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FOREWORD

College. It’s more than just four years of school that enable you to 
get a better-paying job while also having a lot of fun. A person’s 

college experience marks some of the most influential years in his 
or her life. Students, it will be during these years that you develop 
deep friendships that last a lifetime. It will be during these years 
that most of your ideological views will develop. It will be during 
these years that most of you will meet your spouses. And it will be 
during these years that you begin to figure out who you are, what 
you really like, and how you want to spend the rest of your life. 
Your college years are important years indeed!

This is especially true for Christians. In addition to all of 
the above, Christians are called to live as ambassadors for Christ 
(2 Cor 5:20). That is, we are called to live in a world that is not our 
own and while here, we are tasked with representing the interests 
of our King and his kingdom. We are called to spend our lives in 
such a way that his kingdom is built, his church is made strong, 
his people are made whole, and his name is honored. As such, as 
Christians develop ideologically, make lifelong friends, figure out 
their passions, and potentially meet their future spouses, it is vital 
that this happens with the kingdom in clear view. These years in 
college should be spent taking every opportunity to develop for 
maximal impact for the kingdom. If we are to fulfill the Great 
Commission, it will take every member of the body of Christ. Yes, 
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it will take the preachers and the missionaries. But it will also take 
the teachers, the doctors and nurses, the businessmen and -women, 
the lawyers, the police officers, the builders, and more. It will take 
the whole body of Christ working together, infiltrating the fabric of 
society, and there in those places where we work and live, leveraging 
our lives for the cause of Jesus Christ. For the Christian, therefore, 
the college years are especially important!

But what kind of development must take place for us during 
these years, and how do we navigate these years most successfully? 
There are a lot of areas that could be mentioned in response to 
such a question, but four particular areas of development are espe-
cially important. In this volume, Cory Barnes and Norris Grubbs, 
two highly effective Christian educators, help Christian students 
think through their approach to academics, productivity, leader-
ship, and relationships. They show us why our academic pursuits 
are important, why we need to maximize these years with optimal 
productivity, why we need to develop as leaders, and why we need 
to approach our relationships wisely. And for each of these matters, 
they help us to see how to do all it with the kingdom in mind at 
every step.

This is exactly the kind of book that I, as the president of New 
Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary and Leavell College, want 
my students to read and reflect on. May we all approach our prepa-
ration and work with a sense of purpose and the kingdom in mind. 
I trust that this book will prove helpful for you in that journey.

—James K. Dew Jr.
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INTRODUCTION

This book is intended for those who are at the beginning or near 
the beginning of their college or graduate school careers. Our goal 

is to see Christian students embrace a uniquely kingdom vision for 
their educational experience. Yet, if you are not a follower of Jesus 
Christ, we believe there is a lot of helpful material in this text for you 
as well. This season of life provides an opportunity to develop some 
skills that will help equip you to be successful in your education and 
career. We want to help you be intentional about this time in your 
life. The approach to education and skills we discuss in this book can 
help you through your studies and wherever God leads you.

The Gospel Explained
Perhaps it would be helpful to explain what we mean when we 
say someone is a Christian or follower of Christ.1 Put simply, a 
Christian is someone who follows Jesus Christ and the teachings of 
the Bible. The Bible begins and ends with a picture of God in rela-
tionship with people. We are made to be in relationship with God. 
Christians believe there is one God who made the world and all 
that is in it. God, the Creator, is a holy God. In other words, he is 

1 A helpful, brief text on this topic is Greg Gilbert, What Is the 
Gospel? (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010). 
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completely righteous and pure. When Adam and Eve— humanity’s 
shared parents—sinned, their relationship with God was severed, 
and the world itself was broken (Genesis 3; Rom 8:19–22). In 
many ways, the story of the Bible is about God making things 
right again.

The Bible teaches that not only did Adam and Eve sin, but so 
has every person who has ever lived, except one. We’ll get to him in 
a moment. Romans 3:23 says, “For all have sinned and fall short of 
the glory of God.” Sin is disobedience to God. Sin includes things 
like lying, adultery, or murder, but also lustful or prideful thoughts 
or even neglecting to do what God has called us to do. Any time 
we fall short of what God desires for us, we sin. The penalty for our 
sin is death. Romans 6:23 says, “For the wages of sin is death, but 
the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” So, every 
person sins, and each sin earns eternal death.2 We were certainly in 
a desperate situation, but remember God made us for relationship 
with him.

So, while we were in a hopeless situation (Rom 5:6), God sent 
his Son Jesus to die in our place. The last part of Rom 6:23 says “the 
gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” The Bible teaches 
that Jesus came to the earth as a man and lived a sinless life. Since 
he never sinned, he did not owe the penalty for sin like the rest of 
us. Because of his great love for us, however, he willingly died on 
the cross for our sin. Three days later, he was raised from the dead, 
and now he reigns in heaven with God the Father. Jesus’s sinless life, 
death, and resurrection are what makes salvation possible for all who 
would call upon him. This is the good news (gospel) of salvation. 

Romans 6 reminds us that salvation is offered as a gift. We 
do not do anything to earn salvation, but we must receive it. The 
proper response to the gospel is repentance and faith. Repentance 
simply means we turn from our sin and confess it to God. Faith is 
the means by which salvation comes. Ephesians 2:8–9 says, “For 

2 Notice how “death” is contrasted with “eternal life” in the verse.
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you are saved by grace through faith, and this is not from your-
selves; it is God’s gift—not from works, so that no one can boast.” 
God has graciously and freely made salvation available to those who 
would call upon him in faith and commit themselves to Jesus. The 
Bible instructs us to confess Jesus as Lord, believing in our hearts 
that he was raised from the dead so we can be saved (Rom 10:9–
10). Confessing Jesus as “Lord” means calling upon him to be in 
control of your life. We turn from our sin, which leads to death, 
and turn to Jesus, who leads to life.

Becoming a follower of Jesus is just the beginning of the 
Christian life. God intends for us to grow in our relationship with 
him daily and to help draw others into this relationship as well. 
Believers are called to kingdom living. God intends for us to live 
in this world for his glory. Ephesians 2:10 says it this way: “For we 
are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 
God prepared ahead of time for us to do.” 

In many ways, this book is intended to help followers of Christ 
understand that their lives are intended for the kingdom’s good 
and not just their own. If you are a follower of Christ, your experi-
ence as a student is not simply for you. Your desire should be to 
seek the Lord and ask what he wants to accomplish in this season 
of your life. 

If you are not yet a follower of Christ, our prayer is that you 
would consider the teachings of the Bible and come to know Jesus 
as your Savior. Find a family member or friend you know who is 
a believer and talk to them about how you can become a follower 
of Jesus.3 Read the Bible for yourself and see what it says. But even 
if you are not ready to do that now, this book can be useful to 
you. The skills we outline in this work are not just for believers. 
Everyone can benefit from growing in these areas. 

3 If you don’t know who to talk to, let us know! We would love to 
talk with you about following Jesus.
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Overview of This Book
The first chapter of this work will lay out our approach to educa-
tion. In short, if God has called you into a season of education, he 
has things you should learn now that will be useful for the rest of 
your life. The following chapters describe a skill that can be devel-
oped while you are gaining your education and then provide some 
practical steps to improve yourself in that skill. We discuss scholar-
ship, productivity, leadership, and relationships. Our prayer is that 
God will use this text to help you focus on how this season of your 
life can be used to prepare you for success in life, particularly in 
service to his kingdom.
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Kingdom Education

G lorifying God and serving others is the calling of all those who 
are in Jesus’s kingdom. Jesus’s call for us to follow him is a call 

to join his kingdom. Jesus’s first words in the book of Mark are 
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near. 
Repent and believe the good news” (Mark 1:15). The Gospels tell 
the story of Jesus defeating death through his resurrection and then 
ascending to heaven where he takes his place at God’s right hand as 
the ruler of all things. Jesus invites all who would participate in his 
victory over sin and death to profess him as King and begin living 
now under his reign.1 Living under the reign of Jesus affects your 
entire life, and your education is no different. If you are a member 

1 If this is not the way you have thought of the invitation Jesus issues 
his followers, we would invite you to consider how the Bible makes this 
argument. A good guide to seeing how the Bible is focused on Jesus as 
King is N. T. Wright, Simply Good News: Why the Gospel Is News and What 
Makes It Good (New York: HarperCollins, 2015). For an in-depth study 
of how all of Scripture is pointing toward the kingship of Jesus, check out 
Thomas Schreiner, The King in His Beauty: A Biblical Theology of the Old 
and New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2013).

1
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of Jesus’s kingdom and pursuing academic work as a student, then 
you should pursue your academic work as a kingdom student.

Throughout this book, when we use the term “kingdom stu-
dents,” we mean students who view their education as contributing 
to the work God is calling them to do as a part of Jesus’s kingdom. 
Whether or not you are living under Jesus’s lordship, though, the 
skills we discuss in this book will be valuable for you in school 
and in the work you undertake throughout your life. For kingdom 
students, this book should have special value because you view this 
season of education you are undertaking through the lens of your 
membership in Jesus’s kingdom. Christians who view education 
in such a way realize that the goal of their education is kingdom 
service—that is, using the gifts God has given you to glorify him 
and serve others. Put simply, we want you to consider a kingdom-
student approach to education because this helps you become the 
kingdom servant God is calling you to be.

During your time pursuing an academic degree, God is giv-
ing you an opportunity to hone the gifts he has given you through 
your education. As a Christian student, you must understand that 
regardless of your background, major, GPA, or intended vocation, a 
major function of this time in your life is to prepare to serve God’s 
people. You may or may not be preparing for what some Christians 
call “vocational ministry,” meaning a career as a minister, mission-
ary, or pastor; but you are definitely called to kingdom service. If 
God has called you to pursue higher education, then he intends for 
this education to help your service in his kingdom.

Becoming a servant may not be why you began your educa-
tional pursuits. Often we understand education to be about power, 
success, and wealth. Recent trends in university and college recruit-
ing tactics further such a view of education. When you chose your 
current educational path, you likely received information from the 
school about its job placement rates and the ability to make more 
money throughout your career if you chose a particular program. 
Many colleges and universities seek to share these statistics with you 
so that you can see the value of their degrees.
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Nothing is wrong with knowing these numbers, but if you are 
a Christian student, there is a danger in measuring the value of your 
degree solely by what your degree can do for you. Kingdom students 
should apply their education to something greater than their own 
personal gain. For kingdom students, education must be undertaken 
for the glory of God and the service of his kingdom. Far more impor-
tant than what your degree can offer you is how your education can 
better equip you to be a servant in the kingdom of King Jesus.

Christian students are not alone in their desire to use their 
degrees to serve others. You will find students from across all faith 
traditions and academic programs who desire to use their degrees 
for service. For kingdom students, however, an abstract sense of 
duty to share the gifts you hone through your education is not 
enough. Kingdom students have an opportunity to use their educa-
tion to serve others and glorify God.

Education ought to have purpose; after all, degrees of higher 
learning are not (and should not be) easy to get. Why does anyone 
want to go through the effort that it takes to do well in school? 
What is this endeavor really about? If you desire to be a kingdom 
student, then you will need to take a particular approach to your 
pursuit of education. You can show up for class, make good grades, 
and acquire new skills during your educational career and still miss 
many of the opportunities to foster your ability to glorify God 
through kingdom service. 

This book provides you with both a kingdom-centered 
approach to education and specific strategies to apply such an 
approach to your life during your time as a student. Our prayer is 
that your work as a kingdom student finds its ultimate goal in your 
kingdom service and that through that service God would bless his 
people and bring glory to his name.

Education and Kingdom Obedience
If serving the kingdom rather than achieving wealth and status is 
the chief goal of kingdom students, then we may ask why we have 
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kingdom students at all. In other words, if service to the kingdom 
is what is important, then why should we spend time in academic 
preparation? This question is especially pertinent for students who 
are not preparing to be pastors, ministers, missionaries, or entering 
some other vocational ministry role. If your highest calling is to 
glorify God through kingdom service, then why would you go to 
med school or be an English major? The answer is that God uses 
educated servants to further the work of the kingdom. In truth, 
questions about whether our work is ministerial or professional 
have their origin in a false dichotomy between the sacred and the 
secular. While today’s culture has often taught that there is a sharp 
divide between secular and sacred, the Bible teaches that all knowl-
edge is the Lord’s.2 

Educated servants of the kingdom are not better than non-
educated servants of the kingdom, nor do they deserve higher sta-
tus or greater recognition. Some of the greatest kingdom servants 
throughout history and some of the greatest kingdom servants we 
have encountered in our ministries did not hold any degrees or care 
much for scholarship. However, some members of Jesus’s kingdom 
are called to hone the gifts and personalities God has given them 
through a season of education. 

The kingdom of Jesus is not dependent on servants with aca-
demic credentials. God blesses the kingdom with some servants 
who are equipped to think deeply about important issues. Such 
servants may or may not hold bachelor’s, master’s, or doctoral 
degrees. You can become a thoughtful Christian without formal 
education. Many of the best kingdom thinkers had no formal train-
ing. People such as Francis of Assisi, Charles Spurgeon, Frederick 
Douglass, and A. W. Tozer all made significant contributions to the 
way Christians think but had no formal education. These people 

2 See Job 28:28; Ps 24:1; and Prov 2:6–8.
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were, however, deep thinkers who studied a wide variety of material 
in order to better serve the kingdom.

Formal education is not necessary for effective kingdom work, 
but God’s people have long recognized the value of it. A degree is 
not necessary to become an educated servant of the kingdom in 
the same way that a car is not necessary to travel across country. 
Ask a man hitchhiking a great distance if he would like your car. 
Ask a woman in a remote village trying to glorify God by heal-
ing sick children if she would like to go to med school. Formal 
education may not be a necessity, but when pursued in the correct 
manner, it is one of the best ways to prepare for kingdom service.

Servants of Jesus’s kingdom should understand that there 
are specific reasons we should be driven to pursue knowledge 
through education. Understanding specific ways education can 
affect kingdom service increases our passion for education. We 
propose three big-picture reasons kingdom students should care 
about their education.

The Bible Commends Godly Pursuit of Knowledge, Instruction, 
and Wisdom

The Bible is not silent on the approach God’s people are to take to 
pursuing education. Some Christians understand the Bible as pre-
senting education as a negative or neutral resource for serving God. 
Reading selective passages in the Bible demonstrates why some 
Christians feel education is unnecessary or even harmful for living 
out the Christian life. First, the Bible rarely emphasizes any kind of 
formal education or mental acumen in the characters God uses to 
motivate the biblical story. Because the Bible does not emphasize 
formal education, some Christians assume that God prefers to use 
uneducated people to do his work. When Christians believe this, it 
results in either the lack of pursuit of education or (more common 
in our current context) people who see no connection between 
their education and their calling to serve God.
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Some biblical texts seem to say explicitly that human knowledge 
and learning are not important. In 1 Cor 1:18–25, Paul exhorts the 
Corinthians to understand that God’s wisdom in sending Jesus to 
die on the cross is better than human wisdom, which sees the death 
of Jesus as foolishness. He says,

For the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are 
perishing, but it is the power of God to us who are being 
saved. For it is written, I will destroy the wisdom of the 
wise, and I will set aside the intelligence of the intelligent. 
Where is the one who is wise? Where is the teacher of the 
law? Where is the debater of this age? Hasn’t God made 
the world’s wisdom foolish? For since, in God’s wisdom, 
the world did not know God through wisdom, God was 
pleased to save those who believe through the foolishness of 
what is preached. For the Jews ask for signs and the Greeks 
seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling 
block to the Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles. Yet to 
those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ is the 
power of God and the wisdom of God, because God’s fool-
ishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness 
is stronger than human strength.

If God has made the world’s wisdom foolish, then isn’t pur-
suing wisdom through earthly education a waste of time? First 
Corinthians 1:18–25 does demonstrate that earthly wisdom falls 
far short of God’s wisdom in allowing Jesus to die on the cross—so 
much so that compared to God’s wisdom, the world’s wisdom is 
foolishness. This text does not, however, mean that human learning 
is against God’s will, nor does it mean that pursuing education is a 
worthless endeavor. 

When Paul speaks about worldly wisdom, he is not referring to 
all human learning. Paul is referring to the dominant way of think-
ing in the world that elevates the powerful, wealthy, and eloquent. 
By contrast, Jesus, who was humble to the point of crucifixion, 
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is the ultimate manifestation of God’s power.3 Passages such as 
1 Cor 1:18–25, therefore, do not diminish the importance of pur-
suing education and developing the intellect. In fact, John Piper 
points out that if we do not think seriously about passages like this 
one, we will not be able to understand them in the first place!4

The Bible is clear that there is a type of worldly knowledge that 
is antithetical to the truth of God expressed in the gospel. However, 
the Bible is not anti-intellectual. Scripture never claims that the 
pursuit of knowledge for God’s glory is wrong. In fact, the Bible 
provides us with a theology that shows why the pursuit of knowl-
edge is needed and commends us to pursue knowledge.

Consider the words King Solomon speaks to his son in Proverbs:

My son, if you accept my words and store up my com-
mands within you, listening closely to wisdom and direct-
ing your heart to understanding; furthermore, if you call 
out to insight and lift your voice to understanding, if you 
seek it like silver and search for it like hidden treasure, then 
you will understand the fear of the L!"# and discover the 
knowledge of God. For the L!"# gives wisdom; from his 
mouth come knowledge and understanding. (2:1–6)

These inspired words of Scripture make it clear that there is such 
a thing as pursuit of knowledge, wisdom, and understanding that 
is to be greatly desired by the people of God! Notice that wisdom, 
knowledge, and understanding are gifts from the Lord; thus, our 
ability to obtain these characteristics is a gracious gift from God.

While the Bible makes clear that the ability to pursue knowl-
edge is a gift, that pursuit is also complicated by our sin. The pur-
suit of knowledge cannot heal the sinfulness of our world, but the 

3 See Alan F. Johnson, 1 Corinthians, The IVP New Testament 
Commentary Series 7 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 
54–59.

4 John Piper, Think (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 154.
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sinfulness of our world has corrupted our pursuit of knowledge. 
Paul states in 1 Tim 6:5 that one of the reasons false doctrines are 
taught in churches is that the minds of those who teach them are 
“depraved and deprived of the truth.” We are blessed to pursue 
knowledge through the life of the mind, but our minds are corrupt 
tools for this endeavor.

In his mercy, God renews believers’ corrupt minds so that we 
can discern the will of God. Paul tells us in Rom 12:1–2,

Therefore, brothers and sisters, in view of the mercies of 
God, I urge you to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, 
holy and pleasing to God; this is your true worship. Do 
not be conformed to this age, but be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind, so that you may discern what is 
the good, pleasing, and perfect will of God.

Notice that our minds are not restored without reason. God gra-
ciously renews our minds as we internalize his Word and obey it so 
that we might “discern what is the good, pleasing, and perfect will 
of God.” God has redeemed our minds for the purpose of discern-
ing his will so that we might please him. God has redeemed our 
minds so that his people—both at the individual and corporate 
levels—can live lives of true worship. If those in Jesus’s kingdom are 
to partake in this true worship, they must seek the renewing of their 
minds and put their renewed minds to use in discerning God’s will.

The Nature of the Christian Faith Demands Careful Thought

Some of the smartest people in the world are not Christians, and 
some of the dumbest people in the world are Christians. Some of 
the smartest people in the world are Christians, and some of the 
dumbest people in the world are not Christians. Both of the previ-
ous sentences are true. Christianity is no respecter of intellect—the 
brilliant and the simple are called to the kingdom, and they enter 
on equal footing. Jesus made it clear that intellect is not what makes 
someone mighty in the kingdom of God. In Luke 10, when Jesus’s 
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followers return to him with incredible reports of what God has 
done in their missionary journey, Luke tells us, “At that time [Jesus] 
rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, ‘I praise you, Father, Lord 
of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from 
the wise and intelligent and revealed them to infants. Yes, Father, 
because this was your good pleasure’” (Luke 10:21). Jesus is mak-
ing the point to his followers that their success is not due to their 
wisdom and intelligence, but to God’s grace.

All are called to come into the kingdom of God; within that 
kingdom, some are called to equip God’s people to think in a way 
that glorifies God. Christians are not required to have tremendous 
intelligence, yet understanding and explaining some elements of 
the Christian faith requires careful thought. What we mean by this 
is that, even though intelligence and careful thought do not make 
you a better Christian, some elements of the Christian faith require 
intelligent and carefully thought-out explanations. 

Consider as an example the trinitarian nature of the Christian 
faith. The New City Catechism, which I (Cory) and my wife use 
with our children, asks the question, “How many persons are there 
in God?”5 Before we even discuss the complicated nature of the 
answer to this question, let’s examine the complicated nature of the 
question itself. How do we define the word “persons”? Why are a 
group of people who believe in one all-powerful God asking this 
question? The question itself is complicated and worthy of serious 
thought. The answer is even more complicated: “There are three 
persons in the one true and living God: the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit. They are the same in substance, equal in power 
and glory.”6 How can three distinct persons be equal in substance? 
If God is three persons, how is he one? Christians have struggled 
with this issue for millennia, yet the Trinity is so essential to the 

5 The New City Catechism: 52 Questions & Answers for Our Hearts & 
Minds (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2017), 21.

6 New City Catechism, 21.
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Christian faith that it is question number three of fifty-two in a 
catechism geared toward children! 

When my (Norris’s) oldest daughter was young, she was espe-
cially talkative at bedtime as many children are. I’m certain that 
much of this was about being able to stay up a few minutes later, 
but nightly conversations would often veer to unexpected places. 
One night she said, “I love Jesus!” 

“That’s good honey,” I replied. 
“I love God, too!” 
“That’s good,” I replied. 
Then she said, “But aren’t Jesus and God the same person? 

How can Jesus pray to God? How can God send his Son Jesus and 
yet they are the same people?” It was like a stream of deep theologi-
cal questions all at once. Finally, she threw up her hands and said, 
“This is so confusing to me!” 

Since she was pretty young, and I wanted her to go to sleep 
soon, I think my reply was something like, “It’s confusing to a lot of 
adults too. Good night.” Over time, though, we have been able to 
think more deeply about the nature of the triune God. Still, anyone 
who has thought long about the Trinity has felt like throwing his 
hands up in great confusion.

Here is some good news: you don’t have to understand every-
thing about the Trinity to be a Christian. Here is more good news: 
God invites us to struggle to understand the Trinity because we 
have the opportunity to glorify him in this struggle and come to 
know him more completely. If we are to partake in the blessing 
of struggling to understand the Trinity, then we need to train our 
minds to think. If others in the kingdom are to partake in this God-
glorifying act, then they need educated servants—not just pastors 
and theologians, but lay leaders capable of serious thought—to lead 
them in this activity.7

7 We raise a lot of questions about the Trinity in this section, but 
do not give answers because that is not the purpose of this book. If 
you have additional questions about the Trinity, you can check out 
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Another example of the complex nature of Christianity is decid-
ing which books make up the Christian Bible. The word “Bible” is 
deceivingly complex. The Bible is composed of sixty-six books that 
came together over hundreds of years. Nowhere in Scripture do we 
find a story about how God delivered the Bible to his people on 
golden tablets. The Bible came together over time as God made 
clear to his people which books contain his authoritative words. 
This in no way diminishes the authority of the Bible. The Bible is 
without error and is the absolute authority for all Christian doc-
trine and practice, but that does not mean the Bible has a simple 
history—far from it!

The content of the Christian Bible is also complex. The Bible 
is not a step-by-step instructional manual for Christians. Instead, 
the Bible is a collection of stories, poems, songs, letters, prophecies, 
parables, and other types of literature. Through these diverse liter-
ary genres God reveals his will to us and invites us to participate 
in the story of his people revealed in Scripture. Reading the Bible 
requires serious thought. Serious thought requires serious thinkers. 

The two examples we offer above are just a fraction of the ways 
in which Christianity is a complex faith. Christianity does not 
require followers to be intelligent, but the kingdom must have ser-
vants who are capable of thinking about the complex ways in which 
God has revealed himself and who lead others to do the same. If 
God’s people lack such leaders, the consequences are disastrous.8

the following resources: Fred Sanders, The Triune God, New Studies in 
Dogmatics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016); R. C. Sproul, What Is 
the Trinity?, Crucial Questions Series 10 (Orlando, FL: Reformation 
Trust, 2011). 

8 Mark Noll wrote an excellent book that outlines how evangeli-
cal Christians have devalued intellectual life; it gives some guidelines 
for how we can come to value intellectual pursuits in evangelical 
Christianity. Mark Noll, The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994).
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The Complicated World in Which We Live Requires Careful Thought
We have chosen to call the Christian faith complex and the world 
in which we live complicated. If you examine dictionary entries for 
the words “complicated” and “complex,” you will find that the defi-
nitions of the two words are largely the same, yet we mean some-
thing distinct in our use of them in this book. When we say the 
Christian faith is complex, we mean that parts of Christianity are, 
by their nature, vast and interconnected. When we say the world 
is complicated, we mean both that it is, by its nature, complex and 
that it is also complicated as a result of the sinful, fallen state of the 
people who inhabit it. The world is complicated because it is not 
the way it is supposed to be; Christianity is complex because it tells 
us the way things ought to be and will be.

People may argue over the solutions to the world’s problems, but 
they are likely to agree that the problems facing the world are com-
plicated. The complicated nature of the world’s problems divides us 
at many levels. The world struggles with racial discrimination, sexual 
slavery, environmental abuse, and war. Some of these problems seem 
to have straightforward solutions; however, if you take time to think 
through these issues, you will find they are more complicated than 
you assumed.

Recently I (Cory) drove through an area where the landscape was 
ravaged due to coal mining. As I drove, I began to lament the failure of 
humanity to work and guard creation as God commanded us. Then I 
drove to my house and turned on my lights, turned down my thermo-
stat, and plugged in my laptop and my cell phone—all of which are 
connected to a power grid fueled in part by coal. I believe that abus-
ing the good creation God has given us is sinful. I also realize that the 
reason people harm the earth in such a way is that people like me pay 
them to do it every time we pay a power bill. If I want to be a part of a 
solution to this problem, I need to recognize that the things in life I use 
and enjoy every day are part of the reason the problem exists.

My story illustrates that the problems we face in our world 
are complicated. Such complications are problematic for all people 
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but present a particular challenge for the people seeking to live as 
kingdom citizens. Christians must develop an understanding of 
the complicated world in which we live and also an understand-
ing of how our faith informs our approach to that world. The way 
in which Christians ought to approach the world is often referred 
to as a “Christian worldview.” When we consider the complicated 
nature of our world, we find that forming a Christian worldview is 
not a simple task.

We live in a world filled with challenging concerns. Abortion, 
immigration, religious freedom, racial tensions, issues of gender and 
sexuality, approaches to war and peace, and countless other emo-
tionally, politically, and spiritually-charged problems are present in 
our world. Christians cannot avoid these issues, nor should we! If 
Christians do not speak to these most crucial issues, then we will 
fail to equip God’s people to glorify God as they encounter them. 
Members of the kingdom called to pursue education should be pre-
pared to discuss complicated issues—especially those in their field 
of study—in a way that glorifies God and edifies fellow believers. 

As Christians approach controversial and complicated realities, 
they must be careful to avoid adopting the world’s positions on 
how to think about them. The Bible makes clear that Christians 
are to have a unique approach to the world in which they live. 
The apostle Paul reminded the Roman believers—who also lived 
in a complicated world—“Do not be conformed to this age, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may discern 
what is the good, pleasing, and perfect will of God” (Rom 12:2). 
God’s command to his people in Rom 12:2 mandates that we have 
a unique approach to interacting with the complicated world in 
which we live. The people of God have a responsibility to discern 
God’s will rather than follow the whims of culture.

Discerning the will of God in a complicated world is a difficult 
task. The reality is that Christians, particularly American evangeli-
cals, often struggle to take the careful time and effort necessary to 
discern God’s will. Mark Noll noted that evangelical Christianity 
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is “a culture where intense, detailed, and precise efforts have been 
made to understand the Bible. But it is not a culture where the 
same effort has been expended to understand the world or, even 
more important, the processes by which wisdom from Scripture 
should be brought into relation with knowledge about the world.”9 
The failure of evangelical Christians to discern the “good, pleasing, 
and perfect will of God” in the midst of a complicated culture is 
due, in part, to a lack of educated kingdom servants.

The shortage of educated kingdom servants does not come 
from an absence of Christians with academic degrees. Instead, the 
shortage comes primarily from the way Christians separate the 
knowledge and skills they acquire in their educational pursuits 
from their roles as servants of the kingdom. We need people who 
have been granted the opportunity for education to bring their full 
selves to their involvement in kingdom work. They must become 
educated servants, serving God by sharing what God has taught 
them with his people. If Christians are to discern God’s will for liv-
ing in this complicated world, then we need fellow citizens of the 
kingdom to guide us in understanding how God’s Word informs 
our approach to the complicated issues of the world.

Every Christian should be committed to learning the Word of 
God, but those who feel called to pastoral ministry have a particular 
responsibility to dedicate themselves to a quality theological educa-
tion. All Christians should be concerned about the education of 
their children, but those who are called into the vocation of educa-
tion have a particular responsibility to dedicate themselves to the 
study of their own craft—not just for the sake of their careers or the 
children in their classrooms, but also so they can help their fellow 
Christians understand God’s will for education. Christian doctors 
and scientists have a responsibility to help fellow Christians discern 
how to approach the many complicated issues that arise from their 
fields. Kingdom computer programmers have a responsibility to 

9 Noll, Scandal, 15. 
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help Christians discern God’s will for how his people implement 
technology. The kingdom will thrive when every one of its mem-
bers lays their academic pursuit at the feet of their Lord Jesus Christ 
and says, “Use what you have given me to accomplish the mission 
of your kingdom!” 

Kingdom Students and the Church
This book is meant to be a practical guide for students, not a theo-
logical treatise, so we won’t give a full theology of why the church 
is the primary organization for kingdom service.10 However, if you 
have not thought about the necessity of the church in your life as 
a Christian, we challenge you to look at how central the church is 
to the story of the New Testament. The earliest Christians came 
together for worship and ministry. The book of Acts tells us how this 
group went out into the Roman Empire proclaiming the message 
of Jesus’s resurrection. Wherever the apostles went, they equipped 
new converts to function as a church. Paul’s letters were all written 
to churches or leaders in churches. The book of Revelation opens 
with messages to the churches in Asia. As a biblical Christian, your 
primary arena for kingdom service should be the church. 

Many students express a desire to love and serve God but don’t 
believe that their relationship to the church is necessary for such 
work. A common refrain among many students is “I love God, 
but not the church.” This view is understandable. The church is an 
imperfect institution filled with imperfect people who do imperfect 
things—sometimes hurtful and evil things. But though the desire 
to bypass the church in your service to God is understandable, it is 
an unacceptable way to approach your work as a follower of Jesus. 

10 If you want a more detailed introduction to what the church is 
and why her ministries are the primary outlet for Christians, see Mark 
Dever, 9 Marks of a Healthy Church, 3rd ed. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2013); and Jonathan Leeman, Church Membership: How the World 
Knows Who Represents Jesus (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012).
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The main reason for this is the witness of Scripture as we referenced 
above. But we also want to challenge you to consider what is at the 
root of the idea of bypassing the church as you seek to serve God. 
The church is made up of women and men who are being sancti-
fied by the work of the Holy Spirit but are still capable of being 
hurtful and foolish. The church is composed of people like me . . . 
and of people like you. Trying to go around the church as you seek 
to serve God will not save you from the problems of working with 
sinners; you will take all those problems with you because you are 
a sinner too.

The Special Opportunity of Higher Education

Kingdom students need to have a unique understanding of educa-
tion. Education is more than a degree. God is good to create us with 
the capacity to learn throughout our lives. Learning opportunities 
come to us in the form of wise counsel from others and learning 
through various life situations, in and out of a formal education envi-
ronment. Our target audience for this work, however, is students who 
are pursuing formal education and, therefore, need to understand 
the unique opportunities to learn in their educational experience.

Whether you are enrolled in undergraduate or graduate work, 
your life takes on a certain structure as a student. Students who 
are living on or near the campuses where they are pursuing their 
degrees often find that almost every aspect of their daily lives is 
affected by their choice to pursue academic work. If you are a king-
dom student, you understand that the entirety of the life experi-
ences you undergo as a student present opportunities for you to 
learn to be a better servant of the kingdom.

The daily rhythms of life as a student provide a time to hone 
skills that are essential for becoming a lifelong, effective kingdom 
servant. Regardless of their majors or the careers for which they are 
preparing, students can develop life skills in a controlled environ-
ment and receive constructive feedback from their professors and 
classmates about their ability to use these skills. Some of the skills 
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you can strengthen in your education are those directly addressed 
in the curriculum you intend to study. Whether you are in school 
to become a mechanical engineer, missionary, nurse, or social stud-
ies teacher, you have an opportunity to immerse yourself in the 
study of skills associated with that trade. These skills will be honed 
by passionate pursuit of knowledge in your classes and the work 
associated with those classes. You may also have chances to dialogue 
with your professors and professionals in your field outside of class. 
Your institution will likely provide resources through libraries, 
labo ratories, and electronic databases that put knowledge needed 
to master your craft at your fingertips. If you are to be a kingdom 
student, you must make much of these opportunities. You must 
also realize that these are not the only prospects for learning that 
God gives you in this season of education.

Kingdom students must understand that the goal of education is 
not merely knowledge but wisdom. Readers of the book of Proverbs 
find that wisdom is not just knowledge; wisdom is the ability to do 
what ought to be done. This means we can learn wisdom not only 
from brilliant instructors, but also from things as simple as ants. 
Proverbs 6:6 challenges lazy people: “Go to the ant, you slacker! 
Observe its ways and become wise.” Wisdom does not just come 
from lectures and reading, but also from careful observation of the 
world in which God has placed us. If you are to be a servant of the 
kingdom, then you must seek wisdom in your education, and this 
wisdom must be gleaned both inside and outside of the classroom.

In this book, we invite you into a kingdom approach to edu-
cation that prepares you to serve God’s people. Learning how to 
prepare for kingdom service through your coursework is certainly 
a part of a kingdom approach, but proper preparation also involves 
being intentional about all of the educational opportunities you 
have in this time of life. 

Students are expected to be at certain places at certain times, 
often on a daily basis. Your success in your classes will depend on 
your ability to be where you need to be when you need to be there. 
Students also must learn to balance their educational responsibilities 
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with various other activities and responsibilities in their lives. If 
you are to succeed at these tasks, you must learn to be productive. 
Productivity is helpful for success as a student, but being efficient 
with your time is even more important if you are to be a kingdom 
servant. Kingdom students must seek to hone productivity skills as 
they pursue their academic work.

Your education will present you with unique experiences to 
foster leadership skills. Class projects, campus events, and work 
with student organizations all present you with opportunities to 
hone your skills as a leader. Whether or not you feel called to take 
a position of leadership within a church, you need to give attention 
to fostering your skills as a leader. One of the best ways to become 
an effective follower is to have an idea of what effective leadership 
looks like and how this better serves the kingdom.

Students come into educational work at various stages of life. 
Whatever your situation in life, you enter into your educational 
work with family relationships that you must continue to culti-
vate. Added to those relationships are those that you will form with 
friends, classmates, professors, and others during your educational 
career. Success in achieving your educational goals is not always 
dependent on learning how to cultivate these relationships. Success 
in serving Jesus’s kingdom, however, requires communicating with 
others. Kingdom students, therefore, must make learning to culti-
vate relationships a priority.

The remainder of this book is devoted to providing you with 
practical strategies for developing your ability to serve the church 
through honing your skills in scholarship, productivity, leadership, 
and interpersonal relationships during your time as a student. These 
are not all the areas of life where students have the opportunity to 
develop godly wisdom during their studies, but they are the areas that 
are most naturally developed during one’s time as a student and are 
most needed for service to the church. Kingdom students are chal-
lenged to implement the strategies outlined in the following chapters 
so that they might become better servants of God’s kingdom.
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The Cost of a Kingdom Approach to Education
Before moving into more practical areas of this book, we do want to 
issue a word of warning. Kingdom education does not come cheap. 
All higher education comes at a cost. In most circumstances there 
is a financial cost involved in the pursuit of education. In all cases, 
education requires a tremendous sacrifice of time and effort. If you 
seek to be a kingdom student, however, you will need to consider 
additional costs.

Adopting a kingdom approach to education will change the 
way you approach higher education. In American culture, the 
time you spend as a student—particularly at the undergraduate 
level—is often seen as the last respite from adulthood. College 
students have a reputation for sleeping late, indulging in leisure 
activities, and focusing the majority of their attention on doing 
what they want to do during the last hurrah before the responsibil-
ity of adult life arrives post-graduation. If you are to be a kingdom 
student, you must leave this “me-centered” approach to education 
behind you. 

Kingdom students do not have to forsake fun—far from it. 
In the chapters that follow, many of the strategies we suggest will 
increase your enjoyment of your education. The ultimate goal of 
a kingdom student, however, cannot be self-gratification. Self-
gratification is too small a goal. Kingdom students must pursue 
education out of love for God and the service of others. 

A kingdom view of education is the natural outflow of apply-
ing Jesus’s instruction in the great commandment to your approach 
to education. When asked what the greatest commandment is, 
Jesus responded,

Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your 
soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and most 
important command. The second is like it: Love your 
neighbor as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets depend 
on these two commands. (Matt 22:37–40)
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To be a kingdom student, you must seek to pursue education out 
of love for God and love for people. Kingdom students understand 
that their ultimate goal is not to enjoy themselves in education or 
become rich and important because of their degrees. Instead, king-
dom students count the cost of pursuing education for the sake of 
loving God and others through service to the kingdom of Jesus.


