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CHAPTER ONE

Speaking to Teenagers14

“The Stakes Have Never 
Been Higher”

She looked to be in her early thirties. (I’m guessing low 30s, in 
case she ever reads this.) She was one of 300 youth workers gathered for a weekend 
of training and encouragement at beautiful Camp Berea on Newfound Lake, New 
Hampshire. She approached me shyly, reservedly, almost the same way I’d approach 
someone like Billy Graham, Pope Benedict, Mother Teresa, or Jerry Garcia. And then, 
grabbing both of my hands, she looked into my face with this wonderful smile and 
said, 

I heard you speak back in the early nineties, and I remember you 
spoke about “going the distance.” It was an amazing week, and it was 
the week I accepted Jesus into my heart. Now I have my own youth 
group, and I’m here learning how to help them grow in Christ. And I 
just want you to know, it all began with you that week back in Fort 
Collins, Colorado.

It was a pretty neat moment, at least for me—one of those perks that keeps a lot 
of us in youth ministry over the long haul. Seeing the fruit grow and mature from 
something we had the privilege of planting or watering several years ago is an amaz-
ing privilege, indeed a gift from God. 

But in the midst of that moment of vivid encouragement, two other distinct 
thoughts immediately came to mind: First, I knew good and well it didn’t all begin with 
me. I was just one of many characters in the drama that was this woman’s life—one 
person who walked onto the stage, spoke from his heart, and made his exit. I knew 
the scene in Fort Collins was only part of a much larger drama being played out under 
the direction of a sovereign God who’d been at work in that teenage girl’s life through 
countless other relationships, circumstances, and longings, and (probably) lots of 
other Bible studies, messages, retreats, cabin times, and conversations. 
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The data is pretty discouraging. UC-Irvine psychologist Thomas Craw-
ford, along with his colleagues, visited the homes of people from 12 churches 
shortly before and after they heard a sermon opposing racial injustice. In the 
course of the second interview, subjects were asked whether they’d heard 
or read anything about racial prejudice or discrimination since the previous 
interview. In other words, let’s forget for a moment about whether or not the 
sermon had any impact on people’s attitudes about racial prejudice; let’s 
just see if people remembered hearing it. The response was a little grim, to 
put it mildly. Only 10 percent spontaneously recalled that the sermon had 
been preached. When the remaining 90 percent were asked directly whether 
their preachers “talked about prejudice or discrimination in the last couple 
of weeks,” more than 30 percent said they hadn’t.2 

We’d like to think the results would be different if the study had been 
done with our youth groups, and maybe they would. But a lot of us have 
enough experience to doubt that. Giving a talk is one thing; being given a 
listen is something else altogether. I remember starting out in youth ministry 
with my seminary degree in hand. I’d just successfully completed courses in 
hermeneutics and homiletics, and I thought, I love Jesus. I love teenagers. How 
hard can this be? But within a few months at my fi rst church, I thought, Gosh, 
I used to think I had the gift of teaching. Why has God put me with a bunch of 
kids who don’t have the gift of listening?

Opportunities Blocked
The obstacles to communicating biblical truth are real. In their book The 
Human Connection, social psychologists Martin Bolt and David Myers give 
us a picture of just what it takes to give a talk or sermon and have it actually 
stimulate life-change in a teenager (Figure 1-1). 

“The Stakes Have Never Been Higher”
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5. And then, of course, there is the question of obedience. Among 
those students who remember the challenge of last summer’s closing mes-
sage or last week’s youth group talk, there is still the question of whether they 
intend to fulfi ll the promises or stick to the commitments they’ve made.

6. And of the number who retain the message and have some 
measure of resolve to obey the message, there’s fi nally this question: 
Will they actually fl esh out the decision by taking action?4 If question four 
points to retention, and question fi ve points to intention, this question points 
us fi nally to real-life obedience.

Use the following chart to think about the ministry situation in which 
you most often teach a message to teenagers. How does this process play 
out with your students? Which points in the process are most diffi cult for 
that venue or setting? At what point in the process do you feel your ministry 
is strong? It may vary from meeting to meeting or event to event, but this 
might be a helpful exercise to get started.

  (Unfortunately, speaking to teenagers is not as simple as “We talk, they listen.”)

“The Stakes Have Never Been Higher”
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CHAPTER TWO

Building Bridges
That Connect

Because you can hear doesn’t mean that you listen; because you can talk doesn’t 

mean you can communicate. Hearing is an acoustical phenomenon that takes 

place in our ears. Listening is always an interpersonal experience between people. 

Talking is a sound we make with our mouths and vocal chords. Communication is a 

dialogue between people.8 — KEN OLSON, CAN YOU WAIT TILL FRIDAY? 

Interstate 75 snakes its way from the tip of south Florida all the way 
to the upper peninsula of Michigan. Its 2,600-plus miles of concrete and asphalt will 
probably never be named among America’s most scenic highways, but it’s a relatively 
straight line between two distant places. To the frustration of thousands of travelers, 
until 1988, that relatively straight line was clogged by a drawbridge about two hours 
north of Detroit, near the little town of Zilwaukee. 

When the drawbridge was built in the early ’50s by the Michigan Department of 
Transportation, it probably seemed like a great idea: “A drawbridge on the interstate, 
why not?” But as traffi c patterns changed and automobile volume increased, it became 
clear that it impeded traffi c fl ow. During peak tourist seasons, the traffi c backup could 
be 20 miles long, with frustrating multi-hour delays. That’s when MDOT authorities 
began to envision a new high-span bridge that would allow ships on the Saginaw River 
to pass underneath the interstate without any drawbridge delays. 

But that plan, begun in 1979, came to an abrupt halt in August 1982, when a monu-
mental construction accident caused a 300-foot-long section of the bridge to sag fi ve 
feet on one end and rise three-and-a-half feet at the other. It was a debacle that stopped 
all work on the bridge while engineers and lawyers tried to untangle the mistakes that 
led to the massive misalignment of the spans. As they sat and waited at the drawbridge 
through fi ve more years of slowdowns and backups, interstate travelers were left to pon-
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der the sight of a massive, multimillion-dollar structure that was high, strong, 
and impressive but didn’t connect anything to anything.9 

No matter how impressive the structure, or how lengthy the preparation, 
or how unique the design, Christian communication—whether it’s a sermon, a 
talk, a Bible study, or a devotional—that doesn’t help people connect to God is 
a waste of time, effort, and opportunity. It’s a bridge to nowhere, and a bridge 
to nowhere is no bridge at all.

A Short Course in Communication Theory 
Communication is about gaps and bridges.10 Every time we attempt to com-
municate to an audience, we’re standing on the threshold of a gap. That gap 
may be created by age, mistrust, apathy, fatigue, a bad sound system, the 
language we use, or by all kinds of unknown stuff inside the students’ heads. 
To build the kind of bridge that will span those gaps, effective youth workers 
can use audience appeal, humor, personal testimony, intriguing stories, or a 
hundred other potential supports.

But as with any good bridge, it has to be properly aligned and well con-
nected at both ends—the end where the message originates (“the commu-
nicator”) and the end where the message is received and interpreted by an-
other person (“the receptor”). 

The big idea here is this: Communication is far more complex than “us 
speaking” and “teenagers listening.” Every truth we want to communicate 
has to be encoded into some channel of communication (it could be a word, 
a gesture, a facial expression, an image, or some other form of media; it 
could even be your meeting space). But, as youth workers, we want to make 
every effort to use the kinds of communication channels that will help our 
students accurately decode our message on their end of the bridge. In other 
words, we want them to hear what we really intend to say. If that happens, 
we connect. (Figure 2-1) If it doesn’t happen, we build a bridge to nowhere.
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Notice we use the term channels (plural) because we always communicate 
through more than one channel (fi gure 2-2). Channels can be both verbal and 
nonverbal—facial expressions, gestures, posture, seating arrangement, room 
design, and even our clothing (e.g., clerical collar, coat and tie, casual dress, 
immodest dress, nerdy dress—wearing your pants too high—and so on). One 
of the keys to effective communication is to deliver the same coherent, unifi ed 
message through the various channels so the decoding process isn’t confusing. 

For example, if my mouth says yes but my body language says no, then it 
makes it tough for the audience to crack the code of what I really mean. Or 
if my message is about “joy” and my face and tone communicate “death,” I 
confuse my audience. My goal as a speaker is to communicate through the 
various channels in such a way that my audience can properly decode the 
idea I’ve encoded in word, gesture, or media.

In our attempts at communication, we begin with an idea.11 It 
may be a word of encouragement, rebuke, promise, or instruction. 
It’s the “something” in our minds and on our hearts that we desire to 
communicate. 

But that idea can’t just travel directly from our hearts to our teenag-
ers’ heads like some sort of spiritual wi-fi . We have to encode that mes-
sage through various channels of communication. We may use spoken 
words, or drama, or media, or handouts; but in some form or another, 
we try to make the message clear enough that the listeners on the other 
end of the bridge can decode what resides in our minds and hearts.
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When communicators receive those various messages of feedback, we 
go through our own decoding process to determine what our audiences are 
communicating to us about how our messages are coming across:

 •     “Why didn’t they laugh at that? I thought it was funny.” 

• “There’s a lot of extra talking, I’d better... (choose one: cut to the 
video, ask a question, raise my voice, close in prayer, set my eye-
brows on fi re).” 

• “Wow! Every eye is focused; this must be connecting.” 

• “It just got really quiet in here; are they still with me?”

• “Oh gosh, Cassie’s sleeping through the sermon again. I’ve got to tell 
her it’s embarrassing when she sleeps through Daddy’s messages.”

Based on that decoding process, we may need to call an audible and ei-
ther fi ne-tune or change channels in an attempt to help teenagers decode our 
messages more accurately. 

Distortion and Disregard
The decoding process happens constantly during the course of a message, 
and it vividly shows us the two biggest dangers for communicators: Distortion 
on the source side and disregard on the receptor side. Let’s unpack this for a 
moment.
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We also address the gaps between those who know Jesus and those who 
don’t (Figure 2-4). 

And then, of course, there’s the gap between those of us who speak and 
those who listen. These are the gaps we seek to bridge every week when we 
attempt communication to teenagers. Yikes! No wonder it often feels as if 
we’re in the middle of a never-ending building project, stuck somewhere be-
tween here and Zilwaukee. How do we do it?

Well, we’ll begin in the next chapter by thinking about how God did it.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Who You Are Speaks Louder 
Than What You Say

I remember it vividly. It was the last of our four premarital counseling 
sessions, and the minister of my (now) wife’s home church was wrapping it all up. 
He said things like, “Well, it won’t be long until the big day...,” “You’re a very, very 
fortunate young man to be marrying someone so out of your league...,” and then, “Oh, 
yeah, I wanted to tell you this myself—I’m going to tell the church board tonight—my 
wife and I have decided to get a divorce.”

Now obviously that doesn’t mean everything the pastor had told us about mar-
riage was wrong. After all, everyone who knows both my wife and me clearly agrees 
that I married out of my league. And there were other helpful insights as well. But 
unfortunately, what he told us about his own impending divorce really drained the 
impact of almost all that he’d said about marriage in our previous three sessions. It 
wasn’t that his content was unsound; it’s that what he said with his own life drowned 
out the sound of his teaching.

In chapter one we looked at Aristotle’s use of ethos, pathos, and logos. Ethos is the 
ethical dimension of the message—the element that begins with the speaker. It’s that 
element of speaking that has spawned the famous aphorism: Who you are is more 
important than what you say. That statement, in a nutshell, summarizes the ethical 
dimension of communication.

Consider “The Way of a Man with a Maiden”
The writer of Proverbs speaks of his amazement at “the way of a man with a maiden” 
(Proverbs 30:18–19). In my mind, these words evoke a soft pastoral image of a grassy 
knoll overlooking a lazy river. Sitting and basking in the warm glow of the afternoon 
sun is a strikingly handsome bald man who’s deeply in love and trying to woo a young 
woman who has yet to decide if he’s worthy of her affections.30  
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Speaking is kind of like skydiving: It’s a lot of fun—and downright awe-
inspiring if you’re successful. But if you’re unsuccessful, the consequences 
can be very unpleasant. For most of us, that’s where the fear comes in.42 Let’s 
think about how to deal with fear.

1. Some Level of Fear Is Common and Completely Normal
Even with all of the years and all of the events and all of the talks, there is 
seldom an occasion when I stand up to speak to teenagers without feeling 
some level of apprehension. Call it fear, call it nervousness, call it a holy 
responsibility. But whatever it is, I wouldn’t call it abnormal. In fact, I’d prob-
ably call it healthy to have some degree of fear. To proclaim the Word of God 
with clarity and accuracy is a holy and grave responsibility. 

Of all the words penned by C.S. Lewis, the following have impacted me 
the most: 

The load, or weight, or burden of my neighbor’s glory should 
be laid daily on my back, a load so heavy that only humility 
can carry it, and the backs of the proud will be broken. It is 
a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and god-
desses, to remember that the dullest and most uninterest-
ing person you talk to may one day be a creature which, if 

Who You Are Speaks Louder Than What You Say

Biggest Fear Citing as Greatest Fear

Speaking before a group 41%

Heights 32%

Insects and Bugs 22%

Financial Problems 22%

Deep Water 22%

Sickness 19%

Death 19%

Flying 18%

Loneliness 14%

Dogs 11%

Driving/Riding in a car 10%

Riding in a car driven by dogs 9%

Darkness 8%

Elevators 8%

Escalators 5%

FIGURE 4.1
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CHAPTER FIVE

Listening to
the Audience

One of the staple bits from late night comedy shows is highlighting crazy 
headlines and news stories, usually consisting of words that are misspelled or so poor-
ly chosen that they change the intent of the message. Consider these gems:

• From a police blotter: “Sent city police out at 11:38 A.M. to kick kids off the 
roof of a downtown furniture store”

• “Shortly after 8:30 A.M., Wednesday, Feb. 22, a Sikorsky S76A Helicopter 
made an unscheduled crash a few yards off Rt. 19 at the Mansfi eld Rd. 
intersection”

• “One-legged man competent to stand trial”

• “Man says body is his wife, but she tells police it isn’t”

• “Overnight, second-day mail will be delivered a day later”

• “Three ambulances carry blast victim to hospital”

We smile at these bloopers, but those of us in the church have also become fairly 
profi cient at unclear communication:

• “The Hampton United Methodist Church will sponsor a Harvest Supper on 
Saturday, October 1...The menu for the evening will be a traditional New 
England boiled sinner, rolls, homemade apple pie, coffee, tea, and cider.”

• “Hibben United Methodist Church will sponsor a chicken dinner on Sat-
urday, March 2...Adults $4.50, children 12 and under, $2.50, children under 
fi ve free if eaten in the dining room.”48
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about life after death or the seminar that promises “spirituality coaching” or 
the Oprah author whose book promises that “faith can make a difference” or 
the crystal dangling from the rearview mirror or the mask-and-magic ritual of 
a tribal ceremony, human beings are inherently seekers.59 Our students don’t 
know what to call it, and they may not even know how to describe it, but they 
all start out with God-shaped holes in their souls.

Just consider how many songs, movies, magazine ads, television shows, 
and Internet sites speak to one of these four quests or questions. Why? Be-
cause this is where our teenagers live. Their hearts beat with these yearnings 
(Figure 5-1). 

What an amazing privilege to speak God’s good news to those needs! 
You can do it in a hundred different ways. You can use texts and topics, sto-
ries and illustrations, media and music—you name it. You can put it in the 
unique language of the jock, the skater, the hip-hopper, or the Mac user. But 
if you don’t know anything else about the teenagers you’re speaking to, you 
can know for certain that when you speak to these four questions, you’ll al-
ways be speaking to deep needs and hungry souls.

Premise #3: Speak to the Whole Life and Teenagers Are More 
Likely to Listen
All teenagers are on a journey in progress. Every time you speak to an audi-
ence, you’re walking into a movie that’s already begun. Whatever words you 
say are being spoken into a plot that is already unfolding—dramas you don’t 

Longing to know 
and be known
Psalm 139; 
1 Corinthians 13:1-7a

Longing to know 
who I am 
Jeremiah 1:4-10, 
1 Timothy 4:12

Longing to know 
why I am here
Ecclesiastes 1:2-10

Longing to know God
Psalm 42:1-11

UNIVERSAL HUMAN QUESTS

“How can I love and be 
loved? How do I relate to 
other people?”

“Who am I and who do I 
want to be?”

“What will I do with my life: 
do I want my life to count 
for something?”

Is there is a God, and does 
God care about me?”

Community

Character

Calling

Communion

FIGURE 5-1    THE FOUR UNIVERSAL HUMAN QUESTS
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CHAPTER FIVE

Listening to
the Audience

One of the staple bits from late night comedy shows is highlighting crazy 
headlines and news stories, usually consisting of words that are misspelled or so poor-
ly chosen that they change the intent of the message. Consider these gems:

• From a police blotter: “Sent city police out at 11:38 A.M. to kick kids off the 
roof of a downtown furniture store”

• “Shortly after 8:30 A.M., Wednesday, Feb. 22, a Sikorsky S76A Helicopter 
made an unscheduled crash a few yards off Rt. 19 at the Mansfi eld Rd. 
intersection”

• “One-legged man competent to stand trial”

• “Man says body is his wife, but she tells police it isn’t”

• “Overnight, second-day mail will be delivered a day later”

• “Three ambulances carry blast victim to hospital”

We smile at these bloopers, but those of us in the church have also become fairly 
profi cient at unclear communication:

• “The Hampton United Methodist Church will sponsor a Harvest Supper on 
Saturday, October 1...The menu for the evening will be a traditional New 
England boiled sinner, rolls, homemade apple pie, coffee, tea, and cider.”

• “Hibben United Methodist Church will sponsor a chicken dinner on Sat-
urday, March 2...Adults $4.50, children 12 and under, $2.50, children under 
fi ve free if eaten in the dining room.”48
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real just the same. Unless we’re preaching in never-never land, then every 
time we ask our teenagers to say yes we’re also calling them to say no to an 
existing commitment. 

To speak to students as if their current commitments aren’t genuine is to 
be either very naive (about our audience) or very dishonest (with our audience). 
Whenever you speak, you’ve got to ask yourself, What are the commitments al-
ready embraced by this group of teenagers? and What will persuade them to ex-
change a current commitment for a new or a renewed commitment to Christ? 

Premise #5: They’re Not Just Hearing Your Message; They’re 
Creating Your Message
Any experienced speaker knows what it’s like to search the room during the 
message, hoping for any signs of connection, recognition, or consciousness, 
no matter how remote—but instead see mostly expressionless faces, eyes 
half-closed (actually half-closed is a good sign!), and body language that 
asks, Uh...can we go now? The perfect picture of “boredom on downers.” 

But don’t think for a minute those students aren’t involved in your mes-
sage. They’re always actively and critically involved in your talks in at least two 
ways. First of all, they grant to you (or withhold from you) permission to speak into 
their lives; and second, they actively interpret what you say when you do speak. 

Let’s look at each of these in a little more depth. They grant to us 
(or withhold from us) permission to speak into their lives. One of those 
youth ministry proverbs that will stand the test of time is—“You’ve got to 
earn the right to be heard.” Kids won’t donate their attention spans. Practi-
cally speaking, that means we want the audience to buy into the idea of pay-
ing attention to what we have to say. Wise youth workers will always shape 
their programming and their messages with the notion that the fi rst task is 
not to speak to the kids; the fi rst task is to get them to listen. 

One helpful way to think about teenagers’ willingness to listen is to un-
derstand it in terms of the action continuum (Figure 5-2).

HOSTILITY
[permission not 
granted]

Defi ant

Disruptive

Unwilling to Listen

Forced to Attend

NEUTRALITY
[permission, 
but no promises]

Curious

Willing to Listen, 
but Noncommittal

Came for the Food, 
Willing to Listen to the Talk

ACCEPTANCE
[permission 
granted]

Hungry to Hear

Eager to Learn

Teachable

FIGURE 5-2    STUDENTS MAY GRANT US (OR WITHHOLD FROM US) PERMIS-
SION TO SPEAK INTO THEIR LIVES.
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Hostile, Neutral, Willing to Act: Three 
Different Audiences
How would it shape your message if you knew in advance the way students 
would respond? Suppose you knew that in a given speaking situation, the 
students’ responses were likely to fall somewhere between cool and frigid. 
Would you:

a. Plunge ahead and give ’em the gospel with both barrels?

b. Arrange to have laryngitis that day?

c. Use this as a strategic opportunity to give other team members a 
chance to step up and exercise their gift of teaching?

d. Present the gospel, but adjust the message to fi t the audience?

If you chose b, you’re a wimp. If you chose c, you’re a wimp who reads too 
many leadership development books. If you chose a, there might be a job for 
you in Christian television. 

If Scripture is any kind of guide, the answer you should have chosen is d. 
Different types of audiences require different types of approaches. (Figure 5-3) 

ACTION CONTINUUM

Let’s fl esh out the action continuum a bit more by looking at a hostile 
audience, a skeptical audience, and an open audience.

Hostile Audience
As a result of our hypothetical series on sexuality, one of your students per-
suaded her high school health teacher to invite you to speak in her sex educa-
tion class (a secular setting). You’re excited because it’s a good opportunity 
to be light in the midst of darkness, but it’s also a pretty different venue. The 
students don’t know you, they don’t hold a biblical worldview, nor do they 
have a biblical understanding of sexuality. Plus, your message is radically dif-

FIGURE 5-3    IF WE UNDERSTAND WHERE STUDENTS ARE ON THE ACTION CON-
TINUUM, IT HELPS US SHAPE THE BEST COMMUNICATION APPROACH.

HOSTILE

Entertain

BELIEVE AGAINST:
DON’T BUY IT 
BUT NOT 
HOSTILE

Inform

NEUTRAL

Change Belief

BELIEVE FOR:
BELIEVE IT
BUT DON’T 
BEHAVE IT

Convince

WILLING
TO ACT:
BELIEVE &
BEHAVE

Move to Action

MAIN EFFORT IS PERSUASION
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WILLING
TO ACT:
BELIEVE &
BEHAVE

Move to Action

This isn’t simply a matter of presenting evidence. Communication spe-
cialists tell us there are several steps63 in this dance from being a closed mind 
to being a mind willing to embrace. And what’s most signifi cant is that “the 
primary ingredient in each step is an emotional response rather than an increase 
of knowledge.”64 In other words, ultimately it won’t just be the evidence that 
demands a verdict.65 Emotion gets to vote. The door that inches open is hung 
on two hinges: head and heart. That’s one reason why the Holy Spirit’s min-
istry is so critical. The Spirit moves the message beyond our words, convict-
ing of sin and convincing of truth, penetrating to where bone and spirit meet 
(Hebrews 4:12).

Open Audience (Anything from Neutral to Willing to Act)
Typically, persuasion of this audience comes in small steps. Communication 
researchers call this the foot-in-the-door syndrome.66 Essentially it’s based on 
the observation that people who respond positively to a small “ask” are more 
likely to respond to a bigger “ask” later on (Figure 5-5).

Remember the adult volunteer who was willing to help behind the scenes 
but had “no intention of teaching or leading a small group of adolescent 
delinquents”? And remember how you said, “Oh, of course we don’t need 

HOSTILE

Entertain

BELIEVE AGAINST:
DON’T BUY IT 
BUT NOT 
HOSTILE

Inform

NEUTRAL

Change Belief

BELIEVE FOR:
BELIEVE IT
BUT DON’T 
BEHAVE IT

Convince

MAIN EFFORT IS PERSUASION

FIGURE 5-4

WILLING
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BEHAVE

Move to Action
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MAIN EFFORT IS PERSUASION

FIGURE 5-5
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of this guy’s mouth was, “Now, here’s our speaker, Duffy Robbins.” I was so 
taken aback, all I could think to say was, “I promise—it wasn’t me...I wasn’t 
even here last year!” All of a sudden, I’m no longer starting at square one. 
Because of the “don’t urinate on the wall” comment every teenager in the 
room is on the defensive. Now I’m not starting at square one, I’m starting at 
about square negative-ten.

The program and message content are shaped by the notion that we have to earn 
the right to be heard.

This chart67 (Figure 5-6) shows how the programming at a weekend event 
might be constructed to make the students environmentally comfortable so 
they can be made theologically aware. If an event were structured along the 
lines suggested by this chart, we’d expect the Friday night session to have 
a relatively short message with more emphasis on creating an atmosphere 
conducive to communication. That might be refl ected in the types of music 
used, the amount of media, skits, fun, and so on, as well as the pacing of the 
session. The idea is for that fi rst session on Friday night to set the stage (or 
in the language of Matthew 13, “prepare the soil”) for the seed to be planted 
in the remaining three sessions. The intent in the fi rst session isn’t to get stu-
dents to cross the bridge; it’s to get students to step onto the bridge—to help 
them be open to the possibility that there might be something worthwhile 
on the other end. 

FIGURE 5-6    PROGRAMMING FLOW CAN HAVE AN IMPACT ON HOW RECEPTIVE TEEN-
AGERS ARE TO A MESSAGE. 

Then perhaps on Saturday morning, and surely by Saturday night, there’s 
a shift in the balance. The Saturday night message would be more inten-
tional. Programming and pacing would still be important, but there would be 
more of an emphasis on saying what you came to say. By Sunday morning, 

PROGRAMMING
Earning the right to be heard

90%

60%

30%

10%

FRIDAY NIGHT     SATURDAY AM     SATURDAY NIGHT     SUNDAY AM

CONTENT

Speaking to those who want to hear.
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FIGURE 5-7.   PEACE’S THREE PHASES OF SPIRITUAL RESPONSE HELP US TO EVALUATE 
THE SPIRITUAL MATURITY OF OUR STUDENTS SO WE CAN MEET THEM AT THEIR POINT 
OF NEED.

Tailoring our message to the appropriate level of spiritual commitment 
can reduce resistance to the truths we want to communicate. Missiologist 
Richard Peace has offered us a way of thinking about this by dividing the spir-
itual pilgrimage into three phases (Figure 5-7): The Quest Phase, the Commit-
ment Phase, and the Integration Phase. 69 
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CHAPTER SIX

Chris Bender, 22 years old, was by all accounts one of the most consci-
entious workers in the Hamilton Standard Maintenance Facility at Rock Hill, South 
Carolina. His skill in doing the “taper bore work” on the aircraft propellers manufac-
tured and inspected by Hamilton Standard earned him the respect of his coworkers 
and supervisors. Meticulous and thoughtful, Bender often arrived early in the day so 
he could do his most exacting work before afternoon fatigue set in. He was described 
as a mechanic who “followed instructions to the letter.” What a great trait to have...
unless he was following instructions that turned out to be wrong.

In fact, it was National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) inspectors who deter-
mined that it was precisely this factor that led to the deterioration of the blade on the 
left propeller assembly of Atlantic Southeast Airline fl ight #590 as it was in mid-fl ight, 
on a short trip from Atlanta, Georgia, to Gulfport, Mississippi. Only a few minutes af-
ter departure, the 26 passengers, along with a crew of three, realized something was 
wrong. They heard a loud bang and then saw through the passenger windows on the 
left side of the aircraft the spectacle of a mangled propeller assembly that had chewed 
up most of the left wing. It would be a horrifying nine minutes and 20 seconds be-
fore the Embraer ENB 120 fell several thousand feet and crashed into Paul Butler’s 
cornfi eld near Carrollton, Georgia. In the fi ery wreckage, 10 people lost their lives, 
and almost everyone who survived received serious burns. The blade that caused the 
accident—serial number 861398, style 14RF9—had been inspected, prepped, and ap-
proved for fl ight by none other than conscientious worker, Chris Bender.

In the massive yearlong investigation that followed, the NTSB determined that the 
fault for the crash should be laid at the feet of the Hamilton Standard Maintenance 
Facility. The NTSB board concluded their fi nding with this observation, “Although the 
sanding repair was inappropriate and had camoufl aged a deeper crack in the propeller 
blade from being detected in the later inspection, Chris Bender had done essentially as 
he was instructed”74 (emphasis added).
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Somewhere around the 10-year point in my own youth ministry experi-
ence, I began to realize that I was teaching some of the same topics over and 
over again and that I didn’t really have a plan. I was improving my speaking 
skills, but that could just mean I was getting better at saying stuff my stu-
dents didn’t need to hear. I went back over three years’ worth of messages 
and discovered that (a) we spent almost six times as much time in the New 
Testament as we did in the Old Testament; (b) we spent more time study-
ing general topics than we spent studying specifi c biblical texts; and (c) our 
teaching curriculum was more a refl ection of my training and biases than it 
was a refl ection of the whole counsel of God.

I decided to get together with my volunteers and talk with them about 
this situation. I also discussed my observations with our pastor and some 
godly members of our Youth Advisory Team. As a result, we developed a cur-
riculum plan of topics and texts that we wanted our teenagers to be exposed 
to prior to graduation. We began with the basic assumption that we might 
have a student in youth ministry for three years. We were in a highly mobile, 
middle- to upper-middle-class community, and we weren’t naive about the 
fact that there would be students who were exposed to our group less than 
three years. However, a three-year stay seemed a reasonable assumption for 
the majority of the group. We also fi gured we could repeat this three-year cy-
cle and essentially cover grades 7 through 12. We then discussed what kinds 
of topics and themes we wanted our students to be exposed to by the time 
they graduated from high school. That process helped us develop the curricu-
lum you see below (Figure 6-1).77 

7TH/10TH GRADE

Gospels

Who Is Jesus?

What is a Christian?

Genesis

Study of David

Study of Paul

How to Study the Bible

8TH/11TH GRADE

Letters of John

Romans

Who is God?

Study of Jeremiah

Study of Exodus

Study of James

Prayer

9TH/12TH GRADE

Book of Acts

The Holy Spirit

Study of Nehemiah

Study of Jonah

1 Timothy, 2 Timothy

1 Thes., 2 Thes.

Parables of Jesus

BIBLE
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FIGURE 6-1.     LONG-RANGE CURRICULUM PLAN

Obviously, each local youth ministry is going to have different texts and 
topics they’ll emphasize based on the unique and different needs of their 
teenagers. But this can serve as an example to get you thinking this way so 
you can develop your own chart and long-term plan. It should be noted here 
that we made up a similar plan with some of the same topics for our midweek 
Bible study. That meant that students who came to our Sunday night youth 
group and our smaller Wednesday night Bible study might hear some topics 
or texts more than once, but we didn’t identify that as a dangerous problem. 
Also, we intentionally covered some topics (sex and dating) more than once 
in a three-year period. But whenever we repeated a topic, we used different 
curricula or came at the topic from a different angle. We kept in mind that 
good communication and solid biblical education require some repetition. 

We broke all the topics and texts into three broad categories that repre-
sented a healthy balance—Bible, Life, and Body:

1. Bible—topics anchored in and suggested by the biblical texts

2. Life—essentially lifestyle issues, a topical way of addressing how 
to apply what we’d heard and studied in the Word

3. Body—some of the core issues that related to “being the body of 
Christ” and living out kingdom values as a Christian community, 
both locally and globally 

7TH/10TH GRADE

Peer Pressure

Dealing with 
Temptation

Friendships

Self-Image

What is the Church?

Body Life

Call to Service

8TH/11TH GRADE

Making Wise Choices

Stewardship/Money

Drugs/Alcohol

Family

Worship

Caring for Others

Church Membership

9TH/12TH GRADE

Knowing God’s Will

Sex/Dating

Lifestyle Evangelism

Christian View of 
Marriage

Spiritual Gifts

Mission

Relationships 
within the Body; 
confrontation, 
encouragement, etc

LIFE

BODY
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CHAPTER EIGHT

SStudy: Improve Your Content 
and Increase Your Confi dence

In the world of youth workers, as most of us are well aware, nothing
spells excitement like S-T-U-D-Y. It’s right up there with terms such as meeting, to-do 
list, budgeting, elder board, senior pastor’s kids, and colonoscopy. It’s intriguing, isn’t it, 
how many of us believe we have the gift of teaching or preaching, but how few of us 
seem to have the gift of studying? 

Why Study? 
It would be a lot more fun—and maybe closer to the truth—if we began the S.T.I.C.K. 
preparation process with S,  as in—

• Start with a great illustration.

• Search for a cool video.

• Surf the Internet for a sermon already prepared.

• Steal a message from your favorite author.

• See if you can postpone your message until next week.

But the fact is, there’s no substitute for taking step one, STUDY the Word of God. 

Study Stirs the Heart  
Teenagers are attracted to passion, passion requires fuel, and there is no better fuel to 
keep the fi re burning in your own heart and mind than biblical truth. That’s why study 
is so important. It ignites an intellectual passion that’s deeper than mere emotional 
passion, but every bit as contagious. The best teaching always comes from the depths 
of your own spiritual life. When you speak from what God is doing in your life, there’s a 
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What did you come up with? Here’s our list:

• “Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right 
in the eyes of everyone.” (Romans 12:17)

• “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up an-
ger.” (Proverbs 15:1)

• “He looked around at them in anger and, deeply distressed at 
their stubborn hearts, said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand.’ He 
stretched it out, and his hand was completely restored.” (Mark 3:5)

• “My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should 
be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, be-
cause our anger does not produce the righteousness that God de-
sires.” (James 1:19–20)

• “In your anger do not sin”: Do not let the sun go down while you 
are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold.” (Ephesians 
4:26–27)

These two exercises, when done back to back, demonstrate the differ-
ence between using a textual approach to speaking and using a topical ap-
proach to speaking. (Actually, the fi rst exercise vividly proves the importance 
of sound exegesis and careful STUDY. Both of us read more in to the passage 
than we probably got out of it; but we were having a little fun.)

The difference between these two approaches to study is simple (Figure 8.1):

• With textual messages, the text suggests the topic (Exercise #1).

• With topical messages, the topic suggests the text (Exercise #2).

FIGURE 8.1
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FIGURE 8-2.   NOTICE THAT IN WEEK 4, BOTH THE TOPICAL MESSAGE AND TEXTUAL 

MESSAGE WILL SOUND PRETTY SIMILAR.

We don’t want to say one is better than the other, but we are willing to 
say that one without the other isn’t so good. In his book Communicating for a 
Change, Andy Stanley frames the issue by saying there are three approaches 
to speaking. As you read through them, it’s quite clear that each approach 
has a distinctive way of determining which text(s) you’ll study.

Teach the Bible to people. This would be a purely textual approach—go-
ing through Scripture book by book and chapter by chapter so listeners can 
fi nd out what it says. This is akin to a guide walking people through an art 
gallery so they can look, admire, and maybe develop an appreciation for what 
they’re seeing.

Teach people the Bible. This approach is a little more audience-sensi-
tive, but it’s still largely textual. Its intent is still teaching what the Bible says, 
but it asks the question, “What can we do to make the Bible more interest-
ing to people who may not know anything or care anything about God?” So 
speakers who use this approach add in media tools, engaging outlines, and 
any other device that might help them listen, admire, and develop an appre-
ciation for what they’re reading.

Teach people how to live a life that refl ects the values, principles, and 
truths of the Bible. This third approach still points us to the gallery of God’s 
truth: history, wisdom, poetry, narrative, and teaching. But it asks this ques-
tion, “What if the point isn’t getting people to look at God’s truth, but to live 
it? What if people are so blown away by what they’ve seen that they not only 
admire God’s Word, but they also want to see what it would look like lived out 
in the living color of their own lives?” This is, in effect, a different focus. This 
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Speaker #1: Tom Topical is doing a fi ve-week series on evangelism.
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Speaker #2: Tammy Textual is doing a fi ve week series on the fi rst fi ve chapters of John.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

CConstruct: Organize and 
Pull It All Together

One of the occupational hazards of speaking every week and try-
ing to learn more about communication is an inability to listen to another speaker’s 
message without some form of critical analysis. I don’t mean to critique others, and I 
don’t want to; but most of the time, I just can’t help it. During the sermon, when I’m 
sure God is trying to speak to me about my soul, I’m evaluating illustrations, listening 
for voice technique, watching for transitions, and trying to understand the structure 
of the message. 

It’s not a mean critique; it’s more of an interested one—the same way interns 
stand in an operating theatre and stare down on a surgeon operating on someone’s 
heart. I’m not trying to be critical of these communicators as they wield their biblical 
scalpels; I just want to learn how I can be a more effective surgeon of the soul. And 
I’m intrigued by the variety of ways that speakers choose to organize and communi-
cate their thoughts. 

As I write this, it feels like I’m confessing a sin or sharing a deep, dark secret. I’m 
quite sure my own heart could use some work on that operating table. But my guess is 
that lots of speakers suffer from this same type of Attention Defi cit Disorder. It comes 
with being a student of communication.

Most of the great speakers I’ve heard—the ones who’ve used words to penetrate 
my heart and move me to some form of action—are the ones who had an obvious 
plan for their content. They didn’t just stand up and start speaking. The good ones 
have given careful thought to the way they combine diligent study, focused thinking, 
and their gathered illustrations to come up with a focused message that results in 
maximum impact. 

On the other hand, I’ve also heard very engaging speakers who used excellent 
voice and gesture technique and told amazing stories, but when it was over, they’d 
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CHAPTER EIGHT

SStudy: Improve Your Content 
and Increase Your Confi dence

In the world of youth workers, as most of us are well aware, nothing
spells excitement like S-T-U-D-Y. It’s right up there with terms such as meeting, to-do 
list, budgeting, elder board, senior pastor’s kids, and colonoscopy. It’s intriguing, isn’t it, 
how many of us believe we have the gift of teaching or preaching, but how few of us 
seem to have the gift of studying? 

Why Study? 
It would be a lot more fun—and maybe closer to the truth—if we began the S.T.I.C.K. 
preparation process with S,  as in—

• Start with a great illustration.

• Search for a cool video.

• Surf the Internet for a sermon already prepared.

• Steal a message from your favorite author.

• See if you can postpone your message until next week.

But the fact is, there’s no substitute for taking step one, STUDY the Word of God. 

Study Stirs the Heart  
Teenagers are attracted to passion, passion requires fuel, and there is no better fuel to 
keep the fi re burning in your own heart and mind than biblical truth. That’s why study 
is so important. It ignites an intellectual passion that’s deeper than mere emotional 
passion, but every bit as contagious. The best teaching always comes from the depths 
of your own spiritual life. When you speak from what God is doing in your life, there’s a 
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FIGURE 11-1   2 SAMUEL 12:1-11 STRUCTURED IN THE INDUCTIVE FUNNEL.

Nathan was wise enough to understand what has been described earlier 
in this book as reactance (see chapter 4). Intuitively he realized David wasn’t 
going to want to hear what he had to say. If he wanted David to listen to a 
message about sin, he had to get David to believe he was listening to a talk 
about sheep. Clearly it’s not a deductive approach. This isn’t Nathan saying 
what he’s going to tell David, and then telling David, and then telling David 
what he just told him. That would have been a dead approach (maybe literal-
ly). And yet, if Nathan had used the homiletical approach I learned in college 
and in seminary, that’s precisely what he would have done. “Good morning, 
David, our topic for today is adultery... Bathsheba and you!” 

So many sermons and talks are structured with the assumption that the 
audience is willing and hungry to hear what we have to say. “Our topic for 
tonight is Jehoshaphat...” as if teenagers have been walking around school 
and asking their friends, “Wouldn’t it be great if tonight’s message was on 
Jehoshaphat?” That’s an upside-down funnel. 

Construct: Organize and Pull It All Together
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FIGURE 11-2

It promises to gain the attention of every teenager in the room who is 
very curious about Jehoshaphat. But what about the other 98 percent of the 
teenagers? 

Nathan’s message in 2 Samuel 12 was wide enough on the front end 
(sheep), to make sure his audience was listening, but it was narrow enough 
on the back end to make sure his audience knew what and who he was 
talking about (Bathsheba). It was inductive communication par excellence. 
He explored before he explained. Experience (2 Samuel 12:1-6) came before 
exposition (2 Samuel 12:7-14). As you structure your message, make sure it’s 
wide at the top end and focused on the back end.

Let’s look at a New Testament example of inductive communication.

Acts 17:16–31 

While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was greatly dis-
tressed to see that the city was full of idols. So he reasoned in 
the synagogue with both Jews and God-fearing Greeks, as well 
as in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to 
be there. A group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers began to 
debate with him. Some of them asked, “What is this babbler try-
ing to say?” Others remarked, “He seems to be advocating for-
eign gods.” They said this because Paul was preaching the good 
news about Jesus and the resurrection. Then they took him and 
brought him to a meeting of the Areopagus, where they said to 
him, “May we know what this new teaching is that you are pre-
senting? You are bringing some strange ideas to our ears, and 
we would like to know what they mean.” (All the Athenians and 
the foreigners who lived there spent their time doing nothing but 
talking about and listening to the latest ideas.)

“Our topic
for tonight 

is Jehoshophat...”
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This description of the idolatry and skepticism Paul confronted in Athens 
gives us a pretty vivid picture of the emotional element ( ) of Paul’s 
message in Acts 17. This was going to be a tough crowd (Figure 11-3). You get 
the sense this wasn’t an audience that would turn mushy with, “Once upon 
a time, there was a poor man who had a pet lamb that shared his food.” In 
terms of our earlier discussion of persuasion in chapter four, this crowd is 
mostly on the left end of the chart.

FIGURE 11-3. PAUL FACED A TOUGH CROWD AT THE AREOPAGUS (ACTS 17:16-21).

And that is precisely how Paul read his audience (as hostile): 

Paul then stood up in the meeting of the Areopagus and said: 
“People of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. 
For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of 
worship, I even found an altar with this inscription: TO AN UN-
KNOWN GOD.” 

It was a bold, savvy approach. First, try to establish some common ground 
and get them in the funnel (i.e., “Dude, you guys are way religious!”). Then 
draw from the familiar: “I saw that idol out there on the main road, ‘To an 
unknown God.’”

Clearly Paul isn’t telling them what he’s going to tell them and then telling 
them. Had he done that, his opening words might have sounded like this:

For as I walked around and looked carefully at your objects of 
worship, I saw some women cooking over an open fi re, and it 
reminded me of where you guys are headed if you don’t get your 
idol-worshiping, pagan rear ends in gear and repent.

Construct: Organize and Pull It All Together

WILLING
TO ACT:
BELIEVE &
BEHAVE

Move to Action

HOSTILE

Entertain

BELIEVE AGAINST:
DON’T BUY IT 
BUT NOT 
HOSTILE

Inform

NEUTRAL

Change Belief

BELIEVE FOR:
BELIEVE IT
BUT DON’T 
BEHAVE IT

Convince

“What is the babbler trying to say?” (v. 18) = Skeptical

“He seems to be advocating foreign gods” (v.18) = Believe Against, but not Hostile

“May we know what this new teaching is...?” (v.19) = Not Hostile, Closer to Neutral

“Do you know any stories about baby sheep...?” = Did Poorly in Philosophy class
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FIGURE 11-5. MOST MESSAGES WILL HAVE A BALANCE OF BOTH INDUCTIVE AND DE-
DUCTIVE COMMUNICATION.

That means most talks will be constructed with a combination of induc-
tive and deductive material (Figure 11-5). The deductive elements are usually 
more focused on the text and on application of the text. We see that refl ected 
in Paul’s message in Acts 17. He explored; that’s inductive (Acts 17:22-23). 
Then he explained; that’s deductive (Acts 17:24-28). And the reason he ex-
plored and explained (hold on to your pulpits, kids) was so he could exhort 
(Acts 17:29-31)! It was all leading toward life change. 

In very broad terms, the fl ow is illustration, then text, and then applica-
tion. When I was fi rst taught this type of thinking, I learned the progression 
with these words, “Hook (Illustration), Book (Observe the text), Look (In-
terpret the text), and Took (Application).” It’s a helpful group of words that 
communicate the same thing.

Depending on how long you usually speak, you may have two or three 
points in a typical message. That’s great—assuming those two or three points 
all unpack one big idea that you eventually want to communicate. If that’s the 
case, your message might actually be two or three funnels stacked within 
one larger funnel; so each point is inductive, but the fl ow of the entire talk 
progresses from explore to explain to exhort (Figure 11-6).
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FIGURE 11-4. ACTS 17:22-31 AND THE INDUCTIVE BLUEPRINT.

The whole structure of Paul’s message is a movement from explore to 
explain.

Construction for Induction 
Inductive communication isn’t just a way of getting your students’ atten-
tion; it’s a way of getting their attention so you can communicate the Word 
of God. Paul began his talk by pointing to a pagan idol (their world), but he 
fi nished his talk by pointing to Jesus (God’s world).

In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he com-
mands all people everywhere to repent. For he has set a day when 
he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. 
He has given proof of this to everyone by raising him from the 
dead. (Acts 17:30-31)

In putting together a talk, you always want to be conscious that the point 
of the funnel is to move teenagers to the bottom of the funnel. Our job is 
not to tell teenagers touching little parables about sheep and then close in 
prayer: “Raise your hand if you’d like to invite Fluffy into your heart.” We tell 
them about sheep for one reason—so we can point them to the Shepherd. 

Construct: Organize and Pull It All Together
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Construct: Organize and Pull It All Together
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FIGURE 11-6. EACH POINT IN A LARGER MESSAGE SHOULD ALSO BE FUNNEL SHAPED.

That still gives you tons of freedom to build a message in the way that 
works best for you. But it gives you a basic framework by which to construct 
your talk. The diagram here—looking at the funnel from the top down (Figure 
11-7)—reminds us that there are a lot of different ways to lead students fi rst 
into a talk, and then into the text, and then to get the text into their lives.

FIGURE 11-7. THE FUNNEL STRUCTURE ALLOWS FOR LOTS OF FLEXIBILITY SO YOU CAN 
BUILD YOUR TALK IN THE WAY THAT WORKS BEST FOR YOU.

Construct: Organize and Pull It All Together
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Specifi c Samples 
When I construct a message, I follow a very simple blueprint that I’ve been 
using for years. I’ve done it for so long now that my mind is trained to read 
a passage or study a topic and naturally organize it around these four ques-
tions: Why? What? So what? Now what? (Figure 11-8) 

FIGURE 11-8

Let me expand a little...

Example 1 
Why? I think about why my audience should listen to me. How am I going to 
persuade them that there are important reasons to listen?

What? I explain what we’re talking about. 

So what? I want my audience to understand why this message is signifi cant 
to them in the twenty-fi rst century.

Now what? I challenge my audience to do something with what they just 
heard. 

It’s really a simple construct, but it works for me. It fi ts how I think, and 
it typically meets the needs of my audience. I’d love to take credit for this 
blueprint, but I’m sure I learned it from someone over the years—I just can’t 
remember who.

You could look at those same four questions and create a slightly differ-
ent construct. Here’s another way to say the same thing (Figure 11-9):
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FIGURE 11-9

Example 2 
1. Begin with a compelling introduction to hook their interest.

2. Direct their interest to the truth you want to communicate from 
Scripture.

3. Make a connection from your main subject to a teenager’s life.

4. Challenge your audience to take specifi c action(s) or make spe-
cifi c commitments.

Or you could use a little more traditional approach but still use elements 
of inductive communication. The following outline summarizes your text 
into points and sends the audience away with a challenge. Note: Each point 
is inductive. Were we to diagram this message, we’d see probably three fun-
nels within a funnel (Figure 11-10).

Construct: Organize and Pull It All Together

0310273765_speaking_int.indd   1750310273765_speaking_int.indd   175 11/13/07   4:17:00 PM11/13/07   4:17:00 PM



Speaking to Teenagers176

Example 3 
Introduction: We all want to be loved. (Illustration: My fi rst date.)

Point 1: God is love.

Point 2: God loves you.

Point 3: God wants you to love others.

Application: Go express your love today. 

FIGURE 11-10

This structure shows the marriage of inductive and deductive styles. If it 
could talk, this structure would say, “There are a few things I want you to know, 
and there’s one thing I want you to do. But I understand that my fi rst task is 
getting you to (a) want to know what I want to tell you and (b) want to do what 
I want you to do.” As you move through this message, you begin a new funnel 
with each new point. And each new funnel invites your audience to listen to a 
new idea. Remember, it’s explore before explain; concrete before concept.
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Just One Point 
In his excellent book Communicating for a Change, Andy Stanley suggests 
another model for organizing your message. Andy’s goal is to get you to orga-
nize your material in such a way that you leave your audience with one com-
pelling point. Obviously the notion of “one compelling point” is not a new 
challenge. Many speaking/preaching instructors share that same goal—to 
have one point; one big idea; one clear take-home; one term, phrase, or chal-
lenge that’s memorable. But Andy makes this point so well.

He writes,

You pick one idea, principle, application, or insight and build 
around it. In any one sermon you are going to say a dozen or 
more helpful, potentially life changing things. And we’ve all had 
people tell us how much something we said meant to them and 
we don’t remember saying it. We can’t control how and where 
information lands with our audience. Their life experience 
forms a grid through which they fi lter everything they hear. All 
I’m suggesting is that instead of choosing two or three or four 
ideas to leave with your audience, just pick one.86  

He suggests you construct your blueprint around the following fi ve com-
ponents: ME, WE, GOD, YOU, WE. (Figure 11-11) As you look at his very helpful 
map or blueprint for construction, it’s quite clear that it’s inductive in style.87  

FIGURE 11-11

Construct: Organize and Pull It All Together
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FIGURE 11-11

Construct: Organize and Pull It All Together
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CHAPTER TWELVE

KKeep Focused: 
Crafting for Clarity

The story goes that comedian George Burns was once asked, 
“How can I improve my speaking?” Burns deadpanned, “First, you need a brilliant in-
troduction. Second, you should have a dynamite conclusion. Third, be sure that your 
introduction and your conclusion are not that far apart.”89 

For a comedian, Burns gave some pretty solid advice—it’s clear, it’s concise, it’s 
accurate, and it’s fairly funny. Let’s be clear. As authors and youth workers, we don’t 
want you to read that fi rst paragraph and think, Oh, Doug and Duffy believe that when 
speaking to teenagers, shorter is better. We don’t believe that! If you’ve ever heard one 
of us preach, then you know that’s not true. 

Nor, we should add, do we believe that a longer message is better. We both strong-
ly believe better is better. And better usually means a message that’s clear and focused. 
Before you consider yourself “done”...you need to make sure everything is focused. 

The whole essence of a “stick” is that it has a sharp point on one end. That’s 
what makes it S.T.I.C.K. And so it is with a well-constructed message. Its end must be 
whittled down to a sharp, clear, focused point.

Unfortunately, we’ve all heard them before: Sermons in search of a point, speak-
ers who seemed determined to talk until they fi gured out what it was they truly want-
ed to say, unfocused messages that sort of left everybody thinking, Wow, that would 
have made a good four-part series. Too bad it was a 10-minute devotional talk. There 
aren’t too many things more frustrating to an audience than listening to a speaker 
who lacks focus and intention. 

The journey we’ve described so far requires you to study, think, illustrate, and carefully 
construct your message—each step is designed to help guide your thinking, your time, and 
your message preparation. Then once the initial hard work is complete (S.T.I.C.), there’s 
one more critical element to make sure your good message becomes a great one—focus.
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My Focus Checklist 
On this page we’ve listed the nine questions with their corresponding chap-
ter numbers so you can reference the needed material later. On the next 
page, the same questions appear in a checklist format for you to photocopy 
and leave in the location where you’re most likely to finish your prep. 

1. Do I know the big-picture hurts and specifi c needs of my
audience? (Chapters 2, 3, and 5)

2. Have I prayed for them? Do I have a spiritual burden and
genuinely care that my students understand and apply this 
particular message? (Chapter 4)

3. Do I have a good grasp of the content I’ll be teaching?
(Chapters 5, 8, and 9)

4. Have I thought about how my content will connect and how it
might matter to my teenage audience? (Chapters 2 and 5)

5. Do I have a clear, simple map for how I’ll communicate my
content? (Chapters 6, 9, and 12)

6. Do I have good illustrations, graphics, experiences, or exercises
that will help me engage and connect to my audience? 
(Chapters 10)

7. Have I chosen the clearest, most powerful words? (Chapter 10)

8. Have I identifi ed one main idea that I really want them to know
when they get home? (Chapters 11 and 12)

9. What’s in my message that isn’t essential? (i.e., What can I
cut?) (Chapter 12) 
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My Focus Checklist 

 Do I know the big-picture hurts and specifi c needs of my 
audience?

 Have I prayed for them? Do I have a spiritual burden and 
genuinely care that my students understand and apply this 
particular message?

 Do I have a good grasp of the content I’ll be teaching?

 Have I thought about how my content will connect and how it 
might matter to my teenage audience?

 Do I have a clear, simple map for how I’ll communicate my 
content?

 Do I have good illustrations, graphics, experiences, or exercises 
that will help me engage and connect to my audience?

 Have I chosen the clearest, most powerful words?

 Have I identifi ed one main idea that I really want them to know 
when they get home?

 What’s in my message that isn’t essential—i.e., What can I cut? 

Keep Focused:  Crafting for Clarity
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Prep for Delivery: 
Making the Space Work 

for You

There are disagreements about what makes the best environment 
for a hospital delivery room. Some say it should be a place of bright lights so the doc-
tors can see clearly to do their work; others say the lights should be dim so the baby 
isn’t immediately transported from his world of total darkness into an immediate 
world of paternal paparazzi. Some say the room should be warm to simulate Mom’s 
tummy; others say the room should be cool to prevent Dad’s fainting spells. Some say 
it should be a place of quiet to relax the mood; others want music playing to drown 
out the sounds of groaning, loud shrieks, and swearing. But what everyone agrees on 
is that environment is an important element of the delivery.

In previous chapters, we’ve talked about the dynamics of speaker credibility and 
audience analysis, all of which impact your talk before you actually start talking. But 
let’s make this even more practical. What can we do to set the stage for effective com-
munication? How can we prepare for the actual delivery?

Don’t Overlook the Power of Pre-Exposure 
One of our dear friends, the late Mike Yaconelli, had us in tears of laughter when he 
told us about the time he was planning to speak to his Young Life meeting from the 
book of Hosea. Knowing it was going to be a tough sell to get unchurched high school-
ers to fi nd value in words written centuries earlier by a minor prophet, Yaconelli came 
up with a creative plan. Prior to the meeting, he took three students with him into the 
streets of Yreka, California, where they stopped passersby and, on camera, posed this 
question: “If you were a prophet, would you marry a whore named Gomer?” As you 
might imagine, the responses were fascinating. 

Later in the week when they had their meeting and Mike was fi nally ready to give 
his talk, his down payment on the students’ attention span was a collection of those 
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FIGURE 13-1. THIS ROOM IS SET UP DEEP; THE BACK ROW IS AS FAR AWAY FROM THE 
SPEAKER AS POSSIBLE; YOU MAY AS WELL MAIL THOSE STUDENTS YOUR TALK.

It’s tough to change that fact without making it a big deal and maybe put-
ting some of those very students on the defensive. And a room set up deep 
only accentuates the problem. So rather than trying to move those students 
away from the back of the room, move the back of the room closer to the 
front of the room. That can be done in a number of ways:

Turning the room around and making it wide instead of deep (Figure 13-2):

FIGURE 13-2

FRONT OF 
THE ROOM

KIDS YOU
PROBABLY

NEED TO BE
MOST WORRIED

ABOUT.

FRONT OF 
THE ROOM

KIDS YOU PROBABLY
NEED TO BE MOST 
WORRIED ABOUT.
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Using artifi cial walls (Figure 13-3):

FIGURE 13-3 ARTIFICIAL WALLS WERE USED TO MAKE THE ROOM FEEL SMALLER.

Moving the front of the room toward the back of the room (Figure 13-4):

FIGURE 13-4  MOVE THE FRONT OF THE ROOM TOWARD THE BACK WALL TO MAKE THE 
ROOM FEEL SMALLER.

FRONT OF 
THE ROOM

Use artifi cial walls to 
move the back of the 

room forward.

KIDS YOU
PROBABLY

NEED TO 
BE MOST 
WORRIED

ABOUT.

Move the front of the 
room closer to the 

back of the room by 
standing closer or 

removing front rows.
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Backing the room into a corner (Figure 13-5): 

FIGURE 13-5 YOU CAN MAKE A ROOM SMALLER BY BACKING IT INTO A CORNER.

Also, whenever possible try to keep the 
main entrance at the back of the room. 
That way you avoid distractions every time 
someone walks in late or walks out to go to 
the bathroom. 

Using Media: Let Them 
See What You Say 
When the Gannett Company fi rst began 
publishing USA Today in 1982, they started 
by asking a basic question about the way 
news is delivered: What would happen if 
there was a daily newspaper that not only of-
fered news, but offered news in a format that 
was visually exciting? If color photos and 
charts replaced grainy black-and-white im-
ages, would people be more inclined to pay 
attention to daily headlines? Now, several 
decades later and with a daily circulation 
in the millions, it’s beginning to look like 
they may have been on to something. 

KIDS YOU
PROBABLY

NEED TO 
BE MOST 
WORRIED

ABOUT.
Move the front
of the room
closer to the
back of the 
room by
backing the 
room into a 
corner

In many settings you’ll be able 
to control the arrangement 
of the room. But there will be 
times when you’re invited to 
speak somewhere, and when 
you walk into the room, you’ll 
know it was set up by someone 
who’s never spoken before. At 
that point you’re faced with 
a decision: Do I risk hurting 
someone’s feelings and ask if I 
can help rearrange the room? 
Or do I leave it how it is and 
risk an average environment? 
That’s a tough question with 
an easy answer—change the 
environment. Someone might 
have their feelings hurt, but if 
you ask with a gentle, humble, 
and “I’ll make it happen” 
attitude, you might be able to 
prevent a speaking disaster. 
The environment is a big 
deal when you’re speaking to 
teenagers.
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Seeing may not be believing, but clearly it’s more convincing and more 
memorable than just hearing. Research has confi rmed that teenagers are 
likely to learn considerably more when ideas appeal to both the eye and the 
ear than when they appeal to the ear alone.93 And when presented with visual 
aids (an object, sketch, poster, chart, graph, digital imagery, etc.), students 
are likely to remember the information over longer periods of time94  (Figure 
13-6).95

FIGURE 13-6. EFFECTS OF VISUAL AIDS ON STUDENT RECALL.

Most of us in youth ministry don’t need to be convinced that visual media 
can be a powerful tool for communicating the good news of Jesus Christ. The 
marketplace is fl ooded with tools and resources to help youth workers use 
visual imagery more effectively. We’ve come a long way from fi lmstrips, fl an-
nel graphs, and cave drawings. 

At this point, most of us are sold on the effectiveness of media. The ques-
tion is—How do we use media strategically? The only thing worse than a 
gimmicky dog and pony show is a gimmicky dog and pony PowerPoint show 
with audio cues of dogs barking. Our goal isn’t visual excitement; our goal is 
to use images that visually invite and incite our students to hear God’s good 
news.96 What are some guidelines for using media effectively?

Prep for Delivery: Making the Space Work for You
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Wonder of Delivery: 
Speaking to Birth New Life

Neither of us has ever given birth to a child. I can only 
speak for myself, of course, but I’m fairly certain that neither of us has ever been 
pregnant. (Actually, I think Doug had a scare about two years ago, but it turned out 
to be that stale pizza.) And yet both of us know something about the wonder of birth-
ing new life.

Anyone who speaks on a regular basis, whether to a small group, a large group, 
or something in between, knows something about that birthing process—concep-
tion, preparation, and delivery. And what we all understand is that delivery is always 
the high point of the drama. All of the planning and prep work, all of the Bible study, 
all of the brainstorming—what it all comes down to is the moment of delivery. The 
exciting part is not just thinking about and crafting the message; it’s about bringing 
that baby to life. 

Conception, study, and preparation—those are necessary labor pains of speaking. 
But sooner or later it all comes down to delivery—not what goes into the talk, but 
what comes out when you talk.

They Don’t Call It Labor for Nothing 
Most of us know well Paul’s charge: “Preach the word; be prepared in season and out 
of season” (2 Timothy 4:2).

We also know this task can be tough work. 

Some say it can’t be done or that it shouldn’t be—that teenagers today don’t re-
spond to spoken messages the way they used to. Some very creative and articulate 
youth ministry thinkers believe we should be moving away from “the talk” as we’ve 
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thought about it in the past. They believe our communication needs to be 
more visual in delivery, more active in approach, and less linear in form. Paul 
may have said, “Preach the word...in season and out of season,” but perhaps 
it’s time to declare open season on the spoken message as a form of effective 
communication to teenagers. As we suggested in chapter 5 (Listening to the 
Audience), these are legitimate and thoughtful questions. 

Research, for example, tells us the vocabulary of North American ninth 
graders has dropped from 25,000 words in 1940 to 10,000 words in 1990.101 
This is an audience that spends hours a day in a virtual environment in which 
people watch on average only 21.8 seconds of a 30-second online video ad 
(Figure 14-1).102 The average segment of attention without a break in televi-
sion programming is a grand total of seven minutes.103 That reality begs for a 
realistic question: Is it really wise and strategic to speak to a teenage audience 
for 10, 20, or 30 minutes using the spoken word?

FIGURE 14-1. OURS IS NOT A CULTURE THAT ENCOURAGES LONG, FOCUSED THOUGHT. 
THERE ISN’T MUCH TIME TO MAKE THE POINT. 

We believe strongly that it is.104 But we also believe that to do it effec-
tively is diffi cult work—often very diffi cult. No wonder Paul followed up his 
charge in 2 Timothy 4:2 with these words: 

Correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and care-
ful instruction. For the time will come when people will not 
put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, 
they will gather around them a great number of teachers to 
say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their 
ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. But you, 
keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work 
of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry. (2 
Timothy 4:2-5, emphasis added)

Category of 
Online Site

Home Video
Technology
Music
Theatrical
Travel
Consumer
Automotive
Gaming
Television
Financial

Avg. Viewing Time 
for 30-Second Online Video

22.5
22.2
22.1
21.4
21.2
21.2
21.0
20.5
20.0
19.0
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Like every other skill, good speaking requires intention and execution. 
And like every other impossible mission, it requires the power of God. The 
power of God, of course, comes mostly by prayer; but good execution comes 
mostly by practice. In this chapter and the next, we’ll review some of the es-
sential practices of good speaking.

Let Them Hear Your Body Talk 
If you’ve ever watched a foreign fi lm with subtitles, then you know the direc-
tor attempts to bring you the story in at least three different ways—simultane-
ously. The director understands that the language may be unfamiliar to us, and 
he doesn’t want us to miss the power of the story. So fi rst we’re offered words of 
dialogue. They come to us through the subtitles written across the bottom of the 
screen. But then there’s the acting (the second form), which includes gestures, 
movements, and the actors’ facial expressions. And fi nally there’s the soundtrack, 
soaring in moments of intense action and fading as the action slows. 

Good speaking requires that we tell God’s story with the same intention and 
intensity. Of course, we understand the words are important. We want to give 
careful thought to what we say. And, as we discussed in the previous chapter, 
we may even want to underline the speaking part with some kind of visual or 
audio media. (These can serve as the soundtrack and subtitles of your talk.) But 
as much as possible, we also need to make use of posture, gestures, eye contact, 
and facial expressions because our bodies can be amazing tools for telling stories 
in a more engaging way. 

As a matter of fact, research psychologist Albert Mehrabian found that we 
communicate more through nonverbal cues than through all the elements of 
verbal speech combined (Figure 14-2).105

FIGURE 14-2. RESEARCH DEMONSTRATES THAT OUR ACTIONS REALLY DO SPEAK LOUD-
ER THAN OUR WORDS.

IMPACT OF 
COMMUNICATION
TYPES
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every week, and that means every week I’m giving a new message for the 
very fi rst time. I have a hard time memorizing my message, so I have fairly 
detailed notes. I’ve learned a trick that allows me to use my notes without 
making me look as note-dependent as I feel: I stand several feet back from 
the music stand. By doing this, my head doesn’t dip down to my notes. I can 
make eye contact with the students and still look at my notes when neces-
sary. There have been times when I’ve felt as though I looked at my notes 
a lot. But then I’ll ask my own children (who are teenagers) or some of my 
volunteers, and they’ll usually say, “I never saw you look at your notes.” I at-
tribute that to an adjustable music stand and a large font (and pastors’ kids 
who know how to work for their allowance).

• Make sure your notes are written in oral style. The danger of writ-
ing out your message is that you’ll be tempted to write it in a 
way that you wouldn’t naturally speak it. As a result, it will sound 
artifi cial to your audience. Oral communication is marked by (1) 
short words, (2) contractions, (3) a moderate to high level of rep-
etition, and (4) use of concrete terms.111 In short, oral communi-
cation is normal conversation (see Figure 14-3).112 

FIGURE 14-3. WRITE OUT YOUR TALK THE WAY YOU’D SPEAK IT; DON’T SPEAK YOUR 
TALK THE WAY YOU MIGHT WRITE IT.

The Wonder of Delivery: Speaking to Birth New Life

MARKS OF 
ORAL STYLE

Conversational

Sounds the way you 
normally speak

More personal

Uses mostly 
contractions except for 
emphasis

Descriptive language 
is awesome, but it has 
to sound like you, and 
not Jane Austen

Keep the dialogue in 
second person (I-You) 
instead of third person.

EXAMPLES OF 
WRITTEN STYLE

“As was mentioned earlier...”

“One cannot avoid people 
with this characteristic...”

“A hypothetical case in point 
might be a situation where 
government...”

“It is not...”

“The azure hues of a 
wondrous sky bedecked with 
the jewel of a golden orb...”

“People who say such things 
are often accused of heresy...”

EXAMPLES OF 
ORAL STYLE

“It’s like we said a few 
minutes ago...”

“It’s really tough to avoid 
people like that..”

“Imagine this. Let’s say 
Uncle Sam...”

“It isn’t...”

“A beautiful, blue sky, 
with a blazing sun..”

 

“Now, I know some of 
you kids think that last 
statement smacks of 
Sabellianism...”
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