The
Christian
Teacher
in a
Secular
Society

ow does a Christian teacher
function faithfully and effectively in a secular society? Although not a simple
matter to address or resolve, this issue is one that has become increasingly relevant, given
trends in contemporary culture. In
this article, I will highlight several
considerations that can contribute toward an understanding of our role as
Christian educators within this complex and, at times, difficult context. I
also hope that these ideas may serve
as points of departure and lead to
further conversations. First, some
core concepts.
A Christian is a disciple of Jesus
Christ, one who evidences the spirit
and the qualities of Jesus (Acts 4:13).
A true disciple is both a believer and
a follower.1 Being a disciple is a matter of mind and of life, of thinking
Christianly2 and of living like Christ.3
The challenge is that we find ourselves in an increasingly secular
world, a society in which individuals
operate without a religious basis, endeavoring to live “without God in the
world.”4
How should a Christian teacher operate in this secular milieu? How
should he or she act and live? At an
even more foundational level, given
the pervasiveness of the secular
worldview, how does one become a
genuine Christian educator? And how
does one maintain and provide evi-
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The
Challenge
of Becoming,
Being, and
Living
dence of that distinctive character,
with relevance and with redemptive
purpose, while interacting with secular postmodern persons?

The Challenge of Becoming
It is altogether too easy to teach
from a secular worldview—without
reference to God or His plan for life
and learning. Consequently, to become authentic Christian educators,
we must first forge a biblical paradigm, a Christian view of education
and of life that includes at least five
key elements.5
• A pervasive spiritual perspective. Paul wrote, “Whether you eat or
drink or whatever you do, do it all for
the glory of God” (1 Corinthians
10:31, NIV). God’s glory is His character (Exodus 33:18-22; 34:5, 6). To do
something for God’s glory, then, is to
reveal His attributes. The emphasis,
however, is that in whatever we do, in
whatever aspect of the educational
process we engage, we are to reveal
an accurate and attractive picture of
God.
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Paul further explains, “Whatever
you do, whether in word or deed, do
it all in the name of the Lord Jesus”
(Colossians 3:17).6 To do something
“in the name of” Jesus means to say
what He would say, to do what He
would do. It implies that we seek to
teach our subjects as He would teach
them and to interact with our students
as He would relate to them.
Consequently, in the biblical view,
the spiritual perspective is all-encompassing. There are no secular disciplines or secular subjects. Setting up a
spiritual/secular dualism would, in
fact, create a false dichotomy. Rather,
all of life and learning is to be seen in
terms of its relationship to God.7
• The divine origin of truth. God
is the Source of all true knowledge
and understanding. Scripture states:
“Every good gift and every perfect gift
is from above, and comes down from
the Father” (James 1:17, NKJV). The
Book of Proverbs further adds, “For
the Lord gives wisdom. From his
mouth come knowledge and understanding” (Proverbs 2:6). In essence,
God is the Source of knowledge and
He also provides the ability to comprehend meaning and to correctly apply
this understanding, which is the
essence of wisdom. Finally, John is
specific when he writes, “Grace and
truth came through Jesus Christ”
(John 1:17).
Consequently, truth begins with
God, not with humanity. Further, if
God is the Source of truth, all truth
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must therefore be God’s truth, regardless of where it is found.8 As educators, we must recognize and affirm that connection, especially to
our students. We do this when we
help students to see God as the Creator of all things and the Author of
their properties and principles, as
these are revealed throughout the
disciplines.9
• God-centered values. Faced with
a society that was losing its spiritual
footing, the prophet Ezekiel repeated
God’s urging: “‘“Teach my people the
difference between the holy and the
common, and show them how to distinguish between the unclean and the
clean”’” (Ezekiel 44:23).10 In the New
Testament, Paul identifies these differentiating criteria to include that which
is true, honorable, right, pure, lovely,
admirable, excellent, and worthy of
praise. He then counseled us to
thoughtfully consider these values in
making moral choices (Philippians
4:8).11 Finally, Scripture highlights justice, mercy, and humility as foundational values and the divine expectation for our lives (Micah 6:8).
In essence, biblical values are
God’s desires for us as His creation.
They are the portal to the abundant
life that Christ wants us to experience (John 10:10). As a result, character formation—the development of
a moral, value-based framework—is
foremost in education. It is insufficient to simply convey knowledge,
promote understanding, or impart
skills and competencies. These are of
value only when they operate within
the context of a moral life, evidenced
by ethical decisions and actions anchored in the character of God.12
• Teaching as a divine calling. In
Ephesians 4, Paul states that when
Christ ascended to heaven, He gave
special gifts to His church, including
the gift of serving as pastors and
teachers (Ephesians 4:8, 11). In the
original language, it is clear that the
gift of pastor and teacher is granted
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In the Christian view,
to be spiritual is to be
Spirit-filled. Consequently, a Christian educator must not only
be competent, but also
committed, for it is
through the efficacy of
the Holy Spirit that our
students experience
salvation. As educators, our greatest need
is that the Spirit work
in and through us.

to the same group of people. A person who receives one receives the
other. To create a pastor/teacher dichotomy is simply not biblical. In
essence, the pastor-teacher gift is a
double portion of the Spirit (2 Kings
2:9), with important implications for
those who serve as “pastors” and as
“teachers.”13
Paul adds that we are to see our
role as God’s ambassadors, “as though
God were making his appeal through
us” (2 Corinthians 5:20)14 while Peter
writes that “If anyone speaks, they
should do so as one who speaks the
very words of God” (1 Peter 4:11).
Teaching then is not merely a job, a
career, nor a profession. It is a vocation,15 a divine calling. As we respond
to that call, we become God’s en-
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dorsed representatives, with authority
and responsibility.
• A Spirit-filled life. It is essential
that an educator receive God’s Spirit.
In His promise of the Counselor,
Christ indicated that it was the Holy
Spirit who would teach us all things
(John 14:26). Having received God’s
Spirit, we are also enabled to understand divine truth and to then teach,
“expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words” (1 Corinthians 2:12,
13).16 Paul further states that we “are
an epistle of Christ, . . . written not
with ink but by the Spirit of the living
God, not on tablets of stone but on
tablets . . . of the heart” (2 Corinthians 3:3).
In the Christian view, to be spiritual is to be Spirit-filled. Consequently, a Christian educator must
not only be competent, but also committed, for it is through the efficacy of
the Holy Spirit that our students experience salvation. As educators, our
greatest need is that the Spirit work in
and through us.
In summary, in order to become authentic Christian teachers, our first
and most important task is to develop
a biblical view of our life and of our
role as educators. This paradigm includes an understanding that all of life
and learning is to take place within a
spiritual framework, that all truth is
God’s truth, that character formation
centers on divine values, that teaching
is a divine calling, and that we are to
live a Spirit-filled life.

The Challenge of Being
Being is not static, but dynamic. It
has to do more with how we live our
lives than with what we say we are.
For a teacher, this matter of being includes at least three dimensions: how
we approach our discipline, how we
view our students, and how we model
the Christian life. We will consider
each of these.
• A Christian educator approaches
his or her discipline from a Christian
worldview. What does this mean?
First of all, it suggests that we must

http://jae.adventist.org

FAM
ILY

CHU
RCH

Figure 1. Two Views of Christian Witness

W IT

OOL
SCH

S
NES

URE

ETC

LEIS

.

EATI
NG

FAM
I

CHU
RCH

Witness as an event

JO B

S
NES
T
I
W

LY

OOL
SCH

URE

ETC

.

EATI
NG
LEIS

http://jae.adventist.org

cal reasoning and develop a personal
position derived from the biblical perspective.
• A Christian educator views his
or her students as God does. What
does this imply? The overarching
theme is that God views every student
as a candidate for heaven.21 He sees
them, not as they are, but as they can
become by His grace.
This divine perspective conveys a
number of implications in regard to
how we relate to students. It suggests
that we take a personal interest in
each student, and that we affirm the
worth and potential of each individual. It means that we are to love our
students, even though we may disagree with them. It means that we
trust them, even though at times they
may seem untrustworthy.22 It implies
that we challenge them to do their
best and help them to develop a sense
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make Scripture foundational. The rationale is that the Word of God speaks
with relevance to each dimension of
life, that every discipline should connect with our lives in meaningful
ways, and that as a result, God’s Word
should be relevant to each academic
discipline. Our task is to seek for a
thoughtful understanding of Scripture
in relation to the discipline as a whole,
and by extension, to those topics that
we teach.
Next, we must clarify assumptions.
As we approach a discipline, we make
crucial underlying assumptions. These
include the nature of the discipline
and how it should be presented, the
nature of truth and reality, and the origin and purpose of life, as well as matters pertaining to our relationship with
God, with other human beings, and
with the world around us. Our task is
to continually evaluate how these assumptions align with the biblical
worldview.17
Third, we will need to trace the
Great Controversy. Every dimension of
life is affected by the conflict between
good and evil. In fact, the Great Controversy theme is the grand sensemaking narrative for life.18 Our task is
to understand how our respective disciplines are shaped by this cosmic
conflict.
Fourth, we are to consider the
gospel commission (Matthew 28:1820). This means that we see our profession as a ministry—that we live
lives of service. And that we view our
witness not as an event, but as a
lifestyle (see Figure 1). “You are my
witnesses” (Isaiah 44:8, italics supplied). Our task is to understand what
the gospel commission imparts to our
discipline in terms of witness and
service.
Finally, we must link biblical values to personal, everyday experiences.
Real-life issues, with ethical implications, exist in every discipline.19 When
considering a controversial issue, we
need to ask: “What is God’s design for
this area of human activity?” “What
biblical response is called for?” Our
task is to identify guiding principles
and moral values.20 Students should
then be encouraged to engage in ethi-

Witness as a lifestyle

of mission. Above all, it reminds us
that our ultimate purpose is to lead
our students to experience a personal
relationship with Christ.23
• A Christian educator models the
Christian life. What does this include?
It indicates that our lives are to reflect
the character of Christ, that our students see an accurate and attractive
picture of who God truly is. As a result, they can say: “If God is like my
teacher, I want to know Him!”24 It involves that we convey confidence in
God’s revelation and that we affirm
biblical standards of moral behavior. It
means that we make the Christian life
an adventure, with zest!25

The Challenge of Living
How should we function as Christian educators? How should we then
live? The aspect of action focuses on
reaching out with intentionality to secular postmodern persons with salvation purpose.26 It involves a number of
key behaviors (see Figure 2 on page 8):
• Create community. Contemporary secular society is post-individualist. Its postmodern focus emphasizes
community.27 Building community, including virtual communities, has become a prime goal of postmoderns.
Scripture also affirms the role of community, both within the body of believers and in fulfilling the gospel
commission.28
As Christian educators, we need to
be proactive in creating caring, connected communities in our classrooms
and throughout the school. We should
be intentional in establishing positive
relationships with and among students. We must remember that belonging precedes believing.
• Recognize context. Postmoderns
have highlighted the significance of
context and, by extension, culture.29
As Christians, we must also seek to
understand others’ backgrounds and
culture, which modify the way they
see and understand life. In Scripture,
the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) illustrates the importance of understanding
culture and of taking context into account.
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Figure 2. Reaching the Secular Person

As a result, when discussing social
issues, historical events, and biblical
passages with postmoderns, it is essential that we examine context. This
also helps us to avoid imposing our
own conditions on interpretations of
meaning and motive. At the same
time, we cannot mindlessly accept or
reject contemporary culture. We are to
affirm those elements of culture that
are in harmony with God’s will, and
we are to redirect any aspect that may
not be congruent with God’s character
or His plan.30
• Validate emotion. In the Age of
Reason, modernists tended to suppress feelings and elevate logic. In rejecting rationalism, postmodernism
has chosen to highlight emotion.31
Thus the pervasiveness of comments
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such as these: “How can it be wrong
when it feels so right?” “Go with your
gut feeling!” “Just do it!” The result is
the tendency of contemporary society
to elevate feelings over rationality and
objective truth.
In the Christian perspective, the
emotions are of importance (Nehemiah 8:10; John 11:35). Too often,
we have denigrated emotion into a
sign of intellectual weakness, and
have reduced the gospel to a sterile set
of postulates and proof texts. As Christians, we must affirm feeling as well
as reason. We should make the gospel
not only logically compelling, but also
emotionally attractive. While we
should help others to think carefully
and analytically about what they believe, we must also encourage sensitivity, spontaneity, and joy.
• Respect diversity. Postmodern
secularism celebrates diversity and
promotes inclusiveness.32 It maintains
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that minority groups have rights and
merit respect. It holds that the community must function as a support
network for the individual members of
society. This perspective resonates
with the Christian worldview. Christ’s
mission was to break down barriers
of exclusivity, to set the oppressed
free (Isaiah 58:6; Luke 4:16-21). He
reached out to the marginalized, to
those rejected by mainstream society
(Matthew 11:19; Mark 2:16).33
As Christian educators, we must
recognize that each individual, regardless of ability, ethnicity, or social
status, is of inherent worth, both by
creation and by redemption (Isaiah
43:1; Jeremiah 1:5; John 3:16). We
are to become a voice for the exploited and oppressed. We are to treat
each person with respect, irrespective
of ethnic or religious affiliation.34 Furthermore, the Christian paradigm
must be open to consideration of divergent views, while at the same time
safeguarding fundamental beliefs
(Isaiah 8:20). Our goal is unity in diversity.
• Engage in dialogue. Secular postmoderns view learning as a democratic process, not merely as the transmission of knowledge from expert to
novice.35 It is a conversation in which
both parties share experiences and insights. Our role as educators is consequently less of a top-down dispenser
of information and more that of a
guide by the side. Increasingly, we
should think of education as learning
together, as forming a learning community.
There is an important corollary to
this approach. We should make it
clear that Christians do not have a
monopoly on truth. Rather, non-believers also discover truth.36 The key
difference is that the Christian recognizes the Source of that truth. This implies that we can all learn from one
another, regardless of belief or background, provided that we can connect
that knowledge back to its Source and
apply it to our lives through the truthfilter of His Word.
• Build faith bridges. In the post-
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modern world, there is a new openness to spiritual themes. Spirituality is
no longer banished to the fringes of
society, but has become a social dialogue. This surge in spiritual consciousness, however, should not be
confused with a renewed interest in
religion. Postmoderns are spiritual,
but not necessarily religious.37 Many,
in fact, are suspicious or openly antag-

onistic toward religion. This poses a
monumental challenge!
All of this suggests that Christians are to be ambassadors of generosity, benevolence, and goodwill.
It implies that our witness may
best be formulated as relational—
developing conversations about
God, sharing one’s personal experience with God, and seeking a

deeper understanding of the Spirit.
Finally, secular postmoderns must
see that Christianity is a vibrant community of faith, experiencing the joy
and peace of a Spirit-filled life.

Conclusion
As Christian educators living in a
secular postmodern world, we are to
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think deeply and Christianly regarding
our beliefs and convictions—the challenge of becoming. We should then
view our discipline and our students
from God’s perspective, and exemplify
the Christian life in a faithful and invitational way. This is the challenge of
being. Finally, we must connect meaningfully with our students and converse clearly and persuasively regarding our Christian worldview—the
challenge of living. Together, these
three ingredients—becoming, being,
and living—present us with the opportunity to serve faithfully and effectively as Christian educators in a secular society. ✐
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