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What’s at Stake for the Next Generation
Persevering in the Wh  le Counsel of God

Encouraging Active Minds
In The Learning Process 

by Jill Nelson

Part 1: Why we need to encourage active minds          
    (Mark 12:30; Romans 12:2; 2 Timothy 2:7; 3:14-15)

Christian faithfulness requires the development of the believer’s intellectual capacities in order that 
we may understand the Christian faith, develop habits of Christian thought, form intuitions that are 
based upon biblical truth, and live in faithfulness to all that Christ teaches. This is no easy task, to 
be sure. Just as Christian discipleship requires growth and development, intellectual faithfulness 
requires a lifetime of devoted study, consecrated thinking, and analytical reflection.

—Albert Mohler(“The Glory of God in the Life of the Mind ” at albertmohler.com )

✓ You cannot love, trust, or worship that which you do not know.

What is active learning?  
Active learning involves children’s minds interacting with the subject matter; they are thinking—discovering, 
imagining, questioning, organizing, analyzing, evaluating, drawing conclusions, and applying the material.  
(Sally Michael)

Why do our children need active learning?   
Education is cultivating the life of the mind so that it knows how to grow in true understanding.  
That impulse was unleashed by God’s inspiring a Book with complex demanding paragraphs in it. 

—John Piper

✓ Our children need active learning because the text of the Bible requires it.  
The Bible communicates its message through… 

• The simple and complex 
• The concrete and the abstract 
• The straight-forward and the paradox
• Historical narrative and symbolic poetry, metaphors, allegories, etc.

• Active learning is a key motivator and guide for the proper application of biblical truth—true faith and 
heart transformation.
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… learning requires that the student be able to meaningfully transfer a concept from one setting to 
another. But the transfer of truth from situation to situation is not automatic. Effective teachers know 
this. They know that there is a difference between parroting answers and transferring those facts into 
life scenarios…  

Learning most powerfully transfers and transforms when the material taught has meaning to the 
student’s life and experience.        

(“Creative Bible Teaching”, pages 113, 115.)

✓ Active learning gives our children a strong defense of the Christian faith

As Christian parents, pastors, teachers, and youth group leaders, we constantly see young people 
pulled down by the undertow of powerful cultural trends. If all we give them is a “heart” religion, 
it will not be strong enough to counter the lure of attractive but dangerous ideas. Young believers 
also need a “brain” religion—training in worldview and apologetics—to equip them to analyze and 
critique the competing worldviews they will encounter when they leave home.  

—Nancy Pearsey (“Total Truth”, www.summit.org)

Part 2: How to Encourage Active Minds in the Learning Process

1. Choose curricula that fosters active learning.
 » Look for both solid content and a teaching style that engages the mind. 

2. Make sure your lesson has a logical order and structure. 
 » Children and youth will be more engaged if they see a logical progression in the subject matter. The 

subject matter is easier to recall and understand.
 » A logical flow helps students actively learn by encouraging organized thought patterns. This becomes 

increasing important as our students examine more and more complex texts and topics.

3. Understand the cognitive abilities of the age-group you are teaching and use age-appropriate teaching 
methods and language.

 » We must make an intentional, concentrated effort to restore, train, and stretch our students ability to 
pay attention. 

Garry Williams - Meditation is a divinely commanded duty and delight. We are commanded not 
to flit around. But, we may wonder, if people’s brains are trained out of sustained attention, won’t 
doing it put them off? I think we have no choice. We have to be teachers not only of the content of 
revelation, but also of its prescribed form.

 —Garry Williams (“The World in the Church: A Distracted World, a Distracted Church?”,  
www.reformation21.org)
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4. Capture their attention with meaningful “hooks” in order to ignite their minds and direct their thoughts 
toward learning biblical truth. 
 

5. The Law of God

Glorifying God as His image bearers has to have some defined meaning—a standard. God is holy and commands 
His  people to be holy also. (1 Peter 1:15) God has revealed His holiness through His law and commands. 
(Romans 7:12)

…The law reflects the will of the Lawgiver, and in that regard it is intensely personal. The law reflects 
to the creature the perfect will of the Creator and at the same time reveals the character of that Being 
whose law it is.

…by revealing God’s character, [the law] exposes our fallenness. It is the mirror that reflects our own 
images—warts and all—and becomes the pedagogue, the schoolmaster that drives us to Christ. 

…[the law] shows us what is pleasing to God…  A knowledge of the law of God gives to us the pattern 
of loving obedience. If we love the Lord, we must also love His law. 

—R.C. Sproul (“Getting the Gospel Right: Interview” at www.ligonier.org.)

✓ All three functions of the law are important where the Gospel is concerned. The Gospel 
doesn’t abolish the law it demonstrates its importance, fulfills it in Jesus, and then serves to 
instruct God’s redeemed people. 

✓ “Law” is not a minor theme in the Gospel, it is a major one. Jesus’ perfect obedience was 
necessary for our salvation. 

6. Our Sin and God’s Judgment 

IF you understand who God is and what He is like, who you are in relation to God, and understand the function 
of His law, then your sin and God’s judgment will take on a proper Gospel meaning. 

You are a sinner and have disobeyed God. This means:
•  You have rebelled against God’s rightful authority and rule.
•  You show your sin by repeatedly disobeying God’s perfect commands.
•  Your sinful desires, thoughts, words, and actions are evil and an offense to the holiness of God.
•  Because God is holy, He can neither look upon nor ignore your sin.
•  God is filled with wrath—fierce anger—toward your sin.
•  You deserve God’s punishment of death and hell—experiencing His wrath forever.
•  You are completely and utterly helpless to save yourself.

 (Selected Scriptures—Habakkuk 1:13; Romans 1:18; 3:10-12, 20, 23; 6:23a, Ephesians 2:1-3.)

There can be no agreement as to what salvation is unless there is agreement as to that from which 
salvation rescues us. The problem and the solution hang together… It is impossible to gain a deep 
grasp of what the cross achieves without plunging into a deep grasp of what sin is...  

—D.A. Carson (“Fallen: A Theology of Sin” as republished on www.monergism.com.
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✓ Are we helping children really get a deep grasp of what sin is? Or, do we simply jump quickly 
ahead to the cross, never giving children time to ponder the grievousness of their sin? 

7. Use a question and answer format that encourages students to observe, ponder, analyze, discover, 
evaluate, imagine, summarize, organize, and arrive at correct conclusions and appropriate applications—
all while interacting with the actual text of the Bible.

 » Start with simple questions and move to more complex ones that then become more personally 
challenging also.

8. Incorporate visuals, charts, illustrations, and real-life scenarios that help the mind process and understand 
biblical concepts. 

 » These tools encourage active minds. They use concrete concepts to spur more abstract thinking.
 » They help the mind to look at the biblical text, observe it carefully, discover its meaning, and make 

meaningful applications. 

9. Use “heart” (emotional) response as a means to engage the mind.

10. Incorporate competition and challenge as a mental motivator.

11. If needed, restate questions in a different way, use opposites, analogies, exaggerations, etc. to spur 
thinking and encourage responses.

 » Teachers need to develop some tools to use “on the fly” to help students in the process of critical 
thinking.  

12. Encourage honest student feedback and use it as a means in assisting them to reason and respond 
biblically. 

I suggest you spend more time questioning answers than answering questions. Our job is not to give 
quick-and-easy answers, patent-medicine solutions that never work in the realities of life. It’s far, far 
better to have students leave your class scratching their heads with questions they think and talk 
about, and with problems they’re eager to find solutions for in the week ahead.  

—Howard Hendricks (“Teaching to Change Lives”, page 48.)
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 » Encouraging active minds is HARD WORK for both student and teacher. 

There is an odd notion that, if we use our minds to grow in our knowledge of God, mystery will 
diminish and with it a sense of wonder and reverence. I call this notion odd for two reasons. One is 
that, no matter how many millions of ages I use my mind to know more and more of God’s majesty, his 
glories will never be in danger of being exhausted. What is not yet known of God by finite creatures 
will always be limitless. You honor this truth more by shameless growth in the knowledge of God.

And the second reason I find the notion odd that thinking about God and knowing more and more 
of God jeopardizes our worship of God, is that without knowing him we can’t worship in a way that 
honors him. God is not honored when people get excited about how little they know of him. 

—John Piper (“The Life of the Mind and the Love of God”, www.desiringGod.org) 

Part 3: Things that may serve to hinder active minds in the classroom
 

• Inadequate teacher training.
• Overstimulation of the senses (especially the visual senses) by surrounding the children with various 

distractions.

• Impatience—not allowing children the necessary time to think.
• Low expectations that assume that a passive, “lazy” mind is the norm.
• A cultural climate that emphasizes feelings at the expense of rational thought.
• The acceptance of a modern secular educational philosophy  that does not necessarily reflect a robust 

training of the mind.
• An unhealthy craving and diet for visual and digital media which often encourages passive learning.

Part 4: A few recommended resources

Teaching to Change Lives: Seven Proven Ways to Make Your Teaching Come Alive  by Dr. Howard Hendricks  
It’s filled with practical, biblical, seasoned wisdom that is helpful for both new and experienced teachers alike. I also 
appreciate that it is relatively short—only 151 pages.

Creative Bible Teaching by Lawrence Richards and Gary Bredfeldt
Excellent book especially for people who have a background in educational philosophy and methods. More “technical” 
than Hendricks but also more thorough–great insights for a teacher.

There are many excellent free resources—articles, sermons, book recommendations, etc.—arguing for a rigorous  
training of the mind from a Christian perspective from the following websites:

  www.desiringGod.org  www.albertmohler.com 
  www.ligonier.org   www.str.org  (Stand to Reason)
   

Other articles:

“Age of Distraction: Why It’s Crucial for Students to Learn to Focus” found at ww2.kqed.org   
(Very helpful. Written from secular perspective.)

“The World in the Church: A Distracted World, a Distracted Church?” found at www.reformation21.org

Also, consider giving your child lessons in logic and critical thinking. There are numerous workbooks and home 
study guides that help children develop these skills.


