A study of how adults become Christians

with special reference to the personal involvement of individual Christians

Dave Bennett

Evangelist and Trainer with Bridge Builders  (National Director since 2006)
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The research method 

was a six page questionnaire answered by 383 people who became Christians, as adults, some time between 1995 and 2002.

216 females and 167 males of all age groups from 18 to 70+. 

The research question was answered in two parts.     

Part one – How do adults become Christians?

a. The significance of childhood Church involvement 

88% of females and 84% of males had some contact with a Church during childhood.  

29% said they were returning to a childhood faith.

Work among children is seen as an effective long term evangelistic strategy.

The study also suggests that the Church is ineffective in reaching the majority of the population who have never had contact with a Church.

b. The nature of the conversion experience

The most common experience of becoming a Christian, represented by those who filled in the questionnaire, is a sudden experience within a gradual process and that process takes on average 2 years and 3 months. 

As conversion is seen as a gradual process we must concentrate our efforts on long term relationships.  The fact that most people knew a time when they decided to become a Christian means that we must, at an appropriate time, sensitively challenge people to respond.   

A lady in her 40s sums up the typical response by saying: “For me it has been a gradual 

recognition of the truth with a sudden decision to follow Christ.” 

c. The role of crisis in conversion

77% of females and 53% of males (making 66% of the whole sample) gave details of some need or crisis in their lives which led them to consider Christianity.  

For example 12% had recently been bereaved, 12% said an illness had affected their situation and 21% indicated that family issues had led them to consider Christianity.

The study suggests we should be sensitive to the needs of others and to be approachable and available to help them.  Therefore, we must seek to get alongside people with such needs.

d. The involvement of the Church 

90% say that a Church was involved in them becoming a Christian.

For the majority, attending a Church service was very significant.  The study shows that

evangelism should be linked to the local Church.

e. The use of the Bible in evangelism

84% said reading the Bible played a significant part in them becoming a Christian.  

46% gave reading the Bible the highest possible mark for significance.

The Bible is seen as an effective God given tool for evangelism.

f. The need for change of attitude not just an increase in knowledge

Adults do need to understand the Christian Gospel before they can respond.

Many people are indifferent to Christianity or have negative preconceived ideas about Christians. 

It is seen from this study that often attitudes need to change before people will be receptive to the Christian gospel.

Part Two: What part can be played in the process of adults becoming Christians by the involvement of individual Christians?      
a. The role of the individual Christian in evangelism 

The stories of those who completed the questionnaire were examined to see who took the first action in the process of them coming to faith.  

In 165 out of the 383 the first action was taken by an individual Christian.

On a list of 22 topics, which could have influenced these people becoming Christians, actions 

which Individual Christians should be encouraged by this study to be involved in evangelism.

b. The significance of relationships  

92% had a relationship with a Christian before becoming a Christian themselves.

86% had at least one relationship with a Christian, which was significant to them becoming a Christian.  Over half had a friend who played a significant part in them becoming a Christian.

This study supports the concept that most adults coming to faith in Christ are helped by a relationship with a Christian who they know and trust.

c. Assessment of the involvement of strangers

Almost half said a stranger had tried to help them by praying, inviting or giving literature.  

52 of those who completed the questionnaire had an encounter with a stranger, which was significant to them becoming a Christian.  Therefore, outreach to those people we don’t know 

can be effective in helping them become Christians.

d. Activities used by individual Christians and their relevance   

This part is divided into 14 sections, which look at ways individual Christians helped those 

who completed the questionnaire.

      1. Praying


      87% know of someone who was praying for them before they become a Christian.  

      A third indicated that a Christian had prayed with them before they became a Christian.  

      The study encourages Christians to pray for friends and relatives.

      One of the Ladies who completed the questionnaire had a friend who prayed for her for 30 years 

      befor  she became a Christian.
2. Inviting   

87% received some kind of invitation.

In telling their story, in answer to an open ended question, 49 people mention an invitation to a Church 

service and 67 mention an invitation to another Church activity.

This is one of the key findings of this study – that second only to praying for them – giving an invitation was the most significant way Christians had helped.

One lady was invited to Church by a friend for 15 years before she said yes and attended a carol service.  A man was passing a Church and was invited in for a coffee.   Another lady started attending a course because a neighbour pushed an invitation through her letter box.                                                                 
3. Lifestyle


In the list of 22 topics which could have influenced them becoming a Christian the lifestyle of a Christian 

came first for males and ninth for females.

They use words such as ‘normal’, ‘ordinary’ and ‘cool’ to describe the lifestyle of Christians who made 

an impact on them.

In answering a question about other ways Christians helped them to become a Christian 59 mentioned ‘Lifestyle’.

This challenges us to seek, with God’s help, to live in such a way that people will see a difference.

      A man in his early 20s writes: “....by being my friend and living the life of a Christian.  Her life was the 

       Bible used to read.”
4. Sharing your story

      46% had a Christian friend who shared with them the story of how they became a Christian. 

      17% had a Christian relative who shared their story. 

      11% had a stranger share how they had become a Christian.  

      A friend sharing their faith came second out of the 22 topics which might have influenced them 

      becoming a Christian.


This suggests that sharing the story of how you became a Christian is very effective in evangelism.

5. Using the Bible

      66% say that being given part of the Bible to read had some significance in them becoming a Christian.

      Christians should be encouraged to sensitively distribute the scriptures.  

      The study suggests that we should encourage seekers to read the Bible. A male in his 20s writes: 

        “It was through reading the gospel of Mark for myself that I truly encountered Christ...” 

6. Giving literature

24% had received Christian literature from a relative, 45% from a friend or acquaintance 

and 20% from a stranger. 

65% said being given literature (not in the street) had some significance to them becoming a Christian.

Being given Christian literature in the street’ came lowest out of 22 topics which might have influenced them becoming a Christian but 29% said it did have some significance to them becoming a Christian.

There are negative comments about being given inappropriate or boring literature. 

      7. Explaining the Gospel

When asked to tell their story in their own words only 18 people mention someone explaining the gospel to them as being significant to them becoming a Christian.  This is very low compared to those who spoke about a significant invitation. 

76% say that the gospel being explained by an individual had some significance in them becoming a Christian.  More people said that an individual explaining the Gospel was significant, than those who said that a public speaker explaining the Gospel was significant.

8. Caring and getting alongside

66% said there was a need or crisis in their lives which led them to consider Christianity.  

From other parts of the questionnaire we can see Christians responding to these needs.


      9. Answering questions 

      Only 22 people mention being helped by a Christian answering their questions. One fear Christians have 

      about witnessing is that they will be asked questions they can’t answer.  This study shows that it is more

      important to be able to build friendships and give invitations than it is to be able to answer difficult  

      questions.

10. Making a suggestion


6 females and 3 males mention a Christian making a suggestion, such as where to get help.  This is another non-threatening way of witnessing.

11. Having a common interest


There is surprisingly little direct evidence of a common interest being a significant factor in those who completed the questionnaire becoming Christians.  
12. Giving videos


Only 4% of respondents had received a Christian video from a relative, 8% from a friend or acquaintance and 2% from a stranger. 

Being given a Christian video came very low in the list of significant topics but 39% said it did have some significance to them becoming a Christian.
13. The use of the Internet


Only two people told how the internet was used to help them become   a Christian.  One from searching web sites and the other through a Christian witnessing in a chat room.  Another wrote about being encouraged by e-mails from Christian friends.  The internet is seen, from these examples, to be an emerging tool for evangelism.
14. The use of variety and imagination

This research did not exhaust the ways we might help adults to consider Christianity.  

      As one lady in her 40s says: “It’s very hard to communicate via a questionnaire the myriad ways God 

      uses Christians to reach people for Christ.”


e. Unhelpful aspects of activities

51 people said that some of the ways Christians had tried to witness to them were unhelpful or even a hindrance.  The main aspects mentioned are insensitivity in dealing with people and undue pressure to respond in some way. 

f. The importance of being people sensitive

Answers to the questionnaire show that the way we do evangelism is as important as doing evangelism.  This part of the study suggests we should seek to understand people, to be good listeners and to be genuinely interested in their beliefs, thoughts and feelings.

Lady in her 20s says: “People tried to explain Christianity to me before - I found them very

you’re your face’and, if anything, they pushed me away.  My housemates never pushed

information on me but let me see Christ at work in their lives.” 

Conclusion

The most effective way of reaching people is through relationships, particularly friendship.  Other than prayer, giving an invitation was seen as the most significant activity in helping adults to become Christians. 

Training the individual Christian in evangelism must start much further back than how to use Gospel outlines or answer commonly asked questions.  We must start with matters such as relational skills, the art of conversation and the ability to listen.
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