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Abstract 

Justice is not just what we do, but who we are becoming as transformed Christians in the image 

of Christ. It begins with the training of the next generation of youth ministry leaders. 

We will answer the questions; “Why Justice?” and “Why Now?” 

Looking to scripture, local church involvement and current research by the Millennial Impact 

2017 Report focus on social justice causes specifically. 

For educators, this is deepening youth leaders call to justice. 
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Introduction 

Why Justice, Why Now? 

I’m a tool guy. I grew up the son of a shop teacher. For those of you under 40 years old, this is a 

class they used to have in schools where you made cool cutting boards and metal candy holders. 

So I grew up learning how to use just about every tool ever made.  

So, today, I’m that guy that everyone wants to be friends with when they have something break 

at their house. You name it, I’ve got it. Skill saw, saber saw, sawsall, drill, compressor, framing 

nailer, finish nailer, pin nailer, palm sander, belt sander, three different drummel tools, biscuit 

cutter, table saw, router and paint sprayer … just to name a few things.  

And on top of all this I own a truck.  

My dad taught me that having the right tools allowed you to “work smarter, not harder”. 

And what is true for a builder, I also found true in youth ministry as a youth pastor for 25 years 

prior to joining the International Justice Mission 

For youth ministry in the 70’s, the right tools to have included a mimeograph and a back pack. 

In the 80’s it was a book of clip art, photo copier and a high school choir tour. Throw in a 

carrousel slide projector with Polaroid instant slide film and you were on top of the youth 

ministry world. 

In the 90’s it was a desktop computer (or a laptop if you were at a church with money) attending 

Christian concerts and youth rallies. Some of us got cell phones and led mission trips around the 

world and a new name for small groups - “discipleship” 

Today we would never think of trying to do ministry without a smart phone or iPad, laptop, 

video projector, mission’s trip, concerts, life groups, D groups, huddle groups and Starbuck 

meetings. 

But one thing we all know about youth ministry and construction -  

It’s not about the tools, it's about what is being built. 

As you know, in preparing men and women for youth ministry; who will then lead the next 

generation of students, it’s about the transformation that happens as youth encounter Jesus 

Christ.  

What is transformation? Dictionary definition: 

“change in form, appearance, nature, or character”i 
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As you move through life you are changed from one thing to another 

Since we work with students, I have to use a prop –  a Play Doh Fun Factory might more clearly 

illustrate the point.  

(Demonstrate Play Doh Fun Factory: For those not in the presentation, picture if you can a 

gadget that allows you to put a ball of Play Doh into the container, where the Doh is then 

pressed through a template with a unique design so the Doh comes out the other end the shape 

of the design. Like a star or circle, etc). 

This in a crude way demonstrates transformation. As you move through life you are being 

shaped from one thing to another thing. 

From God’s perspective, the most important thing going on in the world is the shaping of human 

beings. 

This is transformation – the shaping from who we are now to who we will one day be. 

And the whole idea of life from God’s point of view is that we would be shaped to be like Him – 

to become like Christ.  This is what Christ’s work on the cross makes possible. 

Romans 8:29, “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his 

Son.” 

Romans 12:2 “Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing 

of your mind.” 

2 Corinthians 3:18. “we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being 

transformed into his image with ever-increasing glory” 

Youth ministry leaders have this amazing opportunity to help transform or shape young people 

in their eternal destiny of becoming conformed or shaped to the image of Christ!  What an 

incredible job – and there isn’t a more important job on the planet, except maybe being Youth 

Ministry Educators, who are training the next generation of youth leaders. 

So, how does this happen? 

Well, youth are deeply influenced [shaped] by what you teach them and show them of the 

character of God.  Because if you tell them to imitate God – to be like him – it’s going to matter 

tremendously what you teach and show them about the character of God. 

It’s like the shape you put onto the end of the Play Doh machine.  The transformation process 

replicates whatever shape or mold you attach to the transformation machine. 

So what is the shape or mold of God that youth leaders are putting on the transformation 

machine of their youth ministry? 

Today what I am so eager to do – is help us discuss an aspect, a part of God’s character that the 

church has neglected for about a 100 years. 
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When the church neglects part of God’s core character – they push out Christians who are ill-

formed.  They don’t completely look like Christ because they haven’t been formed in His 

complete image. 

As a result such Christians aren’t wholly “Christ-like.” 

They aren’t fully prepared to live like Christ in the world. 

They don’t represent or reflect the full character of Christ accurately to the world. 

And they miss out on the strength & joy of a complete Christ-like character. 

So what is this aspect of God’s core character that we dropped for about a hundred years? 

JUSTICE 

Recently I was driving from New York City to DC. And (as usual) there was road construction and 

(as usual) I was frustrated. I was trying to get to see my new grandson and all of a sudden there’s 

this long line of traffic preventing me. 

About a mile ahead I can see the point at which the road opens back up. It looks so beautiful! The 

sun is shining, the birds are singing. If you were a less pastoral person than me, a situation like 

this might make you frustrated—angry even. But not me. I’m sitting patiently in my car practicing 

prayer, and deep breathing. And 

I’m waiting. Because there are rules about these things and I take the rules of the road seriously. 

 

So I wait my turn. 

And what happens when I finally get up to the choke point where the road opens up? A car—a 

RED sports car—comes whizzing by in the breakdown lane and steals my right of way! I got so 

angry I wanted to get out of the car and settle the score! It felt like such an injustice after all that 

waiting! 

 

When the Bible talks about injustice, this is not what it’s talking about. You see, when the Bible 

talks about injustice, it is referencing a very specific kind of sin.  

Injustice is the abuse of power to take from others the good things that God intends for them— 

their life, their freedom, their dignity, and the fruits of their love and their labor. 
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The book of Ecclesiastes gives a simple and painful picture of injustice. 

 

Again I looked and saw all the oppression that was taking place under the sun: 

I saw the tears of the oppressed— and they have no comforter; 

power was on the side of their oppressors— and they have no comforter. 

—Ecclesiastes 4:1 (NIV) 

 

This is the biblical picture of injustice. This is the picture of someone who has power oppressing 

someone who does not. This is someone who has, taking from another who has not. 

 

We see this in the story of King David, the beloved poet-king of Israel. He wakes up one spring 

morning and sees a woman a couple of rooftops over from his palace. He decides he wants her for 

his wife. So he abuses his kingly authority to take Bathsheba for himself. Then he tries to cover up 

this abuse by getting rid of her husband—having him purposefully murdered in war. When the 

prophet Nathan confronts David (in 2 Samuel 12), he confronts the King primarily on his abuse 

of power. 

We could say that these are ancient texts and stories. We might like to imagine that our world 

today is different, less brutal and more just. But my work with International Justice Mission has 

helped me understand that this is simply not true. Ecclesiastes and David’s story are just as 

current in our world today as they were thousands of years ago. 

 Let me offer you just a couple of statistics: 

 According to the Walk Free foundation, there are over 45 million people in the world 

who live as slaves.ii  

 

 According to the United Nations, 1 out of every 3 women will experience violence of 

some sort.iii  

 

 According to global figures from UNICEFiv 

o An estimated 1.2 million children are trafficked each year. 

o As many as 2 million children are sexually exploited around the world annually. 

 

 According to the International Labour Organization, Human trafficking generates about 

$150 billion a year—two-thirds from commercial sexual exploitation.v  
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How is this possible? How is it possible that 45 million people could be living in the yoke of 

slavery and we don’t know it? There are many people out there that say, “Hasn’t slavery ended? 

Isn’t slavery something from our history books?” or “I knew the problem was bad, but not this 

bad” 

It is God’s revelation over and over again in Scripture that He is a God of Justice. 

In Micah 6:8 we read, - “And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love 

mercy and to walk humbly with your God” 

Did you catch that? 

What does the Lord REQUIRE of you? (not hope of you) 

As a youth pastor I totally understood what it meant to help students walk humbly with God, 

through bible study and small groups. We did a pretty good job too of “loving mercy” through 

our mission’s trips and service projects.  

But “to act justly” or “seek justice”. as it says to in Isaiah 1:17?  

That part always was always a bit of a mystery to me, and maybe it is to you too. 

Part of the reason I believe is because we have never invested or investigated what it means to 

seek justice or we have equated Justice with Discipleship/Evangelism or Mercy. 

Side Note: A study done a couple of years ago by IJM’s research team estimated the following. 

 Annual Funds given toward:  

o Discipleship and Evangelism - $3 Billion (40%) 

o Mercy - $4.5 Billion (59%) 

o Justice - $55 Million (1%) 

 

So, how are we to respond to such injustice? 

The very best place to start would be to ask the question,  

“How does God feel about all this?” And as it turns out the answer to the question is pretty 

straight forward. 

One place we could go to find the answer is Luke chapter 4 verses 14 through 20. This is the very 

point at which Jesus transitions from private life to public ministry. It’s a crucial moment where 

Jesus decides to signal what his ministry, what the Kingdom of God on earth will be about. And it 

reads almost like a scene from a movie script. 
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14 Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him 

spread through all the surrounding country. 15 He began to teach in their synagogues and was 

praised by everyone. 16 When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to 

the synagogue on the Sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, 17 and the scroll of 

the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was 

written: 18 “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news 

to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, 

to let the oppressed go free, 19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 20 And he rolled up the 

scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed 

on him. 

Luke 4:14-20 (NRSV) 

In this synagogue, Jesus does what history counts as one of the most rockstar moves of all time. 

He announces who he is, NOT by sending out a press release or starting a mass email to all of his 

friends. But rather by standing up and reading from the scroll of Isaiah. And not just any passage, 

he chooses a reading that foretells who he is. This was Jesus announcing, via the sacred words of 

Isaiah’s prophecy, that the Messiah was standing in front of them all, that these words of promise 

were realized in Him. 

Bring good news to the poor... 

Proclaim release to the captives... 

Recovery of sight to the blind... 

Let the oppressed go free. 

One way this passage has been understood is that Jesus’ mission was about freeing us from sin. 

He brings good news to those of us who are poor in spirit. He proclaims freedom to us who are 

held captive to sin. He heals us who are blinded by our sin. He sets us free from the oppression 

sin causes in our lives. Freedom from shame, from alcohol, or eating disorders, or low self-esteem, 

freedom from past trauma. This is true! And it’s good news for all of us. 

But if we stop there, we miss out on the deeper truth that Jesus is proclaiming. Jesus is declaring 

himself the Prophet/Priest/King, the Messiah, whose mission is not just to rescue people from 

spiritual bondage, not just to offer spiritual freedom. 

But Jesus is declaring the very, very good news that He’s offering freedom from all that seek to 

imprison those he loves. 
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So “Why Justice?”  

It’s pretty simple, it’s what God asks of us. 

 But that begs two another questions to ask ourselves is … 

Why Now? 

Why now? Because today’s youth/millennials are craving it.  

Social Justice Causes are hot with today’s youth culture. Some of this I know anecdotally from 

interacting with youth leaders and schools all across the country. But research also proves the 

point. 

Some of the best research I’ve found on the next generation has been done by the Millennial 

Impact Reportvi with over 5 years of research, more than 75,000 participants. For this research, 

they defined millennials as anyone born after 1980-2000. So ages 17-37 currently. 

Why study millennials? “They are shaping the way people give, volunteer, gather and spread 

information about causes; as the largest generation in the country and in the workplace, there 

preferences are well on the way to becoming the norm.” vii 

 75.4 million U.S. millennials in 2016 

 $300 billion annual spending 

 Will be 50% of the workforce by 2020viii 

Here are a few summary thoughts from their research in the 2014 Millennial Impact Report 

Executive Summary:ix 

 Millennials engage with causes to help other people, not institutions. 

 Millennials support issues rather than organizations 

 Millennials prefer to perform smaller actions before fully committing to a cause 

 Millennials are influenced by the decisions and behaviors of their peers 

 Millennials treat all their assets (time, money, network, etc.) as having equal value 

92% of Millennials want to work for a company making a positive impact on the world. 

87% of Millennials feel encouraged to volunteer or participate in cause work. 

78% prefer serving with a group of people they know 

87% donate to nonprofit organizations 

94% want to use their individual skills and talents to help a cause. 
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An finally, some initial conclusions from the 2017 Report, Phase 1 report of Cause Engagement 

and Social Issues, which is still in process and final analysis available in January 2018. 

 Interest in quality of life for others is driving their cause engagement. 

 Their cause engagement in increasing.x 

Companies, celebrities, professional athletes, etc.  have figured this out. If they do not have a tie 

to helping with some type of social justice cause, it will not draw the attention and dollars of 

millennials. 

The great thing about all this is; as Christians, this is right at the heart of our God.  

To be clear however we must be careful not to make “justice” the new “4 spiritual laws” or “the 

flavor of the month topic what this generation of youth groups is into”. 

Justice is not just what we do, but who we are becoming as transformed Christians in the image 

of Christ. It must be part of the transformation process we are teaching and providing 

opportunities for students.  

The book “Growing Young:” by Kara Powell, Jake Mulder, Brad Griffinxi would provide a great 

framework from which to integrate justice, as well as discipleship, evangelism and mercy into a 

transformational youth ministry. 

Youth and Millennials today through Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, YouTube, Twitter will 

hear, read, and watch injustice happening around the world on a daily basis and want to do 

something. 

 They know that for a teenager like Charito in the Philippines, sex trafficking in a reality.  

 They know that for a teenager like Kumar in India, slavery is a reality.  

 They know that for the socially awkward teenager on their school campus, bullying is a 

reality. 

 

So what is the role of the church and youth ministries? 

From the perspective of the Mission of Jesus, this is precisely what the Church must show up to 

the call that Jesus issued in Luke 4. It’s a call to go after the lost sheep, the wounded lambs who 

have been kicked to the curb, forgotten. This is a central part of the biblical narrative and of 

Christian history! 
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For example... 

 In Exodus Chapter 3, God hears the cry of the Israelites and sends Moses to confront the 

most powerful empire in the known world until finally the Israelites are set free. 

 In the late 1700s, God hears the cry of those enslaved in the British Empire, and he calls 

William Wilberforce. Wilberforce tenaciously introduces a bill 16 years in a row in 

parliament to end slavery. Finally, the bill is passed and slavery comes to an end in the 

British Empire.xii 

 Again in the 1800s, God hears the cry of those enslaved in the U.S. and he calls Harriet 

Tubman to mobilize a vast network of churches and safe houses to create safe passage to 

freedom. And God inspired Abe Lincoln, despite tremendous political challenge, to use his 

position and influence to bring an end to slavery in the United States.xiii 

 And even now, God is using churches and organizations like International Justice 

Missionxiv to bring freedom for Kumar and others in brick factories and Charito and other 

girls trapped in brothels in the Philippines... for thousands of people every year! In fact 

this past September over 2600 churches around the world utilized IJM Freedom Sunday 

toolkit to raise awareness, funds and advocates for justice. 

I want to issue a very specific challenge to you all. I want to challenge you as educators of youth 

leaders to join Jesus on the bold mission—and specifically educate the next generation of youth 

leaders to join the fight against injustice.  

1. Let’s Integrate Justice into Transformational Youth Ministry education.  

2. Let’s seek out the tools available from IJMxv and others that will help youth leaders raise 

up a generation that understands God’s passion for justice. They can be a part of the 

solution, they can be a part of this miraculous transformation and they can be witnesses 

to the Kingdom of God as it shatters the darkness of modern day slavery!  

3. Let’s help youth leader’s position student to become vehicles and tools of justice, as part 

of living out the whole gospel. 

 

Let’s help youth leaders “work Smarter, not Harder. 
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NOTES: 

i Transformation, www.dictionary.com/browse/transformation?s=t  (accessed September 7, 2017) 
 
ii Walk Free foundation, www.walkfreefoundation.org/ (accessed September 7, 2017) 
 
iii United Nations, www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/facts-and-figures 
(accessed September 7, 2017) 
 
iv UNICEF, https://www.unicef.org/indonesia/Factsheet_CSEC_trafficking_Indonesia.pd (accessed 
September 7, 2017) 
 
v International Labour Organization, http://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/policy-
areas/statistics/lang--en/index.htm (accessed September 7, 2017) 
 
vi Millennial Impact Report, www.themillennialimpact.com/ (accessed September 7, 2017) 
 
vii “Phase 1: Millennial Dialogue on the Landscape of Cause Engagement and Social Issues”, The 2017 
Millennial Impact Report, June 1 2017,  pg. 12,  www.themillennialimpact.com/ 
 
viii “Cause, Influence & The Workplace, The Millennial Impact Report Retrospective: Five Years of 
Trends”, November 2016, pg. 1,  www.themillennialimpact.com/ 
 
ix “Inspiring the Next Generation Workforce”, The 2014 Millennial Impact Report Executive Summary,  
pg. 3-14, www.themillennialimpact.com/ 
 
x “Phase 1: Millennial Dialogue on the Landscape of Cause Engagement and Social Issues”, The 2017 
Millennial Impact Report, June 1 2017, pg. 10,  www.themillennialimpact.com/ 
 
xi Kara Powell, Jake Mulder, Brad Griffin, Growing Young: Six Essential Strategies to Help Young People 
Discover and Love Your Church, (Baker Books, September 20, 2016) 
 
xii “William Wilberforce; Antislavery Politician”, 
www.christianitytoday.com/history/people/activists/william-wilberforce.html (accessed September 7, 
2017) 
 
xiii  “Harriet Tubman; The "Moses" of Her People”, 
www.christianitytoday.com/history/people/activists/harriet-tubman.html (accessed September 7, 2017) 
 
xiv International Justice Mission, www.ijm.org (accessed September 7, 2017) 
 
xv For a list of International Justice Mission resource for the church and youth ministry, go to 
http://www.ijm.org/get-involved/youth and http://www.ijm.org/get-involved/churches 
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