
hat makes Seventh-day 
Adventist education dis-
tinctive? While there are 
many distinguishing 
features, these merge 

into a single defining construct—the 
philosophy of Adventist education. 

At first glance, Colossians 2:8 
seems perplexing: “Beware lest 
anyone spoil you through philosophy 
or vain deceit . . . ” (NIV).1 Based on 
this statement, it would appear as if 
philosophy itself would be off-limits. 
Philosophy, however, is but “a set of 
ideas about how to do something or 
how to live.”2 It is derived from the 
Greek φιλοσοφία (philosophia), which 
in literal terms means “love of wis-
dom.”3 

The problem, then, is not in having 
a set of guiding principles about how 
we conduct education, nor is it in 
seeking after wisdom. After all, Scrip-
ture reminds us that “wisdom is the 
principal thing; therefore, get wisdom” 
(Proverbs 4:7, NKJV).4 

As Paul points out, the problem is 
from where we obtain that “set of 
ideas.” It is where we head in our 

search for wisdom. He warned, “Be-
ware lest anyone spoil you through 
philosophy or vain deceit, after the 
tradition of men, after the rudiments 
of the world, and not after Christ” (ita-
lics supplied).  

In essence, one can formulate and 
implement a biblical God-centered 
philosophy of education. Or one can 
adhere to its antithesis, a secular ap-
proach that strikes God from the 
equation, whether through a tradi-
tional or contemporary philosophy of 
education. Therein, the danger. 

It is vital that we, as educators, 
clearly understand the biblical philos-
ophy of Adventist education. Ellen 
White wrote: “Teachers need to be-
come acquainted with true philoso-
phy, and where can this be found 
more perfect and complete than in the 
Word of God. This Word opens a sure 
path, in which our feet can travel with 
safety.”5 

Seventh-day Adventist educational 
philosophy is based, then, on the bed-
rock of Scripture. It is also guided by 
the writings of Ellen G. White, par-
ticularly in works such as the book 
Education.6 And it is expressed suc-
cinctly in General Conference Working 
Policy,7 section FE 05 10 (see Figure 1 

on page 19). Based on these sources, 
this article will highlight seven key 
components that serve as essential 
elements of an Adventist philosophy 
of education.8 These interconnected 
elements help us to identify the pur-
pose, product, paradigm, perspective, 
process, power, and priority of Ad-
ventist education. 

 
1. The image of God 

At creation, human beings were 
formed in God’s image, after His like-
ness (Genesis 1:26, 27). Being created 
in God’s image, imago dei, provides us 
with the capacity to love (John 3:16, 17; 
1 John 4:16), the ability to relate and 
communicate (Genesis 1:3, 26-29; 2:18, 
23; 3:8), the aptitude to administrate 
(Genesis 1:28; 2:15), and the facilities 
for creativity, decision-making, and ra-
tional thought (Genesis 2:16, 17; Joshua 
24:15; Isaiah 1:18). Conse quently, whe-
never we make a friend, hug a child, 
name a pet, paint a portrait, or send a 
text message, we proclaim that we are 
made in God’s likeness. 

However, the foremost feature of the 
“image of God” is found in our spiritual 
and moral nature (Genesis 9:6; John 

The Journal of Adventist Education  •  Vol. 84, No. 1, 2022                                                                                                        http:// jae.adventist.org18

W

B Y  J O H N  W E S L E Y  T A Y L O R  V

 

Essential Elements in the 
Philosophy of 

Adventist Education



volition, the ability to make decisions. 
This freedom of choice includes the 
ability to love or not to love, to trust or 
distrust. It includes the ability to choose 
good or evil, godliness or ungodliness.12 

Tragically, the first human beings 
distrusted the Creator and chose to re-
ject a relationship with God. As a re-
sult, all human beings “fall short of the 
glory of God” (Romans 3:23; 5:12). 
Throughout human history, people pro-
gressively lost their likeness to the Cre-
ator, and the image of God has become 
increasingly distorted and deformed. 

The good news is that restoration is 
possible! How does it happen? Paul 
points out that by looking to Jesus, by 
contemplating His life and teachings, 
we are changed into His likeness (2 
Corinthians 3:18). This restoration 
brings about a re-formation of our 
lives, a metamorphosis (Romans 
12:2), in which old things are passed 
away and “all things are become new” 
(2 Corinthians 5:17, KJV). 

Ellen White affirmed that “the true 
object of education is to restore the 
image of God in the soul.”13 Con-
sequently, the “image of God” compo-
nent of the philosophy of education 
highlights the purpose of Adventist 
education and leads to the following 
implications: 

• Students are God’s creation and 
thereby possess inherent value. 

• As educators, we are to express 
in our lives the attributes of God. 

• Adventist education is to lift up 
Jesus so that students may see who 
God truly is and be transformed into 
His likeness. 

 
2. Whole-person development 

Luke 2:52 states that “Jesus grew 
in wisdom and stature, and in favor 
with God and man.” This multi-     
faceted growth incorporated four cru-
cial dimensions: intellectual, physical, 
spiritual, and social development. 

Similarly, Ellen White, in the open-
ing paragraphs of the book Education, 
wrote that “true education is the har-
monious development of the physical, 
mental, and spiritual powers.”14 She 
then added that such a learning ex-
perience “prepares the student for the 
joy of service in this world and for the 
higher joy of wider service in the 
world to come,” emphasizing the 
socio-emotional component. 

Whole-person development de-
scribes the product of Adventist educa-
tion. In the mental arena, the educa-
tional experience is to impart wisdom, 
a correct application of knowledge that 
seeks to glorify God and bless those 
around us. It contributes to higher-
level thinking: analysis, evaluation, 
and creative thought and action. Fun-
damentally, it seeks to frame a biblical 
worldview, where each aspect of life 
and learning is viewed through a bib-
lical lens, with students endeavoring to 
understand the discipline and its appli-
cations as God sees them. The physical 
component incorporates a healthy life-
style, a solid work ethic, and recreation 
as re-creation—a change in routine 
that contributes to restoring God’s 
image. The spiritual focus encom-
passes Bible study, the development of 

4:24). We can communicate, develop re-
lationships, exert leadership, and ev-
idence creativity. But unless these are 
guided by moral values derived from 
principles embodied in God’s character,9 
the result will not be God-like.  

Consider, for example, dominion—
the ability to govern (Genesis 1:26-28). 
Whether self-serving or focused on self-
less service, the manner of our rule is 
ultimately of greater consequence than 
the mere fact of such rule.  

Our God-given abilities, then, are 
not ends in themselves. Instead, they 
provide us with the capacity to make 
ethical decisions and live moral lives. 
Consequently, it is in the moral realm, 
in character, where the image of God is 
most clearly revealed.10 

Scripture states that we have been 
rescued “from the dominion of dark-
ness” (Colossians 1:13)11 and that the 
Lord restores our souls (Psalm 23:3). 
Why are redemption and restoration 
necessary? Included in the imago dei is 
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Figure 1. General Conference Working Policy, FE 05 10 – Philosophy of Education 

The Seventh-day Adventist philosophy of education is Christ-centered. Adventists 
believe that, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, God’s character and purposes 
can be understood as revealed in the Bible, in Jesus Christ, and in nature. The dis-
tinctive characteristics of Adventist education—derived from the Bible and the writ-
ings of Ellen G. White—point to the redemptive aim of true education: to restore 
human beings into the image of their Maker.  

Seventh-day Adventists believe that God is infinitely loving, wise, and powerful. 
He relates to human beings on a personal level, presenting His character as the ul-
timate norm for human conduct and His grace as the means of restoration. 

Adventists recognize that human motives, thinking, and behavior have fallen short 
of God’s ideal. Education, in its broadest sense, is a means of restoring human beings 
to their original relationship with God. Working together, homes, schools, and 
churches cooperate with divine agencies in preparing learners for responsible cit-
izenship in this world and in the world-to-come. 

Adventist education imparts more than academic knowledge. It fosters a balanced 
development of the whole person—spiritually, intellectually, physically, and socially. 
Its time dimensions span eternity. It seeks to develop a life of faith in God and respect 
for the dignity of all human beings; to build character akin to that of the Creator, to 
nurture thinkers rather than mere reflectors of others’ thoughts; to promote loving 
service rather than selfish ambition; to ensure maximum development of each indi-
vidual’s potential; and to embrace all that is true, good, and beautiful. 



a personal and corporate relationship 
with God, and the formation of moral 
character. The social dimension fea-
tures service, witness, and orienting 
life and vocation as a response to the 
divine calling. In all, a “harmonious 
development”15 that prepares the stu-
dent for life here and “in the world to 
come” (see Figure 2). 

This key concept has several impli-
cations: 

• Students are to experience whole-
person development at each educa-
tional level. 

• As educators, we are to incorpo-
rate key spiritual, physical, and social 
goals throughout the program of 
studies in a balanced approach that 
further develops cognitive compe-
tencies. 

• Missional experiences and service 
learning are to be hallmarks of Ad-
ventist education. 

 
3. All truth is God’s truth. 

Scripture makes it clear: “Every 
good gift and every perfect gift is from 
above, coming down from the Father” 
(James 1:17, NKJV). “The Lord gives 
wisdom; from His mouth come knowl-
edge and understanding” (Proverbs 
2:6). “Grace and truth came through 
Jesus Christ” (John 1:17). 

God, then, is the Source of truth, re-
vealing facts and principles through 
Scripture, His created works in the 
physical world and human society, and 
creative and reflective thought pro-
cesses. However, each of these must 
point toward and function in harmony 
with its Source. And among these, we 
must recognize Scripture as the clear-
est and most comprehensive revelation 
of God’s truth (see Figure 3). 

The role of the Word in the teaching 
and learning process is highlighted 
throughout the Bible. David declared, 
“The teaching of your word gives light” 
(Psalm 119:130, NLT).16 And Christ 
prayed, “‘Sanctify them by the truth; 
your word is truth’” (John 17:17).  

What, then, is the place of the Bible 
in Adventist education? It is not to be 
a slice of the curriculum, one subject 
among many, competing for the stu-
dent’s time and attention. Instead, the 

Word of God is to be core to every 
subject area (see Figure 4 on page 21). 

Ellen White underscored the role of 
Scripture as the great unifying factor in 
the program of studies: “The Bible 
should be made the foundation of study 
and of teaching.”17 Martin Luther, the 
Protestant Reformer, stated it this way: 

“I am much afraid that the universi-

ties will prove to be the great gates of 
hell, unless they diligently labor in ex-
plaining the Holy Scriptures, and en-
graving them in the hearts of youth. I 
advise no one to place his child where 
the Scriptures do not reign paramount. 
Every institution in which men are not 
unceasingly occupied with the word of 
God must become corrupt.”18 
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Figure 2. Dimensions of Whole-person Development 

Figure 3. God, the Source and Reference of Truth 
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Recognizing God as the Source of all 
truth is a sustaining paradigm in Ad-
ventist education and leads us to the 
following implications: 

• Students should interact per-
sonally with God’s Word in each sub-
ject area. 

• As educators, we are to inten-
tionally connect all knowledge to its 
Source. 

• Adventist education is to make the 
Word of God the foundation of all aca-
demic endeavors. 

 
4. A comprehensive spiritual framework. 

Likely from ancient times, we have 
inherited the problem of dualistic 
thinking. We create false dichotomies: 
love vs. authority, mercy vs. justice, 
theory vs. practice, student vs. subject.  

The most problematic, however, is 
the spiritual-secular divide. We label 
some aspects of life as spiritual—such 
as attending religious services and con-
ducting personal devotions—while we 
consider the rest secular, without refer-
ence to God or His plan for our lives. 
The same dualism can enter education, 
where the religion course, the Week of 
Prayer, or a devotional thought is 
viewed as spiritual, after which we get 
on with the rest of learning from a sec-
ular frame (see Figure 5). 

Scripture, however, holds that a 
spiritual perspective is to permeate all. 
“Whether you eat or drink, or what -
ever you do, do all to the glory of God” 
(1 Corinthians 10:31, NKJV). “What -
ever you do, whether in word or deed, 
do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus” 
(Colossians 3:17). 

Paul further affirmed that we must 
“take captive every thought to make it 
obedient to Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5). 
A program of studies is made up of 
courses comprised of topics that consist 
of concepts. If all thoughts acknowledge 
the Lordship of Christ, this means that 
all concepts, topics, courses, and, in 
fact, the entire educational program 
must recognize that Jesus is Lord. 

A comprehensive Spirit-filled per-
spective, then, encompasses Christian 
life and learning (see Figure 6). Paul 
wrote, “Put on the new self, which is 
being renewed in knowledge in the 
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Figure 4. The Bible as the Core Curriculum 

Figure 5. The Great Divide in Life and Learning 
 

Note: The list of subject areas is not exhaustive.  
Chart created and owned by John Wesley Taylor V. Permission is granted for use with citation. 

Figure 6. Resolving the Divide in Life and Learning
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image of its Creator” where “Christ is 
all, and is in all” (Colossians 3:10, 11). 
Notice that the restoration of the 
image of God involves a renewal of 
the mind, of our view of life and 
learning. “Let this mind”—this atti-
tude, this perspective—“be in you, 
which was also in Christ Jesus” (Phi-
lippians 2:5, KJV). 

In this vein, Ellen White reminded 
educators, “Bible religion is not to be 
like a dash of color brushed here and 
there upon the canvas, but its in-
fluence is to pervade the whole life, as 
though the canvas were dipped into 
the color until every thread of the fab-
ric was dyed a deep, fast, unfading 
hue.”19 

The implications of the all-encom-
passing spiritual perspective include 
the following: 

• As Christians, we must think 
Christianly—endeavoring to view all 
things from God’s perspective. 

• The biblical worldview brings a 
unified approach to life and learning, 
precluding a spiritual/secular dichot-
omy. 

• As educators, we must ensure 
that a spiritual focus frames each aca-
demic subject and topic. 

 
5. Nurturing faith. 

In Scripture, faith, learning, and life 
are linked. Paul declared, “Faith 
comes by hearing, and hearing by the 
word of God” (Romans 10:17, NKJV). 
Faith, then, is connected to learning 
about God and His plan for our lives. 
This is essential but insufficient. Faith 
must also link to life. As James as-
serted, “faith by itself, if it is not ac-
companied by action, is dead” (James 
2:17). This faith-integrative process in 
learning and life is itself anchored in 
the Word of God (see Figure 7). We 
will briefly consider these elements. 

Faith. Jesus asked, “‘When the Son 
of Man comes, will he find faith on 
the earth?’” (Luke 18:8). Faith is trust 
in something or someone. There are 
three key dimensions: (1) faith in 
God, both knowing about God and 
knowing Him experientially; (2) faith 

in the divine revelation—trust in 
God’s message and confidence in the 
divine plan; and, perhaps the most 
difficult at times, (3) faith in persons, 
in the potential of others and of our-
selves, by God’s grace. 

Learning. Jesus declared, “‘Come 
to me . . . and learn from me’” (Mat-
thew 11:28, 29). There are two essen-
tial aspects in this process: (1) learn-
ing to think Christianly—a change of 
mind, and (2) learning to live by 
faith—a change of life. The change of 
mind involves internalizing the atti-
tudes and priorities of Christ. The 
change of life involves trusting the di-
vine plan and reflecting that commit-
ment in our choices and actions. 

Life. Jesus announced, “‘I have 
come that they may have life, and that 
they may have it more abundantly’” 
(John 10:10, NKJV). This “abundant 
life” encompasses both a meaningful 
life and an eternal life. It provides 
focus and direction in our lives. And 
the eternal dimension begins as we 
accept Christ as Savior. “‘This is eter-
nal life: that they know you, the only 
true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you 
have sent’” (John 17:3). 

What then is the unity of faith, 
learning, and life? It is when biblical 
beliefs and values provide the bedrock 
for the academic endeavor, which, in 
turn, seeks to relate Christianity to the 
full range of the human experience. It 
is more than just a mixture or a 
chance encounter. It is when faith is 
the great integrating factor of all learn-
ing and life. 

Nurturing faith is then the integra-

tive process in the philosophy of Ad-
ventist education. Ellen White wrote, 
“The students in our schools and all 
our youth should be given an educa-
tion that will strengthen them in the 
faith.”20 This faith-affirming focus 
leads to the following implications: 

• Students must personally experi-
ence faith, developed through a rela-
tionship with God. 

• Teachers are to nurture faith, 
seeking a transformation in both mind 
and life. 

• An overarching goal of Adventist 
education is to form persons who 
trust God’s plan for their lives. 

 
6. Spirit-filled teachers. 

The Holy Spirit is the power of Ad-
ventist education (Acts 1:8). “‘The 
Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the 
Father will send in My name, He will 
teach you all things’” (John 14:26, 
NKJV, italics supplied). Ephesians 4 
reminds us that Spirit-filled teaching is 
a divine gift, granted to “prepare 
God’s people for works of service” 
and to edify the body of Christ “in the 
faith and in the knowledge of the Son 
of God” (vss. 11-13). 

In Adventist education, teachers 
must be competent—demonstrating 
solid content knowledge and effective 
teaching skills, serving as caring men-
tors, and committed to professional 
growth. While competence is vital, it 
is nonetheless insufficient to accom-
plish the task of Christian education. 
Just as the Earth is surrounded by a 
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Figure 7. Linking Faith, Learning, and Life (Romans 10:17; James 2:17)

Note: Chart created and owned by John Wesley Taylor V.  Permission is granted for use with citation.
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fulfilling the mission that He has en-
trusted. It includes dedication to the 
salvation of our students, faithfulness 
to the biblical worldview, and devo-
tion to a life of witness and service. It 
means that we seek to represent the 
Master. “We are therefore Christ’s am-
bassadors, as though God were mak-
ing his appeal through us” (2 Corin-
thians 5:20). “If anyone speaks, he 
should do it as one speaking the very 
words of God” (1 Peter 4:11). 

In sum, Adventist educators are to 
be Spirit-filled—both competent and 
committed. This unified responsibility 
is to be our personal priority. Further, 
the integrated elements of competence 
and commitment are to guide the in-
stitution in the process of hiring, in 
nurturing the continued growth of its 
staff, and throughout the personnel 
assessment process (see Figure 8). 
Some implications: 

• The Holy Spirit is essential to the 
success of the teaching-learning ex-
perience. 

• As educators, we are to view our 
profession as a divine calling, focused 
on the salvation of our students. 

• Christian educators are to be 
faithful, as God’s representatives. 

 
7. Educating for eternity. 

Sometimes, as educators, we adopt 
a restricted vision of what students 
can become and focus largely on help-
ing them pass the subject or on seek-
ing to ensure that they can graduate. 
At times, that vision is expanded by 
endeavoring to prepare students to be 
successful in the broader context of 
life—in their professions, their rela-
tionships with friends and family, and 
as responsible citizens. Adventist edu-
cation, however, envisions a broader 
scope: Educating for eternity (see Fig-
ure 9 on page 24). 

The concept of education with a 
view of eternity is embedded in Scrip-
ture: “‘Most assuredly, I say to you, he 
who believes in Me has everlasting 
life’” (John 6:47, NKJV). But “how 
can they believe in him if they have 
never heard about him? And how can 
they hear about him unless someone 
tells them?” (Romans 10:14, NLT). Be-
lieving, then, depends on hearing the 
Word; and hearing is contingent upon 

life-giving atmosphere, so competence 
must be enveloped in commitment. 

The concept of commitment is bib-
lical. Paul wrote to Timothy, “The 
things that you have heard from me, 
commit these to faithful witnesses 
who will be able to teach others also” 
(2 Timothy 2:2, NKJV, italics sup-
plied). Jesus further clarified that “‘a 
faithful and wise servant’” is one to 
whom the master can give the respon-
sibility of managing his household 
(Matthew 24:45). 

Ellen White affirmed that “It is not 
enough that the teacher possess natu-
ral ability and intellectual culture. 
These are indispensable, but without 
a spiritual fitness for the work he is 
not prepared to engage in it. He 
should see in every pupil the handi-
work of God—a candidate for immor-
tal honors.”21 And we are promised, 
“Just as surely as the educators of the 
youth are consecrated to God, so 
surely will their efforts be crowned 
with success, in this life and the fu-
ture life.”22 

Such commitment involves whole-
hearted consecration to God and to 
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Figure 8. Competent and Committed Teachers
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one who shares the Word. 
“The true science of education,” 

Ellen White wrote, “will fit the youth 
for eternal life.”23 To this end, she en-
couraged teachers to “Educate as for 
eternity.”24  

Salvation is to be at the heart of the 
Adventist philosophy of education. 
“The great Teacher calls for every 
youth to learn the true philosophy of 
education: What shall I do to be 
saved?”25 Consequently, the ultimate 
priority of Seventh-day Adventist edu-
cation is that each student may per-
sonally experience God’s saving grace 
in his or her life. “The work of edu -
cation and the work of redemption are 
one.”26 

Because a God-like character is the 
only asset “that we can take from this 
world to the next,”27 character forma-
tion is paramount in Adventist educa-
tion. Ellen White asserted that “The 
great object to be secured [in the edu-
cation and training of the youth] 
should be the proper development of 
character, that the individual may be 
fitted to rightly discharge the duties of 
the present life, and to enter at last 
upon the future, immortal life.”28 Wit-
ness and selfless service are tangible 
expressions of Christian character, 
both now and throughout eternity. 

The priority of educating for eter-
nity provides us with implications for 
Adventist education: 

• Every student is to understand 

the true philosophy of education, in-
cluding its eternal dimension. 

• As educators, we are to see our 
students as God sees them, candidates 
for heaven. 

• Adventist education must prior-
itize character formation, building a life 
commitment to witness and service. 

 
Conclusion 

The philosophy of education de-
scribed in Scripture and delineated in 

the writings of Ellen White provides 
distinctive traits of Seventh-day Ad-
ventist education. This educational 
philosophy enables us to clearly     
define the purpose, product, para-
digm, perspective, process, power, 
and priority of Adventist education 
(see Figure 10). These elements, in 
turn, are essential in carrying forward 
The Great Commission (Matthew 
28:19, 20) through the ministry of 
education.29 

Ultimately, the philosophy of edu-
cation that we implement represents a 
personal, but crucial choice. To para-
phrase the words of Joshua 24:15, 
“Choose you this day whom you will 
serve—whether the gods of traditional 
education that your mentors served, 
or the gods of this secular age in 
which you now live.” Those perspec-
tives are not the only options, how -
ever. There is a higher calling—a 
Bible-based, Christ-centered, heaven-
directed philosophy of education. As 
Seventh-day Adventist educators, may 
we affirm, “As for me and my class-
room, as for me and my school, we 
will serve the Lord!”  

 
 

✐
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Figure 9. Extending Our Horizons

Figure 10. Essential Elements in the Philosophy of Adventist Education
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