
Understanding children today

We smile at the person who says that the trouble with going abroad
is that there are too many foreigners  There are times, though,
when those who work with children feel exasperated with

children for this reason: children are so immature
If we do not understand how children’s minds work, we will be very

impatient with them, and our attempts to share the gospel with them will
be ineffective. Discouragement and even disillusionment will also creep up
on us if we expect children to behave like miniature adults. 

What are the challenges faced by those involved in children’s work
today?

Attention
Children cannot sit still or concentrate for as long as adults can. In fact,
despite the high standard of education in Britain, the attention span of
children seems to be decreasing. A growing number of children
underperform in schools, not because they are stupid, but because they are
restless and unwilling, or unable, to concentrate. In our meetings their
minds will wander if our Bible story lasts too long, if they find it boring, or
if the speaker’s voice is monotonous. 

In school, children do not learn simply by sitting and listening to
somebody speaking. They also take in information by means of
pictures, and by interaction with teachers and with one another. Older
children also learn effectively by reading and thinking for themselves.
When you explain a Bible passage, bear this in mind. Ask questions as
you proceed, or show visual aids. Craft activities could be devised that
are based on the passage taught, or a simple take-home activity sheet
could be produced. These would underline the teaching that the
children receive. 

We are sometimes disappointed when children cannot remember the
previous week’s Bible story. Sometimes, though, we ourselves have
listened with them and are also unable to remember it the following week
Although this may be due to lack of attention when God’s Word was being
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explained, it may simply be the case that it has been crowded out by the
routine of a busy week. 

Distractions
Some adult Christians will always look around in a church service
whenever one or two people arrive late, or even when faint noises occur
during the sermon, but remember: the concentration of children is far more
fragile. We should keep noise and other disturbances to a minimum while
the Scriptures are being explained. Where possible, as many adults as
possible should be present throughout the Bible talk, seated among the
children so that they are more easily controlled. Any tidying up or other
task that needs to be done at this point should be confined to other rooms,
and should be carried out as quietly as possible, and by the smallest number
of workers that can do it. It is unfair to be disappointed with the children’s
level of concentration when we ourselves have broken it.

A friend told me that once, while he was preaching, he noticed that a
number of people in the congregation were stifling chuckles of laughter.
This concerned and surprised him, as they normally listened attentively.
After a few minutes, however, he noticed that a large moth that had been
fluttering around the chapel had perched on his shoulder without him even
noticing. The incident was unfortunate, and lessened the impact of the
sermon. Nevertheless, the amusement of the congregation was genuine,
not a sign of disrespect for his preaching, or an attempt to distract others.
Many of us can probably recall an incident where something amused us
when we were expected to be quiet and serious; somehow, the strain of not
being able to laugh made it all the harder to contain. 

We should always be concerned if children begin to laugh or be silly
when God’s Word is being explained. Sometimes it is done deliberately,
but at other times it is done without malice. We must always discourage
it—but we must not automatically assume that it is a sign of disrespect for
the gospel of Christ. If something genuinely unusual happens, pause for a
moment, acknowledge it with a smile, then recommence.

Immaturity
Many children love to chase one another, pull one another about and play-
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fight. They take little notice when we urge them to calm down. They do not
stop to consider that one of them may get hurt or that parents may blame us
for any injuries that occur. Remember that they are children: they simply
do not think like adults. Although we need to be firm, we must patiently
explain why we are asking them to act, or not to act, in a certain way. In
chapter 10 we will consider some methods by which boisterous behaviour
can be controlled or channelled.

Bad behaviour
We must try to be kind, fair, and patient, even when children
deliberately misbehave. Firstly, the Lord himself is patient and good
even to the undeserving, and we are commanded to be the same
(Matthew 5:44–48). Secondly, although the Bible insists that
everybody is accountable for his or her behaviour, it also recognizes
the effect that the influence of others can have. Many in Israel and
Judah turned to idol worship because their kings actively promoted
and encouraged it (e.g. 1 Kings 15:30,34; 16:30). Children’s behaviour
(whether good, bad, or average) is largely the product of their
upbringing, and each child is a window into his or her family life. As
we get to know them and learn about their family lives, we may even be
surprised that some of those who attend our meetings are actually as
well-behaved as they are. 

Dealing with adolescents is particularly challenging. Teenagers are
experiencing hormonal changes that affect their moods, fuel their
interest in the opposite sex, and encourage them to challenge authority.
They are also bigger and stronger than teenagers were twenty or thirty
years ago. Some have little idea of their size and strength, while others
consciously seek to exploit both. Recent years have produced
increasing numbers of teenagers with aggressive tendencies, and this
trend is beginning to appear in some younger children. It may be the
case that this over-excitability or aggression is partly due to chemicals
contained in foods; in some, it may be caused by a lack of discipline, a
short attention span, or instability in the home. It may, of course, arise
from a combination of these factors. In a small number of cases, it may
even be caused by abuse.
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Understanding
Children, particularly those of primary school age, do not understand
many of the words that adults use, and cannot follow long sentences.
Many biblical words, even some that seem very basic to us, will mean little
or nothing to children from non-Christian families. If your church uses the
Authorized Version of the Bible, it may be worth considering using a more
modern version with children. The New King James Version may be an
acceptable compromise. Essentially this is the Authorized Version without
the use of the older words like ‘thee’, or ‘thou’, or word endings such as
‘giveth’. If your church has strong views on versions of the Bible, you
should check with church officers before using a different one in a club or
meeting.

In the 1960s, Sunday school attendance was fairly common. Many
parents who did not go to church themselves still encouraged their children
to attend Sunday school. Today, many parents who do not go to church
themselves are still willing to allow their children to go to Sunday school,
but few actively encourage them to do so. At the same time, there is less and
less Bible teaching in religious education in schools. This means that, as
well as being unfamiliar with some quite common Bible words, many
children are also unfamiliar with the basic truths, characters, and stories
that the Bible contains. We will need to explain many of the things that we
teach.

Worldly wisdom
A large number of children today are left to occupy themselves for much of
the time. Both adults in the house may work, or be too busy to bother much
with the children. Some may belong to single-parent families. Televisions
are left on for long periods of time in many homes and bombard children’s
minds with much that is wrong. Because of their age, they are unable to
think through some of the things that they see and hear, and are easily
influenced by them. Some children have a television in their own room and
nobody supervises what they watch. Other children access material on
DVDs, computer games, or internet sites that is unwholesome and, in some
cases, potentially harmful. 

Those of us who own televisions can easily become immune to images
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and storylines that would have shocked us a number of years ago. We
should be careful what we ourselves watch, and switch off the television or
change channel when the need arises. If you do not have a television, you
should consider obtaining a television guide from time to time, and
skimming through it. You will probably be shocked even at some of the
material screened in the early evening, but at least you will be aware of
what some children lap up on a daily basis. I suspect that television has a
much stronger influence on behaviour (including our own) than we realize.
While children encounter bad influences from many sources, television
provides many examples of people who swear almost constantly and of
adolescents who frequently scream at their parents. Programmes screened
well before nine o’clock in the evening portray experimenting with sex and
alcohol as normal and exciting. Although there is little sexually explicit
material at this time of day, there are plenty of sordid details in dramas and
soaps that can arouse the curiosity or desires of young people. 

Sensitivity and vulnerability
Despite some of the images that confront them on television or computer
screens, some children have a vivid imagination and can be easily upset or
frightened. We must never change the content of the gospel as we share it
with them, but we need to be careful not to press some issues too far. For
example, although the wrath of God against sin is part and parcel of our
message, it would be inappropriate to describe it in lengthy and graphic
detail while speaking to children. 

Children can also be very open to suggestion. Even without meaning to
we can get them to say things by the mere power of persuasion or by the
strength of our personality. Care should be taken when explaining the need
to respond to the claims of the Lord Jesus. Pressurizing children into saying
that they have become Christians is wrong and potentially damaging.
Some may go along with what we say, only to become confused and
disillusioned some time later. We must learn to explain Christ to them,
point them to Christ, and ask Christ to draw them to himself.

Some children say the kind of thing that we want to hear because they
are keen to gain our approval. For example, a girl with this tendency may
tell us that she reads the Bible and prays every day. It may well be true. We

Understanding children today

How to run children’s clubs and meetings  21

New Childrens Clubs Q6.qxp  22/10/07  18:14  Page 21



should certainly pray that such things will happen and not be unduly
sceptical when they seem to occur. On the other hand, we need to exercise
some discernment, especially if we know that the child in question tends to
crave approval.

If we are unsure about what we are told, we should not make it
obvious. The girl may be telling the truth, and will be hurt and
discouraged if she suspects that we do not believe her. We could
encourage and help her to read the Scriptures, whether or not she is
actually doing so. We could say, for example, ‘I’m glad that you say you
are reading the Bible at home. It is so important that we get to know the
Lord Jesus and learn to love him and trust him. One of the Gospels is a
good part of the Bible to read. Shall I show you where to find them?’ We
could even produce simple activity sheets based on a Bible passage for
children to complete if they want to.

The need for tact
Many children have unhappy or unstable home lives. A growing number of
children visit their fathers at the weekend. Some homes see a succession of
men living with the mother of a family of several children. A family of four
or five children may have three or four different fathers. This is a sad
situation, but the children have not created it, nor are they responsible for
it. Passages of the Bible that touch on family life (such as a series on the Ten
Commandments) might be best avoided, but if they do form part of our
syllabus, we should deal with themvery carefully. 

It is easy to embarrass children without meaning to. I remember once
asking a fourteen-year-old boy what he got for Christmas. I wish I had not
done so, as his main present consisted of underwear and socks. It may be
better to ask questions like ‘Does your dad work?’ rather than ‘What work
does your dad do?’ which carries an assumption that may be wrong. 

Nevertheless, we should not be so afraid of embarrassing the children
that we avoid chatting to them. Taking an interest in them, even in those
who behave badly, is an important way of demonstrating the love of Christ
to them. Getting to know them individually will help us to avoid questions
that they will find awkward. It will also help to build a rapport with them,
and to earn their respect. 
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