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The Pupil 

Many terms have been used in the past to describe education and many different concepts 

continue to be propounded. Such concepts as subject matter centered, pupil centered, and life-

centered have all been and continue to be part of the jargon of the professional educator. The 

basic thrust of this series of articles, however, has been to emphasize that Protestant Reformed 

Christian Instruction must be theologically or God-centered. 

We believe concerning the child that he is born and conceived in sin. He is depraved, and 

deprived of all his excellent gifts even in things natural and has only a few remains thereof. 

“Man was originally formed after the image of God. His understanding was adorned with a true 

and saving knowledge of his Creator, and of spiritual things; his heart and will were upright; all 

his affections pure; and the whole man was holy; but revolting from God by instigation of the 

devil, and abusing the freedom of Iris own will, he forfeited these excellent gifts.  “Man after  

the fall begat children in his own likeness. A corrupt stock produced a corrupt offspring. Hence 

all the posterity of Adam, Christ only excepted, have derived corruption from their original 

parent, not by imitation, as the Pelagians of old asserted, but by the propagation of a vicious 

nature.”  “ Therefore all men are conceived in sin, and be nature children of wrath, incapable  

of saving good, prone to evil, dead in sin, and in bondage thereto, and without the regenerating 

grace of the Holy Spirit, they are neither able nor willing to return to God, to reform the 

depravity of their nature, nor to dispose themselves to reformation.”  Canons of Dordrecht, 

Chapter 3 and 4, Articles 1,2,3. 

This is the bias of every teacher who teaches covenant seed in the Protestant Reformed 

Christian School. Protestant Reformed Christian Instruction is committed to the scriptural and 

confessional truth that the child is conceived and born in sin, that he is a child of wrath by nature 

and is wholly incapable of doing any good. 

We believe concerning the child that there are remnants of natural light still remaining in him 

since the fall. These are not remnants of original goodness. There is no good in man. (Heidelberg 

Catechism, Question and Answer 5.) He is totally depraved. Common grace theorists would 

maintain and propose that there still remain in man remnants of original goodness otherwise he 

would have become like an animal. (In many ways he has become worse than an animal because 

he has fallen from such a high state to such depths of depravity. Witness the base sins of man.) 

Man remains man. He is a moral, rational creature. He has faculties of intellect, of will. He 

retains the power to think and to reason. All these abilities have been impaired since the fall but 

he is still capable of many inventions and discoveries.  “But man by the fall did not cease to be a  

creature, endowed with understanding and will, nor did sin which pervaded the whole race of 

mankind, deprive him of the human nature, but brought upon him depravity and spiritual death;” 

Canons of Dordrecht, Chapters 3 and 4, Art. 16. 

Because he did not cease to be a man he thereby retains his inexcusableness; when he sins he 

does so willfully holding down the truth of God in unrighteousness. (Romans 1.) 

It is also not true as Dr. Van Til wrote that “The God the philosophers were seeking for and 

never found is given to us by Grace through his Word and Spirit.” The God that the philosophers 

sought does not nor ever did exist. It is true that they are doing that which is only natural for man 

to do but they never seek after a God who reveals himself in Christ Jesus. They have no place for 



such a God because they will not recognize the great Fall of man from a state of original 

perfection to a state of total depravity. They have no place for redemption and a Creator-Creature 

relationship which is rooted in salvation. 

He has only a small remnant of the natural light which he had in the beginning. The Canons 

of Dordt speak of the small remnants of natural light as "glimmerings.” In the beginning in the 

state of perfection man stood in perfect communion with God and could read in all of creation 

the great works of God. He had such super vision and such an understanding that he could rightly 

name all the creatures on earth. He was the King of all things, a perfect King under God. He had 

not become a rebel and has not attempted to usurp the position of God. 

He retained after the Fall sufficient natural light so that “he retains some knowledge of God, 

of natural things, of the differences between good and evil, and discovers some regard for virtue, 

good order in society, and for maintaining an orderly external deportment.” Canons of Dordt, 

Chapters 3 and 4, Art. 4. 

Even in the knowledge which he has retained he cannot use it aright. Even in things natural 

and civil he wholly pollutes his way and becomes completely inexcusable before God. (Canons 

of Dordt, Chapter III and IV, Article 4.) 

Professor H. C. Hoeksema, in a seminar paper, “The Affect of Sin on the Person,” proposes 

the following: 

‘The fact of sin makes all true education, in so far as it aims at the inculcation of the 

knowledge of God and also the knowledge of all things in relation to the knowledge of God, in 

Christ Jesus, absolutely impossible apart from grace. From a spiritual, ethical point of view there 

is no receptivity in the pupil as he is by nature for such knowledge. True knowledge the natural 

man can never attain. The lie he will ever follow.  The ills of the pupil cannot be overcome by 

natural dev ices, such as the employment and application of the laws of memory and laws of 

attention, etc., but fundamentally only by the power of grace. And if the former are not used in 

the sphere of grace, their use is ultimately hopeless.” 

It becomes evident that there is absolutely no use to teach in the hope of improving the child 

by means of education outside the sphere of grace. The whole Enlightenment theory and 

movement is basically a belief in the perfectability of man by means of education and a belief in 

the ultimacy of reason. We must be very careful in our own instructional programs that we do 

not become addicted to this pernicious philosophy. Nothing that we do in the classroom will 

amount to anything unless it he accompanied by the work of grace. This is Reformed, this is 

Protestant Reformed. 

It also becomes evident that the approach of Protestant Reformed Christian Instruction 

toward the student must he one which recognizes him; as a sinner. (This by the way is not simply 

a problem in semantics.) A sinner is one who misses the mark. He is one who does not just shoot 

for the mark but has poor aim but is one who in his whole being and basic attitude is pointed in 

exactly the opposite direction. He refuses to shoot for the mark of the prize of the high calling in 

Christ Jesus. He cannot shoot for the mark, for he is by nature a rebel. He revolts against the 

living God and against the truth of God as it is revealed in Christ Jesus. 

Secular theorists speak of education as an adjusting process. Some "Christian” educators 

speak of Christian education as a redemptive process. Neither of these will do. Christian 

education is adjustment or redemptive. The teacher does not stand as an aid to the Holy Spirit. 

Rev. G. Vanden Berg writes in a seminar paper entitled, “The Effect of Grace and the Operation 

of the Spirit Upon the Person”: “Instead of viewing that task (teaching, a. 1.) as one in which he 

is virtually required to perform the work of God of transforming the child, he (the teacher, al.) 



will regard the educational process as a means of God through which he  furthers that work 

which He, in his grace has begun.”The teacher is an agent. He is one who stands clothed with 

authority. He is one who must instruct in the basic truths of the Scriptures. Through the revealed 

Word of God he reads the works of God in the whole creation. He cannot, however, in any sense 

of the word be considered an agent whereby the work of grace is made effectual. His calling is 

simply to instruct those who come under his care as members of the family of God. His calling is 

to instruct assuming regeneration. His calling is to instruct so that the man of God is thoroughly 

furnished unto every good work. 

There are always those who receive the same instruction who are not regenerated by the 

Spirit of grace. Teachers do not like to think of this. They do not like to think that there are those 

sitting in every classroom who are anti-Christ, enemies of God, part of the seed of the Serpent. 

Because they receive the same instruction they are assuredly inexcusable. 

In all instruction, therefore, the task of teacher until respect to the student is one in which he 

furthers the work which God in His grace has once begun. 

 

Originally Published in 

Vol 27 No 11 March 1967 

 

 


