
Biblical Models for Education 

J A M E S P O L I N G 

Few Brethren (or others) would argue that Jesus of Nazareth was 
one of the greatest teachers that ever lived. In a very short time he educated 
twelve (probably ignorant) men in such a way that one of the most power
ful and enduring movements of history was begun — the Christian church. 
Assuming that this statement is true, it should be helpful to look at Jesus' 
life to see what we can learn about education, how it occurs, and how it can 
be effective. 

As I read through the Gospel of Matthew recently, I came upon sev
eral clues which give insight to me about Jesus' educational philosophy and 
technique. 

JESUS' AUTHORITY 

Why did people listen to Jesus? It is obvious that Jesus did not have 
the same kind of power over his disciples that public schooF teachers have 
over their students. Students have to listen to teachers today if they want 
to get good grades, get into college, and later get good jobs. The authority 
of teachers rests in this combination of factors which force students to be 
attentive in class and to do homework. But Jesus did not have access to 
this kind of power; nor did he need it. 

Jesus did not have a compulsory education law which forced his dis
ciples to follow him under threat of imprisonment. Jesus did not have a 
truant officer who kept his disciples present when he "spouted off" to 
them. Apparently they were free to leave any time they felt like it; in 
fact, there is evidence that some were invited to follow Jesus and did not. 
(See Matthew 8:18-22, and the story of the rich young ruler, Matthew 
19:16-22.) It would be entirely contradictory to consider that Jesus' dis
ciples were not his followers voluntarily. And yet, all teachers, good and 
bad, accept almost without question that education can occur in this coun
try with the aid of a compulsory education law. 

Jesus did not have the backing of any big institutions. He was not 
educated to be a rabbi; he was not approved by the high priest to be a 
teacher; he had no degrees or other credentials. In fact, the men who 
ran the synagogues considered Jesus to be a rebel who was interrupting 
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their regular classes. Later he was considered an outlaw because he was so 
anti-institutional (Matthew 15-12; chapter 23; etc.). In today's educational 
system there is still little correlation between degrees or accreditation and 
teaching ability. And yet we constantly use these requirements to try to 
improve the teaching standard. 

Jesus had no economic rewards to offer his followers. In fact, it would 
have been much safer for Peter and John to remain fishermen and Matthew 
to continue collecting taxes. They would probably have lived longer lives, 
with fewer beatings, and would have made more money. It is interesting 
to note that future economic success is one of the main arguments presented 
in defense of today's educational system. 

It is apparent that Jesus did not have the kind of authority that today's 
teachers have over their students. He had no law to enforce attendance; he 
had no institution to recommend his teachings; and he had no future 
economic or social security to offer his students. Why then did people 
listen to him? 

I believe that the authority of Jesus as a teacher rested on two crucial 
factors. 

1. The truth of his message. Jesus was sent to earth with the most 
powerful message that man has ever heard. When he said, "Repent, for 
the kingdom of heaven is at hand" (Matthew 4:17), that message could 
stand on its own because it was true. People had long expected the Messiah 
to come, and when Jesus announced that the new age was beginning, 
people flocked to him to see if it was true (Matthew 4:25). And when they 
saw the healings and heard the words of salvation, they knew that the 
truth was being proclaimed. Not only was the message true, but it had an 
urgency about it which required an immediate response. Jesus said 
that they should not even take time to bury the dead before they repent 
(Matthew 8:22). How many present-day students listen to their teach
ers because they are convinced that they are telling the truth? Or do they 
listen because the material will be on a test next week or an examination 
at the end of the term? 

2. The power of his personality. Coupled with his powerful message 
was the fact that Jesus himself knew that he was proclaiming the truth and 
so he preached and taught with a power which few men have. Because he 
believed his own message deeply and thought it was important that other 
men hear it and believe it, he taught with an urgency and a level of com
mitment which was convincing to others. (See Matthew 7:28-29: "And 
when Jesus finished these sayings, the crowds were astonished at his teach
ing, for he taught as one who had authority, and not as their scribes." 
See also Matthew 22:22.) I do not believe that Jesus had any magical 
powers of convincing others; he was human as well as divine. In fact, he 
taught that we can have the same authority if we believe and live with the 
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same kind of intensity (Matthew 10:18-20). How many teachers today 
would have students if they depended on their own enthusiasm and com
mitment to attract them? A corollary question might be: If most teachers 
would not have students based on their personal authority, why should they 
have hundreds of them anyway? 

In summary, Jesus' authority as a teacher rested on the truth of his 
message and his personal authority, two ingredients which most teachers to
day do not need. My belief is that the use of any authority except teaching 
the truth with personal conviction distracts significantly from one's teaching 
and often makes education impossible. Students who are forced to take 
a course of study against their will are often resistant to the best teaching. 
Students taught to envy the teacher's master's degree and to fear the prin
cipal's glare will not develop spontaneous curiosity in that setting. Stu
dents who are worried about the vague unknown future when they will have 
to support families in a competitive society will have trouble learning for 
the joy of learning. Jesus rejected all of these distractions with good reason. 
Should we not reject this authority which is imposed on our children? 

JESUS' EDUCATION WAS CONTEXTUAL 

Now that we have said something about the authority of Jesus, that 
is, his philosophy of education, let us turn to his technique of education. 
What techniques did Jesus use to accomplish so much in so little time? 

1. First, Jesus' teaching was directed toward real needs. When Jesus 
talked about salvation, it was to the crowds who were sick and lame and 
blind (Matthew 4:23). In the common language he was talking about 
wholeness to people who were broken, and at the same time he was healing 
those broken bodies and spirits. Out of compassion he taught people who 
needed healing and who knew what their needs were (Matthew 9:35-38). 
His education of the disciples related to their real pity and love as they 
saw these people come to Jesus. At other times he used their real fear to 
teach them (Matthew 8:23-27). Jesus' teaching was always directed to that 
point where his students were already motivated from within. When teach
ing is directed toward real needs, one does not have to "create motivation." 
Motivation must be created only when the material to be taught is boring 
or standardized, or in some way unrelated to the student's concerns. In our 
present school system, teaching at its worst is the imposition of a meaning
less curriculum like Dick and Jane on students regardless of their interests. 
But even teaching at its best assumes that there is some body of material 
which students must learn whether they are motivated to learn it or not. 
And most of school is figuring how to get this material into the students 
with a minimum of pain. This is the opposite of Jesus' approach of teach
ing to real needs in the same context in which the people lived. 

2. Jesus used real situations as parables and illustrations for his teach-
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ing. Healing the paralytic was the occasion to talk about the forgiveness 
of sins (Matthew 9:1-8). Eating with sinners was a chance to talk about 
mercy and salvation (Matthew 9:10-13). All through the Gospels, Jesus 
taught in connection with real situations from eating grain on the Sabbath 
(Matthew 12:1-18) to the cleansing of the temple (Matthew 21:12-13). Even 
the parables which were not literally true had real application to the situa
tion at hand. Can you imagine Jesus trying to teach these same things in a 
closed classroom from a book? Jesus did not talk in abstract generalities 
which had only a theoretical application, but he took his disciples out to the 
people, out in society, where his principles would be immediately appli
cable. Good teachers today see the classroom only as a base; they bring ex
periments into the room and take the children out on field trips. But let 
us not fool ourselves. Learning in the American system is almost com
pletely book-learning, with experiments and field trips to illustrate what 
we read in books. I think it is significant that Jesus did not use the class
room at all, but used the world as his laboratory. If we learn from Jesus, 
should education not be completely detached from the school building? 

3. Jesus taught at different levels for different people. With his dis
ciples, he taught in public and in private in an intimate way because they 
were his chosen few (Matthew 13:10ff.; 16:13-20; 17:1-13; 17:19-20). To 
the crowds, he taught out of compassion for their great needs (Matthew 
9:33-38; 14:13-14; 15:32). But to the Pharisees, Sadducees, and scribes, 
he used confrontation and argument (Matthew 15:1-20; 21:12-23; chap
ter 23). To each of these groups, Jesus related in a different way depending 
on their need and his purpose. How many millions of children in our 
school system get run through the same mill, with similar curriculums and 
credits, regardless of their personal emotions or tastes? 

JESUS' EDUCATION WAS INTENSE AND SHORT 

We have become adjusted to the idea that a person needs at least 
twelve — probably sixteen and maybe more — years of education before 
he can enter the adult world with any degree of competence. Consider this: 
Jesus took twelve men who were probably illiterate, without direction, and 
ignorant in many other ways and turned them into the most powerful 
preachers and organizers of all time — in three years! Even with all our 
technique, we turn out after sixteen years adolescents with only a little 
technical skill. And many of them are moral morons. All our present 
theories of education say that what Jesus did must be impossible. Jesus must 
have had some magical powers to create such a miracle. However, I submit 
that Jesus was not magical, but that he certainly understood education 
better than we do today. 

1. Jesus' education of the disciples was intense and well directed. That 
group lived together for three years in a communal fashion without other 
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important ties. They were completely committed to one another. During 
most of their time together, they were busy ministering to the crowds, 
arguing with the Pharisees, or talking among themselves. They lived very 
intense lives because Jesus himself set an intense pace. Very little of their 
time was spent in worrying about trivial things that most schools worry 
about — whether to issue more hall passes, how to keep the students' 
hair short and their clothes clean, or how to deal with cases of cheating. 
They did not have time for this nonsense. All distractions were cast aside 
in order for the group to concentrate their energies in the right direction. 

2. Jesus' most important insight was that he gave the disciples his au
thority to become prophets and leaders very early* Consider Matthew 10. 
Probably during the first year they were together, Jesus sent his disciples 
out by twos with complete authority to heal diseases and preach the gospel. 
And after three years, he left them to fare for themselves completely and 
to keep the movement alive. How different this is from our present system 
in which, after twelve years of school, students are not allowed to do inde
pendent studies without strict supervision, and college students are not 
allowed to supervise their own dorms. I think that Jesus had an important 
insight into education. If students are expected to become independent and 
self-disciplined, they will do so. But if they are constantly supervised and 
told that they are immature, they will act accordingly. Students in today's 
system are taught to be dependent, and so later they will buy a product 
because a sports star tells them to, or they will make napalm because their 
boss says they should. But Jesus taught his disciples how to be truly inde
pendent, and this should be the goal of all education. 

In summary, I believe that one reason why Jesus was a successful edu
cator was that he gave an intense education which was free from most 
of the distractions which students today face, and that he gave his disciples 
an early independence which increased their self-discipline, something 
which modern students are almost universally denied. 

CONCLUSION 

These are my brief conclusions about Jesus as a teacher: his authority 
was personal; his technique was contextual; and his goal was independence. 
My personal conclusion from these observations is that they present a 
severe indictment against the American educational system. How can we 
participate in a system which is compulsory, which depends on external 
rewards and punishments, which teaches conformity through standardiza
tion, and which encourages dependence on the social system? This form 
of education is, in my opinion, completely contradictory to biblical, Chris
tian values. Should we not be educating our children ourselves in ways 
which are more consistent with our faith? 
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