Sunday School:  Education or Evangelism

Tim Bartee

“Preacher, you reach them and we’ll teach them.”  Unfortunately for some this has been the mindset for many years.  The question has been raised, “Is the purpose of the Sunday School, education or evangelism?”  Before we answer this question let’s take a brief look at the beginning and history of Sunday School.

In 1780 Robert Raikes, in Gloucester, England, unknowingly, began the first Sunday School.  Mr. Raikes was a reformer and philanthropist, who published a weekly newspaper.  In England at that time there were no child labor laws, therefore, children worked from sunup to sundown 6 days a week. The residents of his town began to complain about the youth running around in packs and behaving in a rowdy manner.  Mr. Raikes became concerned about their well being.  These children were dirty, ignorant, unchristian and unwanted, except for their value as laborers.  

Mr. Raikes believed that these children could be taught to read, with the idea that they would read the Bible for themselves and learn of salvation.  He rented a building, employed teachers and started a school on Sunday for these children to receive secular instruction and knowledge of the Bible and of God.  The Bible was their only textbook.  To be admitted to class, the child had to do two things, wash their face and comb their hair.  Mr. Raikes gave each child a coin as they left class at the end of the day.  

In that day many felt that the Sunday school was in competition with the churches.  Many pastors preached that Sunday School was the “work of the devil,” but Mr. Raikes continued and grew his Sunday School.  His work with these children became so renowned that the Queen of England sent for him to tell her the story of how he began his Sunday School.  

The Sunday School movement caught on and began to grow.  William Fox saw the work of Mr. Raikes and on September 7, 1785 he organized the Sunday School Society.  John Wesley became a great proponent of the Sunday School.  By the time of Mr. Raikes death, in 1811, there were Sunday Schools scattered all over England with a combined attendance of over 400,000 pupils.  

In America the first Sunday School began in the Virginia plantation home of William Elliot in 1785. He taught the blacks and whites at different times.  He later moved to the Oak Grove Church in 1801.  Some consider this to be the oldest Sunday School, in America.  

“Is the purpose of the Sunday School, education or evangelism?” As you can see from the history of Sunday School the answer to the question is that Sunday School is both educational and evangelistic.   As a teacher you are also a soul winner.  We must have a balanced Sunday School program, one that not only emphasizes education but realizes that the Sunday School class is a great avenue to win the lost for Christ.  

Down through the century the adversary has steered many teachers and churches down the wrong path that lead away from winning the lost to Christ.  But God has raised up men to point us back to the balanced pathway.  Listen to what a few men had to say concerning the Sunday School class being a great soul-winning tool.

“The supreme business is to win the lost to Christ.  This is what churches are for….surely then the Sunday School must relate itself to the winning of the lost to Christ as an ultimate objective.”  

Arthur Flake, 1922

“Winning the lost to Christ holds central place in the Sunday School.  Beyond all question the supreme business of the Sunday School is winning the lost to Christ…Failing here, we have failed utterly.  It is of little avail that our youths shall grow up to know the Bible if they do not come to know by a vital expression the Christ of the Bible…If the Sunday School fails in winning the lost to Christ it fails in its main business.  P. E. Burroughs, 1934

“Two great convictions must literally dominate every Christian today; the multiplying millions of lost people that abound everywhere and the matchless power of Christ to transform them.  Here we stand before a host of unreached people, to lead them through Bible study to find Jesus as their Savior and Lord.  Surely, we today feel acutely the responsibility of such a task and accept it as the burden of our souls.  A. V. Washburn, 1960

The goal of our ministry is to reach out to persons; to reach out on behalf of our Lord to the teeming masses of bewildered, frightened, hurt, confused, anxious, and lonely people.”  Harry Piland, 1980 (speaking on the subject of Sunday School)

Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you: and, lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world.  Amen.  (Matt. 28:19-20)

A you can see the great commission includes both education and evangelism.  The Sunday School class is the ideal setting for both. Why you should consider your Sunday School class as a place of evangelism:

1. It has a smaller and more personal atmosphere. 

2. The teacher knows more about the student’s spiritual needs because of the more personable relationship.  

3. In most Sunday School lessons there is the opportunity to present the plan of salvation.  

4. Each age group can hear the gospel at their level of interest and understanding.  

While at the Florida campmeeting in January one of the pastors briefly mentioned the number of people who had received Christ the previous Sunday.  The great thing about it was that the majority of those who accepted Christ did not respond to the altar call from the morning message but to an alter call in a Sunday School class.   Do you see yourself as an educator or an evangelist?  Most teachers would respond with the former.  God has given you a calling to teach the gospel, but please do not fail to realize God has also given you the calling of being a soul winner.  Let us guard our heart from the old attitude “Preacher, you reach them and we’ll teach them.”  

