
 
 

 
 

 

Education and the Great Commission 
Ted Ward 

 
Annotation: Nazarene Theological Seminary, Kansas City, MO, April 27, 1988. Ted Ward comments on 
the curious tendency for Christian education textbooks to devote the first chapter to an eloquent 
discussion of Deuteronomy as the basis for family and life and education; and then utterly forget the 
principles throughout the remainder of the book.  He upholds the passage as providing necessary 
principles for Christian community, but that the mission of Christian education is more clearly 
informed by the Great Commission.   
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One of the characteristics of many of the books in the field of Christian education is the 

devotion of the whole first chapter to the exploration of the passage of Scripture in Deuteronomy 6 
that deals with the mandate of God that education be put in the center of family and community 
life, and that the nurture of the people of God begin at home. The passage reads as follows,  

 
Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and 
with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be 
upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when 
you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your 
hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your 
gates. 

 
A kind of a permeating of life with the truth of God; this is God’s way. This is what God would 
insist upon within the community of faith, within the fellowship of his people; and education that is 
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not set apart, but is a functional part of the whole of living. So what’s so irresponsible about 
beginning the Christian education textbooks with this particular Scripture? Only this: that after 
having devoted one chapter to the proposition that it is a walk of life-based experience as we grow 
in faith, then the next 32 chapters in that book are devoted to how to rip it out of the home and 
stick it in the church and programs for kids. I find that to be curious.  
 

Educational analysts generally divide the field of education into three sectors, and it’s a 
useful tool to bear in mind that there really are three sectors of education in virtually every society. 
There is the “formal education” sector which most people today in the Western world will think of 
whenever you say learning or education or teaching or anything like that. Any of those words tend 
to conjure up the images of formal education, therefore, what you do in Christian education 
somehow, in that frame of mind, looks like school.  

 
The second sector is, I believe, the sector that was referred to in the Deuteronomy 6 material 

and educational analysts refer to this as the “socialization” sector or “informal education.” It is the 
educating that is done as a part of the walk of life in a particular style and type of community. This is 
a powerful sector of education; don’t minimize it. To illustrate, consider where you learned to speak 
your mother tongue. Most human beings on the face of this earth learn to speak, and certainly to 
hear, their mother tongue in the sector we would call socialization or informal education. You don’t 
have to go to school to learn to hear and to use your first language. In fact, by the time you’re 5- or 
6-years old and ready for a little bit of formal education, usually your mother tongue is in good place 
in your system. And for many people in the world—and I see a head nodding here and there—and I 
can’t help but observe that in many parts of the world by the time a child is 4 or 5 or 6, two 
languages are in place because the informal education sector teaches very effectively. And then the 
school struggles for about another twelve years to try to get a second language or a third language in 
place without a lot of great success. And higher education spends sometimes two years and three 
years adding yet another one with virtually no success, or don’t you take Greek? 

 
Informal education is a very powerful sector and that’s the sector spoken to in Deuteronomy 

6. But there is a third sector and most of what we are concerned with in the educating deliberately 
for and in the church is, in fact, concerned in this third sector called the “nonformal education” 
sector. The difference between nonformal and informal, although both are negative words and they 
both are interlocked in funny ways. Informal: nobody really intends to do it that way; nobody really 
schedules it; nobody has a curriculum. You just do it; it’s life. That’s what Deuteronomy 6 is talking 
about: make your life so that your children grow up aware of what God has done.  

 
But what we do in the church in the name of Christian education is more properly a matter 

of nonformal education. It is deliberate. It is scheduled. It is planned. It is organized. It is staffed 
and, in some cases, it’s financed; but that doesn’t make it school, and that doesn’t make it formal 
education. Generally in a society, formal education is set apart the same way that a ladder is set apart: 
every rung on a ladder has value, but value essentially in terms of reaching the next rung. But I 
submit that you can go to Sunday school from now until you’re grey and it will not result in one 
more academic degree in the ordinary ladder of society. It’s part of the nonformal sector, part of the 
non-degreed, non-credentialed, but deliberate educating that’s done in every society. Much of 
vocational education, much of job training, much of military education, much of the recreational 
education in a society as complex as ours, is done in that nonformal sector. In fact, economists of 
education point out that a complex society quite often spends as much in the nonformal sector as it 
does in the formal sector, which is almost hard to believe. But, if you add it all up and look at it 
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closely, you find out that that’s true. Most of you learned to swim in the nonformal education sector, 
in all probability; most Americans today do. There was a time, in my childhood, where all children 
learned to swim, if they did, in the informal education sector. In other words, it was just part of the 
Deuteronomy 6 growing up as a way of life, especially for us kids in south Florida; you kind of grew 
up along with the fish. But today you learn to swim in the “Y” or you learn to swim in the boy’s club 
or you learn to swim in the community recreation program, which is clearly in the nonformal sector.  

 
Now what has all this analysis to do with where we are in this era with reference to religious 

education and the Great Commission? I submit that Deuteronomy 6 speaks to a lifestyle which 
should be characteristic of the Christian community, but does not really address the issue of what is 
Christian education, and what should Christian education be focusing on? I think, as a matter of 
fact, religious education today draws a better mandate from the Great Commission. In the deliberate 
educating that we do in the name of religious education, I think we are much more easily 
accountable to what our Lord envisioned in Matthew 28, the last several verses: “All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 
everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” A 
deliberate mandate which includes a deliberate task of going to teach.  
 

Now let’s take this passage apart carefully and notice the structure of it which is a very, very 
simple but interesting structure often overlooked in the handling of this text. This text is so often 
used as a missionary passage that we fail to observe that it actually is a whole church mandate, not 
simply a mission mandate. Some do not even like to call it “The Great Commission” because they 
feel it be simply a normative statement for what the church is all about; not simply a commission in 
the sense of some can get this commission and others cannot. This is a virtual normative mandate 
laid upon the whole church as the nature of things. That is what God intends the church to be. I see 
it as an envelope with contents, and I’d like to have you look at it with that possibility in mind; that 
we have a kind of envelope or frame.  

 
We have the two pieces: “go” and “make disciples” which constitute a kind of frame, a kind 

of a mounting or a setting for the other two specifics of action: going in order to make disciples. 
There is the nature of the function of the church. The two contents are specifically baptizing and 
teaching. Consider the contents. The contents are deliberately act-able behaviors. They are things 
you do. They are processes that you carry out. They are actions. They are in fact the walking plan, 
the marching plans for the church. Baptizing speaks far more to the total aggregating of the body of 
Christ into the unity; baptism is a symbol not simply of the regenerative process; but it’s also a 
symbol of the unity in Christ—baptizing them. In other words, bringing people into the fellowship 
of faith. That is part one of our process content. That speaks to evangelism. That speaks to outreach 
ministries of all sorts. That speaks to church planting. That speaks to the rudimentary bringing of 
people into a confessional posture—facing their sins, turning from their sins in repentance and 
preferring Christ to the things of this world. It speaks to all that—baptizing them. 

 
But the second part intertwines with that with a separate emphasis, but a complementary 

function—teaching them. But consider that teaching them is not the whole of all this. Quite often 
when I’m in a local church, and even I’ve done this in some Bible colleges or seminaries to the great 
embarrassment of the faculty, I will read this passage along, “Therefore go and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. And . . .” 
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And quite often I don’t get teaching, I get telling, I get announcing—words not with 
reference to the teaching of transformation, but with reference to the informing. Partly because of 
the differences in the several places where this particular material is dealt with in Scripture, including 
the first chapter of Acts. Partly because of that and partly because I think that American people 
today have not taken the Great Commission very seriously. There is not an awareness that the 
teaching is part of the mandate. And the teaching is a specific kind of teaching that results in 
obedience. It is not simply teaching as informing; it is not simply teaching as telling.  

 
Yesterday I was talking about the necessity of getting serious about religious education. And 

part of the matter of getting serious about it is realizing that simply to try, through the use of 
information, to bring people into a maturity of the Christian walk is not adequate. It is absolutely not 
adequate. We are accountable to this mission which calls for a particular kind of teaching that 
teaches people to obey “everything I have commanded”; not just to know it, but to obey it. Modern 
man doesn’t like the word “obey”. It sounds far too authoritarian; it sounds far too compulsive. 
People today like to believe that they are autonomous and nobody has a right to tell anybody else 
what they must do. Now Americans are probably the world’s worst at this, but by no means is it 
uniquely an American phenomenon. Generally speaking, the word obey, and obedience its derivative 
in Scripture, in the English Bible, tend to be a matter of clenching up, tensely rejecting, avoiding, 
and treating that passage that contains obedience material as a kind of annoyance; kind of God has 
no right to intervene. But consider that the etymological function of obey/obedience, in light of the 
Scriptural roots of this English translation, is much more concerned with the matter of it isn’t 
learned until it is acted upon. It is a kind of an epistemological issue.  

 
Now epistemology, for those of you who are yet struggling with philosophy, is concerned 

with what is it to know. How do we know knowledge? What is knowledge? What is knowing? And, 
in general, in Scripture—Old Testament and New—it’s not simply a Hebraic structure, but it 
permeates the whole of Scripture. One does not truly know something unless one is acting upon it. 
One does not truly know something until it is part of behavior. This is a very crucial distinction 
because, again, the tension between a Greek philosophy, which permeates much of Western 
tradition; and a Christian philosophy, which ought to permeate the people of God, divides along this 
particular line. Because it is in the Greek mind and the Hellenized part of the Western world to 
presume—and, by the way, Confucianism picks up on the same thing; not because of the Greeks, 
but because Confucius had some of the same kinds of thoughts that Aristotle and others did and at 
an even earlier time, but the Orientals were there first. Nevertheless, they were into error, too.  

 
The mind in Confucius and the mind in Aristotle controls life, and if you can affect the 

mind; if you can get the information in, then the rest of the life is controlled. No way, no way. Paul, 
himself, says, “I know things to do. I know things not to do. I even want to do them or not to do 
them, respectively, to that information; but I don’t.” He’s really challenging his own Greek roots in 
education saying, it isn’t that simple, folks. There’s a transformation of the whole being that’s 
involved here and the kind of teaching that is talked about in the Great Commission is the kind of 
teaching that is concerned with far more than just informing. I think this has a great deal of bearing 
upon how we look at evangelism today. 

 
I’m a little bit distressed today that people are talking about evangelizing the whole world by 

the year 2000. And the minute any of us who are a little bit inclined to look at data say, how are you 
going to do that? Generally, instead of talking about really substantive, massive campaigns that 
would involve the conversion of millions of people in order to truly reach the world by the year 
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2000; instead you’d find that evangelism has been re-defined. It says merely making sure that 
everybody has heard the Gospel by the year 2000. I submit that’s not part of the Great Commission. 
That isn’t part of the Great Commission. The Great Commission has to do with discipleship; has to 
do with bringing people into a functional relationship; has to do with baptizing them into the 
fellowship of Christ; has to do with teaching them for obedience. That’s evangelizing; that’s 
evangelizing. I don’t care what kind of goals you’ve set up for 1999 or 2000 or whenever, so long as 
you don’t re-define crucial words; crucial words like what is it to be a disciple.  

 
I’m a little bit allergic to some of the organizations especially parachurch organizations today 

that talk a lot about discipleship, and they do a lot of discipling. Whenever discipleship turns into a 
verb, I’m always running for my bomb shelter. Because when we talk about discipling others, quite 
often what we’re talking about is stepping across a very crucial line; the crucial line that is defined 
well in Matthew 23 when our Lord warns us that whatever it is we do with relationships, do not 
create relationships around false labels because you have but one Father, because you have but one 
Teacher, you have but one Master, and you are all brothers. It’s said over and over. Read Matthew 
23 first twelve verses. I don’t think any passage can be more crucial for teachers and ministers in our 
time than those twelve verses.  To bring down the exalted notions that we have of what we’re here 
to do. When people say to me, sometimes with the intention of making a great compliment: I ran 
into one of your disciples. And they’ll mention some city in the world. And they’ll say; I ran into one 
of your disciples in such and such a city, and I was so impressed. And, of course, I’m supposed to 
say: Oh, good, I’m so glad you met him and isn’t he marvelous. I will simply turn on the person and 
say I have no disciples. And I say it with an absolutely forbidding straight face that says to the person 
what you just said was a no-no. I have no disciples. I am a disciple and I have shared my discipleship 
as a walk of life with others who are disciples of our Lord. And we share our discipleship in 
relationship, but I have no disciples. 

 
This I’ve used as a self-discipline and I think it’s an important one; because when we have a 

pastoral responsibility it becomes very easy for us to kind of stretch our arms and become little 
Christs. I think the term under-shepherd which, by the way, is in dubious Scriptural referent, is a 
very dangerous notion because I think we become not just under the shepherd, but we become 
secondary shepherds or we become little Jesus. And then we pull our disciples and say hey, look 
Jesus, I’m bringing some of mine to give them to you. I think that’s very dangerous.  

 
You take a look at the language that Paul used. Paul was bold in saying: Follow me, even as I 

follow Christ. Model on me, even as I follow on Christ. That is boldness. But Paul never 
overstepped that to say be my disciple; he always said be his disciple. And I think this is a crucial 
matter for every one of us. So the language that we use—the concepts that we use in our head really 
are very important. The real task that we face is to allow the gospel of Christ to discipline ourselves 
into a relationship with others. If there is anything involved in discipleship, then, it is the discipline 
of God the Holy Spirit that brings me into a relationship of reconciliation with others.  

 
I want to make four propositions about Christian education, religious education, as it ought 

to be. The first one of these: true religious education for the Christian reaches out and teaches 
reaching out. And it is at exactly that point—since I believe that to be the first and most crucial 
proposition—it is at exactly that point that I feel that the emphasis on Deuteronomy 6 is misplaced; 
because the Deuteronomy 6 talks about what we do for ourselves within our community. But the 
starting point for the educating that is mandated in this passage in the last of Matthew has to do 
with a reaching out that teaches reaching out.  
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Consider our envelope again: “go and make disciples.” We didn’t’ talk about go when we 
went by it. What does go involve? Even as you find in the first part of Acts, the angel had to come 
along and remind them that they had just heard that mandate to go and make disciples. And what 
good is it going to do you if you don’t even take process function one in the envelope and get on 
with it? You’re standing staring into the sky, yet. Why do you stand staring into the sky? You have a 
mandate. You have your walking orders and the first thing is to take a 180 and go that-a-way. Go!  

 
The kind of education in churches and through mission in the world that really counts 

within the body of Christ, exemplifies the model of mission that is inherent in the coming of Christ. 
God so loved the world that he sent . . . God so loved the world that, in effect, he did the 180 and 
moved in among—in the Incarnation—God became human flesh. God did the 180. There’s the 
beginning of it. What good is it for God to be God? What good was it for Christ to see himself like 
God? Take a look at the Philippians’ passage in this light: he turned himself in the 180 on that and 
moved into a servant relationship, even servanthood unto death. There’s your 180. 

 
You see the gospel and mission cannot be separated. Would that pastors today could 

understand that missions is not an option. It is inherent in the nature of the church. The kind of 
religious education that counts is the kind that reaches out and teaches reaching out. 

 
What we really need is education that reflects the gospel. And you say: Well, of course. Well, 

I submit to you that much of what we do today doesn’t reflect the gospel; not in any biblical 
definition of the gospel. And, by the way, I’ve tried this one in a number of seminary classrooms at 
various seminaries. Of course, never at Trinity, and certainly never here, but some of those other 
folks. They have a lot of trouble with how you define the gospel. It’s amazing how often people 
struggle when I ask the question, how do you define the gospel? Some will try to bring it down to 
some kind of a propositional statement. You know, Jesus did this, therefore, people need to do that. 
Others will bring it down to some kind of a personification and say: Well, you know, Jesus is the 
gospel. I say well, yes, that’s probably closer; but what’s your Scripture for all this? Well, you know, 
it’s just like a lot of other theological words, you just know what they mean. Well, I submit that’s 
kind of sloppy. Why not go to some place where the proposition in Scripture is actually used and see 
if we can develop something from it?  

 
You see, I happen to believe that that question occurred to Jesus: how am I going to give 

these people some idea of what the gospel’s all about? And I’ve looked in the chapter 4 of Luke 
when, just after the temptation in the wilderness, Jesus began to minister in the north country in the 
Galilean synagogues and in the communities, and people were flocking to him and the Word was 
traveling all over the place—rural territory, word travels.   

 
And it traveled over into Nazareth, his hometown, and people in his hometown were 

scratching their heads and they were saying—and we know this from later remarks—it’s a 
carpenter’s kid! We know that fellow. It’s the carpenter’s kid! What is this we’re hearing? We’re 
hearing great things! So on this one occasion after Jesus had seen to it that the Word had traveled 
back—he’d given it long enough to percolate back into his home town—he showed up.  

 
If I were a movie producer or a movie director and really knew how to use cinematography, 

there’re just a number of passages of Scripture that I would like to provide as a heritage to the 
church; a little vignette of the drama of certain moments of experience, Old Testament and New. 
But I’ll tell you one of them that I would do first; probably do it first and then third and fifth, and 
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keep trying until I could capture something of the absolute stark drama of this curious young man 
come home. People around him knew him. They knew his family; his family was still there. And 
they’d heard these marvelous things about what he was doing out in the countryside. And you know 
how people are about one of their own folks: they’re glad to see him come back and they kind of 
make over him, but they’re a little suspicious, you know. Nobody can be that good, nobody can be 
that important, especially nobody from here. And there were sayings about that, you know. They’re 
pretty well countrywide, you know. Can any good thing come out of, you know? Come on. I don’t 
know what it is here, the Ozarks or something; but they didn’t know what to make of it. They were 
curious and they gave him an honor. See what he’ll do with it. They give him the honor of being the 
reader in synagogue on the Sabbath.   

 
So, although most of the people sit down most of the time in the synagogue when you read 

the Scripture you get the massive scrolls. You spread them out on a great big table and you get a 
couple of helpers to hold out the scrolls so they don’t kind of collapse on themselves, which they 
tend to do if you know anything about parchment. And then you kind of scroll and scroll, and it’s 
not as easy as, you know, flipping pages. You kind of scroll it and scroll it. And it says he searched 
for, he found it, a location in Scripture. I don’t know whether it was the assigned Scripture for the 
day or whether it was something that he particularly wanted to use, but in the providence of God it 
was the right passage. I believe that. Isaiah 61. And he found it and he read it, “The Spirit of the 
Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news, gospel, to the poor. He has sent 
me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners, recovery of sight for the blind, release the oppressed, to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, sat 
down, and the eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fixed on him. And he began by saying, 
‘Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing’”. In simplest possible words: This is it. Here I am. 
The good news, the gospel, to the poor.  

 
And he identified poverty in three terms. Very interesting to explore that, because there’s the 

meaning of the gospel. First of all, prisoners. Now every society, since the dawn of Creation, has had 
to deal with the consequences of sinful behavior of human beings. And as a society becomes more 
and more complex and you get more and more Abel’s or Cain’s on your hands, every society has 
built prisons. Make no mistake about it the first reference to prison here refers to prison in the sense 
of a malefactor’s prison. Therefore, the first of these poverties is the poverty that comes because of 
sin and the like exemplified by being imprisoned. All of us, one way or another, are imprisoned 
whether behind bars or behind the bars of the limitation that is created by sin in our lives, hence, the 
gospel speaks. God has brought Christ into our lives to preach good news, to proclaim freedom 
from that imprisonment. 

 
The second is recovery of sight for the blind. And, all of a sudden, all sorts of physical things 

that beset people: you’re born with it, you’re born on the wrong side of the tracks, you’re born in the 
wrong nation, you’re born in the wrong community—everything in your life that is physical, that 
results in a trap. This is a very interesting symbol of the whole physical situation of human beings—
never mind sin, for the moment—the physical limitations that produce poverty. Don’t kid yourself; 
not all poverty results from sin per se. It’s a fallen world and much of the poverty that we confront in 
the world today is simply, we would say, accidents of geography and circumstance. Certain people 
are impoverished because of factor two: physical condition. 

 
The third also speaks to imprisonment, but it’s a different kind of imprisonment: release to 

the oppressed. It speaks to the issue of injustice. Now I don’t need to explicate that one very far, but 
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there’s an awful lot of injustice in the world, and the church of Jesus Christ has not been very sharp 
on picking up on it. Why? The very point that I made before I got into this little exposition of this 
passage: the church has not really taken the gospel very seriously. We’ve limited ourselves to 
poverty, number one, the sin poverty per se, and made a spiritual ministry out of dealing with sin 
instead of the whole of the gospel that wants to deal with the whole of the ills of society.  

 
Now we have to have priorities and we don’t want to waste our energy fighting around 

among ourselves about who’s going to take which. But, for heaven’s sake, let’s not scoff at those 
within the body of faith who are called to particular ministries in relation to poverty two, and 
poverty three, because it’s all part of the function of life to which the gospel is addressed. What is 
the gospel of Jesus Christ? I hope from now on you can say, the gospel of Jesus Christ is the good 
news to the poor. And there are three kinds of poor in this world, and you can know where you are 
in them. You see education has to reflect the gospel. The focus has to be on poverty.  

 
The tough part in dealing with that is culture, which brings us to the third proposition: 

education, a proper education within the church has to exemplify reconciliation. I want you to be 
impressed at the frequency that Jesus, who was quite a risk-taker, was willing to use relationships 
with and stories about Samaritans to confront Jewish people about their cultural poverty, their own 
blindness.  

 
Luke 10 is a familiar Bible story that we’ve all learned before we ever realized what cultural 

tension is all about. Consequently, we remember the story of the Good Samaritan in terms of a 
person who needed somebody to take care of him because he was broken and beaten and dying at 
the side of the road. And lots of people came by and didn’t pay attention to him. And finally a good 
man came along, and this really, really good man picked him up, did something for his wounds, put 
him on his animal, and took him to an inn and gave the innkeeper some money and promised the 
innkeeper he’d given even more if needed in order to get that guy restored to health. And it’s a great 
story. Most of us learn it by the time we’re 3-, 4-years-old. The only problem is we don’t really see 
the point of it until much later in life, if ever!  

 
The point of that story was that Jesus was trying to break loose the categories, because he 

was dealing with a learned man, he wasn’t dealing with children. That story was given to a learned 
man who wanted to have Jesus’ opinion about what constitutes responsibility in the social 
dimension of life. And the key question is, who, then, is my neighbor? How far away from where I 
am do I have to go before I define and say beyond that, they’re not neighbors any longer? 

 
Most of us remember calling where we grew up a neighborhood, unless we were growing up 

on a farm, in which case the neighborhood is largely [animal noises] and stuff like that. We grew up 
in a neighborhood. At what point does your neighborhood end and somebody else’s neighborhood 
begin? That’s really the question being asked here, isn’t it? And Jesus elects this moment to tell a 
story, and the ironic thing about it, it’s absolutely startling, is that he does a very vulnerable thing. He 
takes a profound risk and he makes the hero of the story one of those dirty Samaritans. You say: 
Well, if he wanted to make his point, he could have kept his audience a lot longer if he hadn’t of 
brought up that issue. You’ve got to put yourself in the place of the hearer. The hearer doesn’t want 
to hear about the Samaritans. Least of all, he wouldn’t want to hear about the Samaritans as good 
guys. In a good guy/black guy; a good guy/white hat; bad guy/black hat world which the Pharisees 
were trying to create–even as modern media has tried to create. You see, it’s in the human condition 
to want to create that kind of simplistic way of knowing who the good people/who the bad people 
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are. In that particular context, the Samaritan was a bad guy and Jesus turns around and makes him 
the hero of the story. Talk about dumb! Oh, wow! Unless his point was, I want to jolt your 
categories. Because what he does is takes religious Jews, people with the same background as the 
person who’d asked him the question, and has them do the right thing by walking on the other side. 
You see it’s possible that there’s a dead body and good religious Jews didn’t want to get 
contaminated with dead bodies because that would require a lot of purification ceremony. Do you 
ever think about that? Not a bad idea to go on the other side of the road; all kinds of reasons to go 
on the other side of the road. You see, it’s the Samaritan who comes along not having those 
religious categories of concern who says: That’s a person. That’s a real person in need and I want to 
do something. And he does it. 

 
Then, of course, Jesus asks the $64 question: which of these three do you think was 

neighbor to the man who fell in the hands of the robbers? The expert in the law replied, God bless 
him, correctly, the one who had mercy on him. His category system is all blown because he holds to 
the truth of God. That’s Christian education: confronting people in the rigidity of their category 
system and letting the truth of God speak for itself so that people themselves can come to their own 
conclusions about where is God answering this question, at what point is neighbor? God answers: 
In terms of the behaviors of mercy. And Jesus told the man, go and do likewise. He didn’t even have 
to reprimand him. Beautiful. That’s religious education that counts. 

 
You see, when we get into the reconciling business, some things come out in our teaching 

from Scripture; not because we’re social action people and we have to draw a lot of things from 
philosophers here and from thinkers there even from sources that are somewhat remote and yet 
valid in our times—Martin Luther King, etc. Look! It’s in the Scripture, if you teach it that way. 

 
Samaritans are a key to understanding the gospel. Jesus talked with a Samaritan woman in 

John 4, another one of these occasions. I love John 4. It’s the chapter of surprises. I can do a whole 
sermon on the chapter of surprises. There’s just a catalogue of some thirty surprises in there. God 
just, in that series of transactions, just jolts people left and right. In the person of Christ, God is 
jolting people’s expectations and showing them that what they’re expecting is all wrong. By the way, 
it’s in that passage in John 4 after people had come back bringing the hamburgers from town, Jesus 
said, I don’t want any. I’ve already had something to eat. And they said: Wait a minute. We went to 
get food because you said you were tired. In the first place, we didn’t understand why you were tired. 
We never saw you tired in the middle of the day before. We scratched our head all the way into 
Sychar, got the food, bring it back, and now you tell us you don’t want it! Somebody says: Hey, 
maybe he got something we didn’t know about. Maybe he already had some food, I don’t know.   

 
Furthermore, when they came back with the bags of hamburgers, they said: He’s talking to a 

Samaritan! Another guy says: Not only that, it’s a she! There were a lot of surprises that day. Even 
the Samaritan woman had said: You’re interested in me? You’re a Jew. I’m a Samaritan, didn’t you 
notice? I’m a woman, didn’t you notice? Jesus talks with her awhile and she says: Oh, let’s discuss 
religion. Let’s argue. So he comes through with some shrewdness and suddenly she realizes that 
even arguing religion—you know, favorite barbershop occupation arguing religion—isn’t going to 
make that much difference. And finally she says: Sir, I perceive you are a prophet. Talk about 
surprise! In that context, when Jesus says: You know, I know what’s wrong with you guys. I am your 
Lord and Master and I could tell you that I want you to go out today and harvest. And you know 
what you’d tell me? You’d, every one of you, whip out your hands and say, ‘Now look, Jesus. See, 
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here we are in this month and there’s this month and this month and this month, and then the 
harvest’. 

 
That passage is often used as a missionary passage. Sorry. It’s a ‘what’s wrong with us’ 

passage. Answer: we’re too smart. He says, I would have to show you that already people are being 
paid out there before you’d take me for serious. Doesn’t he say that? What’s the issue? I’m ready 
with surprises, but you’re not ready to hear them. The gospel of reconciliation focuses in John 4 in 
terms of something absolutely marvelous. Today we’re busy telling God: Now God, you’ve got to 
understand. You see, never mind what you had in mind. You see, the Apostle Paul’s the one that 
tells us, and the Apostle Paul has given us real concern about some of the ways that you use women. 
Do you realize that the first woman to bring a substantial number of people to Christ—that 
documented in Scripture—is right here in John 4? She went into the city and gathered up all the 
men, and said: Come out here! There’s a guy you’ve got to hear. Surprise? And they all flocked out 
there. What was her testimony to Christ? He is a person who’s told me all about my life. That’s a 
marvelous testimony.  

 
If you really want to win people for Christ, go for that one. Try to get interested in people’s 

lives because that’s what they want to hear—that you’re interested in their lives. Come hear a man 
who’s really interested in me. They didn’t hear her say I’ve decided he’s truth. I’ve decided he has the 
Bible straight. I’ve decided he knows the answer. Just come. A person who’s really interested in me. 
And they were interested, too, because people that are interested in people generally attract people 
that want to be interested—who want to have people interested in them.  

 
And these guys, I don’t know whether you see the vision but, again, let me go to my 

cinematographer’s role and show you this picture: the disciples were still scratching their heads 
about why Jesus didn’t want to eat, and all of a sudden the woman starts coming back. When she 
comes back, she’s got this big mob of men with her. How do you suppose, you know—do you have 
any idea about the behavior of Peter? Peter says, I don’t know what’s going on here, but I think we’d 
better get out. That’s not in the Scripture, no, but I do know about the person of Peter. And I don’t 
know whether he said it out loud or not, but I think he was muttering because this is a rather 
dangerous situation. It’s not their territory. They’re standing here at the Well of Sychar—a group of 
Jewish men traveling through—and all of a sudden the whole town full of men comes tromping out 
there. What would your reaction be? It doesn’t say in the Scripture that any of them gave ground or 
tried to talk Jesus out of standing cool, but Jesus did stand cool and the disciples’ jaws, I’m sure, fell 
open when they found out that these Samaritans came out because they were interested in Jesus.  

 
Now the only reason they would have been going through Samaria in the first place is 

because they were in a fair hurry. You don’t go through Samaria as a good Jew simply to take the 
tour. It’s a shortcut. It’s a shortcut up into the north country. You could go down by the river valley, 
right? Takes a lot longer, but it’s a lot nicer because you don’t have to confront those dirty 
Samaritans. So they were doing the shortcut, obviously in a hurry. So the Samaritan men said: Won’t 
you stay with us? The disciples say: Oh, boy. Surprise. Jesus says: Yes, I will. And they say: Well, 
there goes tonight. Jesus says: I’ll do you one better; I’ll stay two nights. And he did. That’s in the 
Scripture. Talk about surprises.  

 
The gospel is involved in dealing with people that you don’t want to deal with. The gospel is 

involved in bringing a relationship where relationships don’t exist. The gospel is involved in bringing 
surprises to us when our categories need to be blown open. That’s the kind of educating we need. 
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We need that kind of educating and it costs, and it is fearless when it is done right because it is done 
in the power of the Spirit.  

 
My fourth point: the kind of education we need encourages the transformed lifestyle. We are 

transformed creatures. I come to the throne of grace not in my righteousness, but in the 
righteousness of Jesus Christ; because I am transformed I am a child of God. Can you say that? Can 
you say that? It’s good idea to get that straight because otherwise you can begin doing a whole lot of 
stuff that you want to keep reporting in to God in your prayers from time to time: God, did you 
notice what a good job I did of that? God is interested in your good jobs, but he wants to make sure 
that you know that you don’t have to buy your way into glory; you’ve already got it made. You are a 
child of the King. 

 
Now I don’t want to get into eternal security. I can handle this one either way. But I want to 

get into this question of what it is to be transformed? The best place I find in the Scripture to look 
at that is in Matthew 25. In Matthew 25, the stories—there are three of them there about the last 
days: the one of the ten virgins, the one of the talents and, ultimately, the one of the sheep and the 
goats. And it’s the sheep and the goats I want to refer to. These stories were told by Jesus so that his 
disciples would have some view of how God looks at the wrap-up of all of this stuff we call life and 
experience in the Creation; how God looks at the wrap-up. I don’t think it’s smart for us to build an 
eschatological timetable out of this particular section, but I’ll tell you what it does: it does afford us a 
marvelous ethical insight into God’s discernment.  

 
First of all, in the sheep and the goats, you find that all the nations—now you can make a 

point of whether we’re talking about judgments of nations or judgments of people, I don’t care—
but it’s everybody. It says ‘all’. That I think is the controlling word in that particular parable: a-l-l. 
And he divides sheep and goats. Now I have to see myself on one side or the other. I don’t know 
about you. But I’ll tell you what, I am thankful that this passage says that the division of the sheep 
and the goats is made as a shepherd separates sheep from goats. That’s very clear in verse 32; the 
division is in terms of how a shepherd . . . Now do you know what a shepherd does when he divides 
sheep and goats? Some of you don’t know clearly the difference between a sheep and a goat. You’re 
pretty sure you see a bunch of sheep, but if I gave you an animal, one, and I say, is that a sheep or a 
goat you might have a little trouble if I brought you another one and put the two side by side. One’s 
a sheep, one a goat. Oh, I got it now. But oftentimes people who aren’t raised around animals have a 
little trouble with sheep and goats. Now one of the things you can do if you’re insecure about all this 
and you’re not really sure how to make this judgment is you can interview them. And you interview 
them and you say, mister, I’m not sure if you’re sheep or goat, but if you’ve been going ‘baaaa, 
baaaa’ . . . Oh, you’ve been doing that. Well, over here; over there. I want to divide carefully because 
I’m no expert on sheep and goats, but I do want to make the division honestly.  

 
Now I am here to tell you that a shepherd doesn’t do that. Do you know how a shepherd 

divides sheep and goats? He goes this way and that way, and this way and that way, and he doesn’t 
give it a second thought because that’s a sheep. Some of the other sheep along the line say: Hey, you 
know what? Frank up there hasn’t been behaving right lately. He behaves more like a goat. The 
shepherd says: Sure, go ahead. Left and right; sheep and goats. It says, as a shepherd divides. He 
doesn’t interview him. He doesn’t ask the rest of the sheep. He doesn’t ask the goats if the sheep 
have been behaving right. He puts them where they are by their nature. I was born a goat. I was 
born again, praise God, a sheep. I don’t have to wonder where I’ll be.  
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An interesting thing, however, comes out of the handling of this passage carefully. When 
you listen closely to what’s going on in the heads of these people over here—and I’m going to call 
them ‘people’ from now on because they’re the nations, they’re human—and they say: Hey, why are 
we here? It’s nice to be on the good side, but can you explain it to us? Now, you know, that’s pretty 
naïve. It would seem to me, if they really knew what it was to be a sheep, they would understand 
that. And he says: I’ll tell you why you’re here. When I was hungry you gave me something to eat, 
when I was thirsty you gave me to drink, when I was naked you clothed me, when I was in prison 
you visited me, and when I was sick, and so forth, and so on. Talk about stupid! You know what 
they said next? Naïve, vulnerable, stupid, and rudimentarily, honest in their nature, profoundly 
honest. Were we doing that? I don’t remember. When did we see you hungry and feed you? 

 
Now, you know that’s pretty dumb; that’s pretty dumb. If you’re in a court, even if you 

know you’re innocent, and the judge says, you know, I’m going to see this case is thrown out, you 
know. You say: Hey, judge, they haven’t heard all the evidence yet. You don’t . . . . Wh-o-o-o-a! Not 
smart, not smart. You keep your mouth shut and your lawyer hits you over the head with a book. 
Get outa here! You’re winning! It would have been smart for their attorney, the sheep’s attorney, to 
say: Guys, shut up! We got it made! Nope. The integrity; the bottom line says: We weren’t conscious 
of that. Now when they say they weren’t conscious of that, the shepherd comes right back, the judge 
comes right back, and says: When you did it for the least of these, you did it for me.    

 
But notice the contrast between that kind of integrity and the kind of integrity that says: Am 

I glad to be a sheep and I’ve been working at it all these years and I have really been a good sheep 
and I hope the judge notices that I’ve really been a good sheep. The judge says: When you did all 
these good things . . . You say: You’re right! And I was aware, even when I was doing it for one of 
the least of these I was doing it for you. You’re right. Yep, because I went to NTS and I, you know, 
I know how to do all this stuff. You know what that looks a lot more like? It looks more like the 
other side of the room. What was on the other side of the room? A group of people that says: Hey, 
wait a minute. If that’s the criterion, how come you got us over here? Very interesting thing 
happens. They say: Oh, we would have done all those things if we’d of known we were doing it for 
you. 

 
Now pardon me, Ken Taylor, but if Living Bible can get away with some of the things it can, I 

think I can get away with that particular handling of that. The actual words of Scripture don’t exactly 
say that, but they say it in the ethos of it. These say: When did we see you hungry? In other words, 
don’t hold us guilty for this. We didn’t see you hungry. Implication: if we had seen that it was you, 
we would have done that. I submit to you that there is an awful lot of people in Christianity today 
who are only willing to behave like a sheep if they’re sure that they’re doing it for Jesus.  

 
Christian education that counts encourages the transformed lifestyle; not just transposed into 

behavior like taking on a garment or posing as an actor going through the motions, but truly being 
transformed into the natural response; a response that we describe here in the sheep as a very 
natural response. Because they are sheep, they are responding to the needs of people; not self-
consciously about doing it for Jesus, but it’s in their nature. Is it in your nature to be that kind of a 
person? That’s the issue. God has made that possible. Now I do believe that, among those sheep 
over there, there were a few sheep that had been behaving somewhat like goats. But, praise God, I 
can see the error in simply doing things when I’m sure—when I’m sure that Jesus is going to get the 
credit. 
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I’ve worked most of my life in secular career in the institutions of the secular society and this 
is a very precious issue for me because people have to see, not in terms of my role and my titles, but 
they have to see in terms of my sheep-ness; that I am into the ways of the sheep because I don’t get 
it by the labeling system. We need an education that brings that about. We need an education that 
really takes the Great Commission as a starting point and is concerned with the whole gospel.  

 
Let us pray, 

 
Our Father, we thank you for the Word and for its adequacy. We thank you, Father, that it 
can challenge us; it can threaten our categories. Help us Father, to make ourselves vulnerable 
to it. That we’ll see, even larger, your great work. In more whole terms, your great ministry; 
more fulfilled in our lives, your intentions. In the name of our Lord.  Amen. 


