “My 

friends or acquaintances encouraged me to attend” (21%). 

 

Young adults also return to church when they feel the desire personally - “I simply felt the desire to return” (34%). 

Many of these come back because their lives are a mess and they are desperate for answers and help! 

 

28% say “I felt that God was calling me to return to the church.” 24% return to church because “I had children 

and felt it was time for them to start attending.” 20% got married and “wanted to attend with their spouse.” 
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There is no one easy solution for bringing all of those who are “lost” back into the church, other than continuing to 

pray for them and encouraging them.   

 

But we can help the young people we still have by looking at the 30% of our young adults who are engaged and 

involved in ministry and are faithful Christians, and learning what works!  

 

When we look at those who remain faithful throughout their lives, we usually find three common traits that explain 

their faithfulness: 

 

a) They are truly converted 
 

The Apostle Paul, interestingly enough, doesn’t use phrases like “nominal Christian” or “pretty good kid.” The 

Bible doesn’t mess around with platitudes/meaningless statements that are designed to make you feel better like: 

“Yeah, it’s a shame he did that, but he’s got a good heart.” When we read the Bible, particularly on the topic of sin 

and conversion, we find that there is very little wiggle room.  

 

God’s viewpoint on sin is pretty clear – Ezekiel 18:30-32: “…Repent, and turn from your sins. Don’t let them 

destroy you! Put all your rebellion behind you, and find yourselves a new heart and a new spirit. For why 

should you die, O people of Israel? I don’t want you to die, says the Sovereign Lord. Turn back and live!” 

 

Acts 3:19 – “Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out, so that times of refreshing 

may come from the presence of the Lord.” 

 

The Gospel of the Kingdom is simple - you enter it through the strait gate (Jesus) and you walk the narrow way (New 

Testament Christianity).  

 

Matthew 7:13-14: “You can enter God’s Kingdom only through the narrow gate. The highway to hell is broad, 

and its gate is wide for the many who choose that way. But the gateway to life is very narrow and the road is 

difficult, and only a few ever find it.” 

 

Listen to these words: 2 Corinthians 5:17 - “…anyone who belongs to Christ has become a new person. The old 

life is gone; a new life has begun.”  

 

We need to preach, teach, and pray fervently for the salvation of our young people! We need to start getting on our 

knees and praying that God will open their hearts so they can hear the word of God, believe the word of God, and 

obey the word of God.  

 

Acts 16:14 – “Now a certain woman named Lydia heard us. She was a seller of purple from the city of 

Thyatira, who worshiped God. The Lord opened her heart to heed the things spoken by Paul.” 

 

When that happens - when the “old goes” and the “new comes” - it will not be iffy. We will not be dealing with a 

group of “nominal Christians.”  

 

We will have the next generation of future church leaders - “new creations” - who are hungry to know and share 

God’s Word. It is truly converted students who go on to love Jesus and serve the church. 

 

The 30% of young adults who stay in church through ages 18-22 see the relevance, benefits and purpose of the 

church now and for their future. 

 

Relevance of church: 65% say “Church was a vital part of my relationship with God.”  58% say “I wanted the 

church to help guide my decisions in everyday life.” 
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Benefits of the church: 50% say, “I felt that church was helping me become a better person.” 

 

42% remained in church because they were committed to the purpose and work of the church. 

 

b) Equipped – not entertained 
 

More often than not, working with kids means doing something “fun.” I am not against fun things in youth ministry. 

There’s nothing wrong with fun, but at some point we need to get serious and deal with complex questions and 

remember why we are here! 

 
Ephesians 4:11-12: “Now these are the gifts Christ gave to the church: the apostles, the prophets, the 

evangelists, and the pastors and teachers. Their responsibility is to equip God’s people to do his work and build 

up the church, the body of Christ.” 

 

Christ gives us teachers - not for entertainment, encouragement, examples, or even friendship primarily. They are to 

“equip” the saints to do gospel ministry so the church can be built up. 

 

It is our God-given duty to help fan into flame a faith that serves, leads, teaches, and grows. If our students leave high 

school without good Bible-reading habits, Bible-study skills, prayer habits, and strong examples of what it means to 

be a true Christian, we have lost them. If they cannot share the gospel with another person, then we have entertained, 

not equipped them - and it may indeed be time to panic! 

 

Are we raising the kind of kids who will go to college in a different state, go to church, and begin doing the work of 

gospel ministry there without ever being asked?  

 

Are we growing church-men and church-women who are equipped to teach, lead, and serve. Are we equipping them 

for that purpose, or are we merely giving them a good time while they’re with us?  

 

It is impossible for the church to equip our young people and send out strong Christians if what we are doing here is 

not being reinforced tenfold in the home – by the parents! 

 

Look at your kids and ask: “How can I spend 18 years with this kid, helping him become the best church deacon 

and sixth-grade Sunday school class teacher he can be, ten years down the road?” 

 

c) Godly parents 
 

The common thread that binds together almost every ministry-minded 20-something who has ever lived in the history 

of the world is abundantly clear - they grew up in a home where the gospel was not peripheral, but absolutely 

central.  
 

Deuteronomy 6:4-7: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one! You shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength. “And these words which I command you 

today shall be in your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you 

sit in your house, when you walk by the way, when you lie down, and when you rise up.” 

 

Ephesians 6:4 – “And you, fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath, but bring them up in the training 

and admonition of the Lord.” 

 

Many young people grow up with a sense that Christianity is just something you do, that the church is something you 

go to on Sunday, if it doesn’t get in the way of something else they would rather do! Christianity must not be 

something they do – it must be who they are!  Young people must be taught to love Jesus, not to just go through the 

motions of organized religion.  
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Children must be taught that their relationship with God takes priority over everything else in their lives – they must 

understand that no activity, no matter how exciting or fun or beneficial can be more important than Jesus! 

 

The 20-somethings who are serving, leading, and driving the ministries in our churches are kids whose parents made 

them go to church and held them accountable when they were rebellious.  

 

They are kids whose parents taught them to read the Bible and apply the teachings to their lives; they are kids who 

saw their parents live the Christian life in front of them! 

 

Parents, it will be extremely difficult to convince your child that the work of the church is really important if you are 

not taking an active part in the work of the church.   

 

It will be extremely difficult to convince your child that faithfulness to the church is the most important loyalty in life 

if you allow them to forsake worship to engage in other activities.   

 

It will be extremely difficult to convince your child that they are to respect the church if you constantly complain and 

criticize the efforts of those who care enough to be doing something.   

 

Are you the mostly Godly person your child knows?  If not, why not?  It will be extremely difficult to convince your 

child that they should seek first the kingdom of God if the kingdom of God is not first in your own life. 

 

A child’s earliest concepts of God do not come from a book or church, but from their parents.  Your children need to 

see you pray, read your Bible, walk with God, live with integrity. You cannot pass on the responsibility to teach your 

children to the church or anybody else.   

 

Children will learn more about Christian faith by your individual acts of obedience than from all the sermons in the 

world. Your example will burn into their soul and never leave:  

 

“I would rather see a sermon than hear one anyday, I’d rather you would walk with me than merely show the way, 

The lectures you deliver may be very wise and true, but I think I’ll get my lessons by watching what you do, 

because I might misunderstand you and all the high advice you give, but there’s no misunderstanding how you act 

and how you live.” 

 

Proverbs 22:6 – “Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it.”   
 

These words do not constitute a formula that is true 100% of the time - sometimes kids from wonderful gospel-

centered homes leave the church – they have free will and get to make the same choice everybody else gets to make!  

Sometimes people from messed-up family backgrounds find eternal life in Jesus and have beautiful marriages and 

families.  

 

In general, however, children who are led in their faith during their growing-up years by parents who love Jesus 

vibrantly, serve their church actively, and saturate their home with the gospel completely, grow up to love Jesus and 

the church.  

 


