
1 
 

At Home With Scripture 
 

 
 

Canada Youth Workshop – Matthew Ruttan (Rev) – July 7, 2016, 1:30-4:30pm, Brock University 
 

 

 
 



2 
 

Hi, I’m Matthew 

 Parent to 3 children (ages 3, 5, 7) 

 Husband to the best woman on the plant for 15 years, Laura 

 Writer of the “Up!” daily devotional (www.MatthewRuttan.com/Up). I blog at www.MatthewRuttan.com and 
PresbyterianRecord.ca, and have written some other articles on faith, parenting, cultural change 

 Pastor at Westminster Presbyterian Church in Barrie – undergoing spiritual and numerical growth. Vision 
statement: “Alive with the Holy Spirit, Westminster is a Christ-Centred, Family-Friendly Church” – see 
www.WestminsterPC.ca  

 How to connect with me… 
o www.Facebook.com/MatthewRuttanUp 
o matthew@matthewruttan.com 
o Twitter: @MatthewRuttan 
o Instagram: matthewruttan5 

 Why am I leading this workshop? 
o My education: BA (Religious Studies), Master of Divinity 
o I’m a Pastor (Westminster Presbyterian Church, Barrie) 
o I’ve been a Youth Group Leader (Westminster) 
o I’m a student of culture, change, technology 
o I’ve served on the national Church Doctrine Committee for four years, and recently chaired the 

subcommittee who produced the “Understanding and Interpreting the Bible” for the denomination 
(See the 2016 General Assembly) 

o I’m a dad of 3 
o I remember vividly my own time as a youth (Is it over?—not really) 
o My personal passion is to help people live out their faith in practical ways today 

 
Resources Table – Resources were explained. Many of the books/resources talked about are available to see. 
 
 
PART A – Why is the Bible an Essential Resource for Growing in Faith? (1:40 – 2:15pm) 
 
We began with a video of Bibles being delivered to Christians in China in 2013. The video showed people who were 
overwhelmingly grateful for the precious gift of God’s word in their own language. Here in Canada do we take the 
Bible for granted? 
 
The Bible. Why are we supposed to care about it? 
 
To some of you this first part may seem a bit theoretical, but it’s not. This is foundational. Without the Bible, and 
without a firm sense of why it’s central to our faith, what we do in youth ministry may not matter very much.  
 
First and foremost: The Bible is the primary place where we learn about God’s will 
 
Let’s think through a few things… 

 We may learn about God through nature or our experiences. But the primary place we learn about God’s 
will is in the Bible.  
 

 We are a “people of the book.” 

http://www.matthewruttan.com/Up
http://www.matthewruttan.com/
http://www.westminsterpc.ca/
http://www.facebook.com/MatthewRuttanUp
mailto:matthew@matthewruttan.com
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 Who wrote it? It’s really a library which came together over 1,000 years. We know some of the authors, but 
some books are anonymous. One of the convictions of our Reformed and Presbyterian tradition is that God 
is the ultimate author of Scripture. Writers and editors moved pens, but the Holy Spirit moved hearts. (cf. 
John Calvin). 
 

 What does it mean to say the Bible is “inspired”? A helpful understanding is given by Bible scholar N.T. 
Wright: The Holy Spirit “guided the very different writers and editors, so that the books they produced were 
the books God intended his people to have” (Wright, The Last Word, 37.) 
 

 It is our “Canon,” meaning that it’s the rule of our faith and life. 
 

 Who decided what would be in the Bible? We have a long history of writing down stories and laws. The 
community of faith was writing and recording stories from the earliest of days. Think of Moses and the 
commandments. Think of Joshua 3400 years ago coming into the Promised Land and reviewing the “book 
of the Law” with the people (see Joshua 8:34). Think of David writing down psalms. With respect to the 
New Testament, there were 4 criteria of what would be included: (a) A writing need to be ancient, meaning 
near to time of Jesus; (b) It needed to be apostolic, meaning written by an apostle or companion to an 
apostle; (c) It needed to be catholic (not meaning “Roman Catholic,” but “universal”—here it means that a 
writing needed to have wide-spread acceptance; and (d), It needed to be orthodox, meaning that it needed 
to include right teaching (as opposed to some strange teaching that no one else had ever heard of). The 
first time we encounter the full list of 27 New Testament books in a list is in a letter by a church father 
named Athanasius in the year 367. Despite what you may have heard in movies like the Da Vinci Code, the 
formation of what we know as the New Testament took place over a long period and with wide consensus.1 

 
So, Why is the Bible Authoritative?  
 
We’re zipping through a lot, but let’s focus in on 6 reasons the Bible is authoritative. We’ve talked about some of 
these, but some we haven’t.  
 

1. Scripture is the primary place where we learn about and encounter God’s will 
2. God uses scripture to judge and to heal (his is the Just Judge in the Bible and also the 

Healer/Redeemer/Saviour) 
3. Jesus himself appeals to the authority of scripture (when encountering the Devil, and in religious debates 

with other teachers) 
4. If we look within the Bible itself, its authors confirm divine origin 
5. God’s people have affirmed its use as authoritative for thousands of years and we stand in solidarity with 

them as an ongoing community of faith 
6. When God’s people become more like the Bible’s main Character, Jesus, and when they develop restored 

and God-honouring relationships between God and people, the authority of the Bible is evident 
 
How do we interpret the Bible?  
 
The biggest issue in the church today is… how to interpret the Bible. Hands down. See the handout/blog entitled 
“How to not worship the Bible” – https://matthewruttan.com/2013/08/03/how-to-not-worship-the-bible/ In it I highlight 

https://matthewruttan.com/2013/08/03/how-to-not-worship-the-bible/
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5 interpretation principles by Heinrich Bullinger (in slightly updated language). This was handed out, but here’s a 
summary: 
 

1. Scripture should be interpreted by scripture, the more obscure passages by the clearer 
2. With attention to language, to historical setting, to the author’s intention 
3. In the light of the church’s understanding of scripture 
4. Any authentic interpretation of scripture will increase love for God and love for humanity 
5. All true interpretations of scripture presuppose that the heart of the interpreter loves God and seeks to do 

God’s will 
 
 
PART B – Priorities, Youth and Faith Formation (2:15 – 2:45pm)  
 
In one of his plays, T.S. Eliot said, “The end is where you start from,” meaning you need to start with the end goal in 
mind. And really, the end goal isn’t to engage youth with the scriptures. It’s to help them trust and follow Jesus. 
You may have a different goal, but I think that’s a pretty awesome one. The Bible helps us do that because it is the 
primary place we learn about God’s will.  
 
We’re going to keep that at the forefront of our minds as we got through this workshop. To help us with it, TFJ 
(Trust and Follow Jesus) is going to appear in a little speech bubble through every slide in the presentation. Let’s 
keep it central as we think about the different phases of a child’s life and how they learn, and therefore, how they 
engage the Bible. 
 
* Maximize Your Focus on the Big Things and Minimize Your 
Focus on the Little Things 
 
Don’t shoot me. But if the goal is to help youth trust and 
follow Jesus we need to prioritize. Knowing that they are a 
child of God is more important than what biblical book comes 
first—Nehemiah or Ezra. Knowing what Jesus did on the 
cross is more important than knowing the dimensions of the 
temple or the exact stops on Paul’s third missionary journey. 
You only have limited time with your youth, so take 
advantage of it.  
 
I’m going to draw on 9 “Orange” Core Scriptural Insights that help young people love God. These are found in a 
book by Reggie Joiner and Kristen Ivy called It’s Just a Phase: So Don’t Miss It: Why Every Life Stage of a Kid 
Matters and at Least 13 Things Your Church Should Do About It (2015). If you get one book that I talk about today, 
get this one. It will blow your mind. I recently bought multiple copies for our church.  
 
[At this point I also explained the “Orange philosophy” as outlined in Think Orange: Imagine the Impact When 
Church and Family Collide, also by Reggie Joiner (2009). Basically it’s this: Yellow represents the light of Christ 
shared by the church. Red represents the blood and bond of the family. When the church helps parents and 
families live out their faith in the home you get… Orange!] 
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Here are the 9 scriptural insights that we can prioritize. Shortly, I’ll return to them and outline which ones best 
connect with which stage in a young person’s life and mental development.  
 
The first three are grouped under the theme of Wonder… 
 

Wonder… I am created to pursue an authentic relationship with my Creator 
 

1. What I see around me reveals a Creator I cannot see 
2. I am created in the image of my perfectly heavenly Father who has an unending love for me 

3. I live in pursuit of an infinite God who desires an eternal relationship with me 
 
The second three are grouped under the theme of Discovery… 
 

Discovery… I belong to Jesus Christ and Define Who I Am By What He Says 
 

4. I believe in Jesus and will continually trust him even when life doesn’t make sense 
5. God’s Spirit is transforming my unique and imperfect life into the character of Jesus 

6. My response to God’s Word shapes how I see God’s story of redemption at work in me and around me 
 
The last three are grouped under the theme of Passion… 
 

Passion… I Exist Every Day to Demonstrate God’s Love to a Broken World 
 

7. God designed me to participate with him in restoring a broken world 
8. My faith in Christ is revealed by my compassion and care for others 

9. I choose to live in the complexities of family and community because God values them 
 
* Treat Youth Not Like a Demographic, But Like People 

 
With all this in mind, it’s helpful to remember the 
individuality of youth. As this graphic shows, they are going 
through mental and physical changes, relational changes, 
and cultural changes. This impacts how they interact with 
the world, both emotionally and morally. A lot is happening 
in their lives, and it’s very significant.  
 
Not only that, but as Joiner and Ivy write, “You shouldn’t 
prioritize your content based on how adults feel. You need 
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to prioritize based on how kids learn.” This also has to do with the uniqueness of our youth. Often we want to teach 
like we learn, but we need to teach in a way that is sensitive to how they learn, and how they relate to God, through 
the different stages of their lives. 
 
How do young people think?  
 
Let’s leverage some of the insights from It’s Just A Phase. 
 
Preschoolers… Think Like An Artist 
 
They experience the world through the senses, and sometimes it’s blurry between what is real and imaginary. Like 
an artist, they learn a lot when they make things with their hands. This is partly why movement, music, the arts and 
crafts are important.  
 
How do they relate to God? Primarily through Wonder (see previous section and key scriptural insights).  
 
So what can we do to help? We can… 

 Ignite their imagination and help them wonder and learn about God’s grand story in creative ways 

 Activate their senses as they are discovering the world 

 Structure their experience. Remember that young children need to feel safe. So structure is important. 
 
Early Public Schoolers (Grades K to 5)…Think Like A Scientist 
 
This age of child understands the world evidence and testing. They learn quickly. They need repetition and clear 
thinking. They learn best when they can observe something. The more you can connect an idea to everyday 
experience, the better.  
 
How do they relate to God? Through Discovery (and some Wonder) (See previous section and key scriptural 
insights for this phase). 
 
So what can we do to help? We can… 

 Tell one story.  

 Use real illustrations—meaning that we should make connections to their everyday lives. Abstract ideas like 
“Jesus is in your heart” aren’t always helpful. A reply you might get is, ‘Really, where does he sleep?’ Make 
it more concrete.  

 Make it fun.  
 
Late Public Schoolers (Grades 6 to 8)…Think Like An Engineer 
 
This is a growth spurt time for the brain. They solve problems by connecting concepts so they work together. They 
can think in the abstract, but and can understand multiple perspectives, and start to think critically. They personalize 
information by connecting pieces of information. Puzzles, patterns and codes can be helpful for learning.  
 
How do they relate to God? Discovery (and some passion) (See previous section and key scriptural insights for this 
phase.) 
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So what can we do to help? We can… 

 Connect the dots. They are thinking a lot of big things, but the information can seem disconnected. Help 
them start to piece things together.  

 Expect a crisis. In these late public school grades they may start to have personal crises, but also 
theological ones. Maybe they’ll wonder why their mom has cancer and why God would allow that. You don’t 
need to have all the answers! 

 Be consistent. A lot of change is happening in 
their lives. Be present and care… consistently. 
That in and of itself will have a huge impact. As 
Joiner and Ivy say, “The only way to prove love is 
to prove it over time, consistently, in spite of what 
changes.” 

 
High Schoolers …Think Like Philosophers 
 
They seek to understand what is unseen and what cannot 
be measured. They want to discover meaning and learn 
best out loud. As a part of brain development, risk-taking 
goes up, and the regulating behaviour mechanism goes 
down. So risk and personal experience govern a lot of 
behaviour. Like a philosopher they learn through open debate, different perspectives, and applied reasoning. Self-
expression and community are important.  
 
Let’s consider some of the research and experience by John Bowen. He and his wife worked for 17 years in a 
Leadership Training Program at Ontario Pioneer Camp in Ontario—a Christian camp.  He contacted hundreds of 
young people who went through that system to inquire about their faith.2 
 
One of the questions he asked to people who had stayed in the church, left the church, and sometimes came back 
to church, was ‘What makes a good church?’ Many of the responses could be classed under the heading “Open to 
questions.”  
 
While reflecting on their own experience, one person said about their church… “I was not allowed to ask rigorous 
questions in my Christian community about the world and God.” 
 
Another said: “I realized that I had never been encouraged or even allowed to ask questions—not the big ones. The 
“answers” [I was given were] things like “You just have to trust,” or “You just don’t have enough faith.” These 
answers make you feel guilty for having questions and really inhibit you from growing… Today I have a church that 
encourages growth—encourages me to seek out the answers to seek out God.”  
 
And then this: “Room for discussion and differing opinions on sensitive issues, although no room for bending God’s 
word.” 
 
Okay, back to our high schoolers. How do they relate to God? Through Passion. They want to know why they 
should believe, where they belong, and how they can matter and discover a personal mission. We want to help 
them mobilize their potential.  
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So what can we do to help? We can…  

 Give an application. Don’t let the ‘philosopher’ title throw you. Help them know how their insights connect to 
their daily lives and personal purpose.  

 Ask a question. Using questions can be powerful in and of itself. That will take them to fruitful and creative 
places.  

 Make it experiential. Doing things—and not just talking about them—can be effective, especially as brains 
develop and they learn more through new experiences.  

 
Here is a summary chart I put together from It’s Just a Phase.  
 

 
 
[At this point in the workshop we reviewed the 9 key scriptural insights and related them to the different age 
categories.] 
 
[I also briefly mentioned the new demographic called the “emerging adults.” Today, with respect to cognition, some 
people in their mid to late 20’s are more similar to someone who was 18 in the early 1980’s. More young people are 
staying at home longer, or going to school longer, travelling, and/or delaying careers or families. It’s hard to be sure 
what this all means. But the landscape is continually changing in terms of how people think, and how they may best 
relate to God.] 
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PART C – Discussion Questions and Sharing Ideas (2:45 – 3:10)  
 
We took a break and them broke into two groups to discuss these questions and share responses: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Extra question: T.S. Eliot said, “The end is where you start from.” 

 In youth ministry, what is your goal? 

 Is that goal reflected in your approach? 
 
 
Break (3:10 – 3:30)  
 
 
PART D – How Do We Faithfully Engage Youth in the Scriptures? (3:30 – 4:30)  
 
We first reviewed what we had covered so far. Then…  
 
So, How Do We Faithfully Engage Youth in the Scriptures?  
 

 Trust and Follow Jesus… Yourself  
 
This is hands down by far the single most important factor—whether you’re a youth leader, pastor or parent. 
Another one of the best books out there on youth and faith formation is Sticky Faith by Kara Powell and Chap Clark. 
In it, they write: “The greatest gift you can give your children is to let them see you struggle and wrestle with how to 
live a lifetime of trust in God.” 
 
That said, let’s take a look at a few big-picture factors, then we’ll focus in on the different age groups:  
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Overall 
 

 There is no silver bullet. Sorry!  
 

 But… Prioritize your own spiritual growth 
 

 Share your own faith journey. Don’t pretend to be perfect. That just creates an impossible standard and will 
discourage them.  

 

 Get to know them. You can’t engage their interests if you don’t know them. Make a list. (See the handout 
for getting to know the young people you care about.) 

 

 Vote the Bible off the island (and into Headquarters). Here we talked about young Riley from the movie 
Inside Out. The movie takes us quite literally into her mind (called Headquarters) to see the different 
emotions at play in her world—anger, fear, disgust, joy and sadness. And around Headquarters were 
different islands that were the major areas in her life—like hockey island, goofball island and family island.  

 
When it comes to our faith we often have a “Religion/Jesus/Church” island. But it shouldn’t be an island. 
There should be Jesus on every island. So it’s essential to take the Bible out of smaller categories (like, 
‘Okay, it’s Sunday afternoon youth group Bible time island), and integrate it into day to day life.  

 

 
 
Continuing…  
 

 Ask questions and share doubts 
 

 Prioritize, prioritize, prioritize… content. Maximize your focus on the big things and minimize your focus on 
the little things. 
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 Play the long game. Sometimes you can’t see immediate results. That’s okay! Love happens over the long 
haul. 

 

 Show unconditional support. Make sure they know that you love and support them no matter what they 
believe. 

 

 Advocate for more money from your church (See handout of the letter to Elders requesting more budget 
funds) 

 

 Unless you need administrative support at church, direct that money to youth ministry 
 

 Better preaching. This may be touchy. But I think we can all do a better job of preaching with young people 
in mind. If our young people are understanding and looking forward to what we’re going to say on a 
Sunday, we have a lot of work to do. 

 
 
Preschoolers 
 
I’m going to say what I’m about to say for 
every category of youth. Connect with and 
Equip Parents. As Reggie Joiner points out in 
Think Orange, the average church only has 
about 40 hours a year on average to influence 
a life. But the average parent has 3000 hours.  
 
Emphasize the 3 scriptural insights around 
wonder 
 
Use structured devotions (after dinner or 
before bedtime; set times through the week). 
Help them get to know the story. At this stage 
it’s all about the basics. 
 
Get Bibles for every single stage. See 
examples such as audio Bibles, or the Jesus 
Storybook Bible, the Action Bible (especially good for older boys), or the Lego Bible etc. 
 
Nail the basics like Bible-reading, prayer, grace, meals, going to worship together. 
 
Be physically and emotionally available to provide safety and confidence. 
 
 
Public Schoolers 
 
Connect with and equip parents. To further this idea, here’s an idea we’re starting this September at Westminster in 
Barrie. Every month we’re going to produce an “Orange Idea.” It’s a 1-page resource to help people live out their 
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faith in the home in practical ways—something everyone can do together. Make hard copies available, put it on 
your website, post in social media. Ensure it helps people with the end goal: To trust and follow Jesus. 
 
Emphasize the 3 scriptural insights about Discovery. 
 
Attendance at church-wide worship services (don’t 
always segregate if your church is larger and does 
this). 
 
Leverage interests (i.e. music). Here we talked about 
one specific interest (there are more), like music. 
Christian music has come a long way. We played a 
sample of “All I Need is You” by Lecrae, “Do Life Big,” 
by Jamie Grace, and “Trust in You,” by Lauren Daigle. 
Plus, a lot of non-Christian music could be used. Why 
not do an exercise with music and writing and/or 
performing their own psalm? 
 
In youth group / small group settings: prioritize scriptures that support the statement, ‘I belong to Jesus Christ and 
Define Who I Am By What He Says.’ 
 
“Adopt-A-Scripture” Moments. Assign special scriptures for different stages of life—sports victories, graduations etc. 
 
Leverage technology (see next section; but for young people the “Bible for Kids” app by YouVersion) 
 
“Habits eat willpower for breakfast.” (John Ortberg) Start to schedule regular Scripture-based service activities 
(monthly or bi-monthly) 
 
 
High Schoolers 
 
Connect with and equip parents (see above) 
 
In youth group / small group settings: prioritize scriptures that support the statement, ‘I exist every day to 
demonstrate God’s love to a broken world.’  
 
Emphasize the 3 scriptural insights about Passion in activities, and which help them discover why they should 
believe, where they belong, and how they can matter and discover a personal mission. We want to help them 
mobilize their potential. 
 
Attendance at church-wide worship services (don’t always segregate if your church is bigger) 
 
Encourage dialogue, new experiences, mutual support, service. 
 
Help them establish habits of serving others, especially related to issues that affect them personally. 
 
Honour individual thought. 
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Involve them in leadership. 
 
Leverage technology (YouVersion app for Bible reading—especially since carrying around a Bible can make them 
feel awkward, Daily Devotionals, Blogs, RightNow Media, if your church can subscribe, there’s a monthly fee) 
 
Leverage succinct age-specific devotionals. For example: Streams in the Desert for Kids: 365 Devotions of God’s 
Awesome Love. L.B. Cowman. 2009. Or Jesus Calling: 365 Devotions For Kids. Sarah Young, adapted by Tama 
Fortner. 2010. 
 
Encourage adult influences who aren’t family (We didn’t talk about this, and I don’t have much experience with this, 
but a lot of the research talks about how non-parent influences have a big impact) 
 
Use big life moments to reinforce identity (make a calendar; get help with this one—things like graduations, awards, 
drivers licenses.) 
 
Remember, there is no silver bullet. But the most effective way to share the scriptures, is to live the Scriptures. 
Trust and follow Jesus… yourself.  
 
Bringing It All Together 
 
Let me end with the story of Max Plank. In 1918 he won the Nobel Prize for physics. So he started touring around 
Germany giving lectures on new quantum mechanics. As he did this he had a chauffeur. So every night the 
chauffeur, as he travelled around with him, heard the same lecture over and over again.  
 
Finally, he asked Professor Plank if he was getting as bored as he was. To help deal with this he had an idea. He 
wondered if, at the next city, he could deliver the lecture. After all, by this time he had it memorized! He would give 
the lecture, and Professor Plank could sit in the front row with the driver’s chauffeur’s cap. They could switch 
places. No one knew what the Professor looked like, so why not? They decided to go for it.  
 
That night, in Munich, all went well. The chauffeur delivered the lecture. And it was perfect… until. Until the question 
and answer period. Someone got up and asked a question. Of course, the chauffeur didn’t know how to respond. 
So he said something like this, “I’m surprised that someone from as intelligent a city as Munich would ask such a 
simple question. In fact, it’s so simple that my chauffeur can answer it!” 
 
Here’s the point. There’s real knowledge. That’s the knowledge you have from what you’ve learned and your life 
experiences. We all have knowledge in different areas. But then there’s chauffeur knowledge. Chauffeur knowledge 
isn’t real. It’s when you can repeat the right things, because you’ve overheard them, but you don’t really know them.  
 
That’s like faith. There’s real faith. That’s a trust you have in God. And it manifests in how you live your life—it’s not 
a perfect life, but it’s a life trying to trust and follow Jesus Christ. 
 
Then there’s chauffeur faith. Maybe you can say the right things, and even quote the right Bible verses. But there’s 
no real evidence of faith in your life—in how you live on a day to day basis.  
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They key for us as Christians, is to take hold of that real faith. To be authentic. And when that happens, it ’s the 
number one thing you can do to impact the lives of the people around you—whether they’re in your youth group, 
your church, your family, or your friend circles.  
 

 
 

Thanks so much for having me here today. I’ve learned a lot from you! Let’s pray… 
 
                                                             
1 See Bart Ehrman, After the New Testament, 1999, 308ff. 
2
 In his research, Bowen asked the people in his survey, who had left the church, this question: “What would be three characteristics of a 

church you can imagine wanting to join, if any?” He also asked for reflections from people who have always been in church and never left 
from their youth, what has kept them in church. 


