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than 60 percent of Americans can name Homer’s son on “The Simpsons” 
while only 21 percent can name one of Homer’s epic poems, all is not lost. 

“There are few causes more important, or having longer-lasting and 
ever-widening cultural influence, than rebuilding America’s educational in-
frastructure and recovering the educational heritage that built Western– 
and American–civilization,” Veith says. “This is a cause that, literally, equips 
the next generation, training them in the disciplines of liberty, so that they 
can put right so much that has gone wrong.” 
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”To know wisdom and instruc-
tion; to perceive the words of un-
derstanding” (Proverbs 1:2). 
The usual argument against public 
education is very convincing, yet 
very wrong. It runs something like 
this: Public schools have become 
breeding grounds for violence and 
sexual promiscuity; they often are 
outlets for socialist propaganda; they 
now constitute a formidable enemy 
of religion (e.g. by teaching evolu-
tion and prohibiting prayer and Bible 
reading) and of the family (by teach-
ing sex education and deriding tra-
ditional authority structures), and so 
on.  This is not an unmitigated trag-
edy, since it is being used, under the 
providence of God, to lead more and 
more people of faith to abandon the 
system of public education. No mat-
ter what the reason, that is certainly a 
good result. 

Unfortunately, the argument 
above is not as principled as it looks. 
It is not an argument against state 
education, but only against certain 

perceived ills of public schools, as 
they now exist.  Thus, even among 
Christians with the argument, you 
will find the following attitudes: 

(1)  “The real problems ex-
ist in the inner-city schools, but 
there’s nothing wrong with public 
schools in  the better suburbs and the 
rural, God-centered communities 
with traditional values”; 

(2)  “We should work to 
make public schools more moral, by 
pressuring our legislators to reinstitute 
prayer and abolish sex-education”; 

(3)  “We should try to force 
the public schools to give Creation 
‘equal time’ with evolution.” 

These and similar positions all 
attest to the fact that much of the 
opposition to public schools is merely 
pragmatic: we are very willing for 
the state to control education, as long 
as we can be reasonably sure our 
children won’t be beaten, drugged 
or raped in the library. To put it 
bluntly, we want our socialism, but 
we want it clean. If only the public 

schools would teach what we want 
them to teach, we would be happy 
to have our children’s education 
funded by legalized theft. Quite an 
interesting position, philosophically: 
we’ll give our children a “moral” 
upbringing by robbing our neighbors 
to pay for it. 

As Christians, we do not ar-
gue against abortion simply by cit-
ing the dangers of malpractice, nor 
should we consider it sufficient to 
oppose state education simply be-
cause of its evil consequences. We 
do not work for safer methods of 
abortion, nor should we work to im-
prove public schools.  The basic ar-
gument, you see, is that the very 
existence of state schools is im-
moral—regardless of the level of 
“morality” contained in them. 

According to the Bible (see 
Romans 13:4), the state has an ex-
tremely limited function, which may 
be summed up in two points: pun-
ishing criminals (as defined by God’s 
law) and protecting the law-abiding. 
That’s it. God has appointed civil 
rulers as His ministers, and their re-
sponsibility is to administer His laws. 

The Bible severely limits the 
powers of the state and just in case 
rulers might misunderstand the ex-
tent of their commission, God built a 
“strict constructionist” interpretation 
into the law: the ruler “may not turn 
aside from the commandment, to the 
right or to the left” (Deuteronomy 
17:20). 

The Bible does not give rulers 
the power to educate children; that 
responsibility belongs to the family.  
State schools are therefore immoral 
in principle. They exist only because 
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God’s laws have been violated—by 
greedy rulers, who covet the pow-
ers of deity, and by blindly greedy 
citizens who covet “free” education 
at their neighbors’ expense. Viewed 
in this light, it is no wonder that 
the public school system has 
spawned a generation of illit-
erate criminals who assume 
the world owes them a living. 
Why not? According to their 
baby-boomer parents, the world 
owed them an education; 
they’re just extending the logic. 

The rise in public-school 
crime and violence is nothing 
but the humanistic superstruc-
ture built on a rotten founda-
tion. It is quite predictable; in 
fact, it was predicted in 
Deuteronomy 28, the list of 
the curses which necessarily 
fall upon a culture that departs 
from God’s law. If our edu-
cational principles are not founded 
on God’s word, we have shut God 
out of our system of knowledge and 
committed cultural suicide.  Romans 
1:28-32 tells us what happens to 
people who will not have God in their 
knowledge: it reads like a modern 
report card on “citizenship.”   

“But,” it may be objected, “if 
the state doesn’t provide education 
and force citizens to submit to it, 
some parents won’t bother to do 
it themselves.”  This is true. It is also 
true that some people don’t brush 
their teeth. It follows that we should, 
therefore provide free dental care 
and send bureaucrats to each home 
every morning and evening, armed 
with dental floss, to enforce oral 
hygiene on the population. Right?  
Where do you draw the line? You 
draw the line where God draws it: 

in His law. God has defined the re-
sponsibilities and limits of the state, 
and whenever it falls short of those 
responsibilities, or transgresses those 
limits, it is playing God. The inevi-

table result is national damnation. 
No matter what objection you 

have to all this, it fails the ultimate 
test: conformity to God’s law. When 
you say the “moral,” community-ori-
ented, public schools are still OK, all 
you’re saying is that the full harvest 
of apostasy hasn’t caught up with 
them yet.  But the fact that none of 
your bad checks have returned is no 
justification of forgery.  Those won-
derful schools are possible only by 
the illegitimate beneficence of a 
deified state which plunders your 
neighbors to give your kids a free 
lunch. There’s just no way around 
it.  Public schools are immoral, and 
always have been—even in the by-
gone, halcyon days of old, when stu-
dents got regular doses of birch rods 
and McGuffey readers.   

Look at yourself for a prime 

example. You went to a “nice” pub-
lic school, and you didn’t turn out so 
badly. You didn’t take LSD in 5th 
grade, you didn’t carry a switch 
blade in junior high, and you were a 

virgin on graduation day.  State 
education didn’t pervert you. 
Or did it? Consider your reac-
tion to this essay. (Never mind 
that I’m begging the question 
for a minute.) 

Regardless of the bibli-
cal evidence, you still find it 
hard to swallow that the state 
shouldn’t do something be-
yond God’s requirements.  You 
think the argument that public 
education involves theft is 
somewhat “abstract.” Face it: 
you’re a socialist. Many of 
your ideas about the proper 
role of government were fed 
to you from K through 12, and 
it’s like pulling teeth to get rid 

of them. I’m constantly running into 
sincere Christians who are abso-
lutely aghast at the thought of abol-
ishing unbiblical government regula-
tion  (posing questions like: “How will 
the mail get delivered?”). I even 
heard one theologian boldly assert 
that the value of gold and silver 
comes from the paper money be-
hind it! 

The real problem with public 
schools is that they exist in the first 
place. They are an ungodly, unlaw-
ful, collectivism institution. The many 
evils now spewing out of them de-
rive from the curse of God inflicted 
on all institutions that defy Him. 

He has commanded parents to 
educate their children in terms of His 
law–that cannot be done in a public 
school. If we want our children to 
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Why Classical “Christian” Education? 

fear Him, to grow into diligent workers for His kingdom, we cannot afford 
to train them in an institution which has as its fundamental presupposition 
that I am entitled to as much money as I can vote out of my neighbor’s 
pocket. 

Prayer doesn’t belong in a public school (Proverbs 28:9). Your money 
doesn’t belong in a public school. Most of all, your children don’t belong in 
a public school. Institutions premised on sin must not be redeemed, but 
abandoned. We cannot send young maidens into brothels in the interests of 
“equal time for chastity.”  As the light of the world, we must set the stan-
dard. Our Lord never called His people to help build the tower of Babel in 
the hope of getting a Bible study in the basement. He commanded us to 
build our own city on a hill. 

(c) 1981 Institute for Christian Economics, Box 8000, Tyler, TX 75711, USA 
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Ever since the church father 
Tertullian pondered in the second 
century, “What does Jerusalem have 
to do with Athens?,” Christians have 
wrestled with the relationship be-
tween Jew-
ish and 
Greek 
thought. 
Some have 
sought to 
strip Chris-
tian theol-
ogy from 
any vestige of Greek thought by ad-
vocating a return to the “pure moral 
categories” of the Old Testament or 
to an alleged “primitive Christianity.” 

Others accept that over the 
centuries the gospel has been 
preached and theology developed in 
Greek categories of thought. It was 
the Greeks, even more than the 
Jews, who were open to Christ’s 
saving message. Some have gone so 
far as to say that the biblical refer-
ence in Hebrews to Christ’s coming 
in the “fullness of times” refers in-
evitably to that unique period of his-
tory where Greek culture was pro-
tected by Roman law and armies— 
pax Romana. One’s approach bears 
directly on the question of how one 
should educate a child in the “paideia 
of the Lord” (Ephesians 6:4). 

We are committed to a Christ- 
centered and classical curriculum. 
Why the “classical”? Doesn’t “clas-
sical” conflict with the “Christ-cen-
tered”? These are important ques-
tions to ask. We believe that the Jew-
ish and Greek cultures serve as foun-
dational categories for both Chris-
tian and Western thought. Obviously, 
classical study requires discernment. 
It took the early church two hundred 

years to overcome the pagan her-
esy of gnosticism. Nor were early 
Christians accepting of homosexu-
ality and infanticide, which were 
commonly practiced in classical so-

ciety. Yet the 
church and 
theology 
owes a debt 
to Greek 
thought. 
C.S. Lewis 
observed, 
“To lose 

what I owe to Plato and Aristotle 
would be like the amputation of a 
limb. Hardly any lawful price would 
seem to me too high for what I 
have gained by being made to learn 
Latin and Greek.” 

Boston College philosopher 
Peter Kreeft provides some helpful 
insights into this question. He writes, 
“The Jews gave us conscience; the 

Greeks, reason. The Jews gave us 
the laws of morality, of what ought 
to be; the Greeks gave us the laws 
of thought and of being, of what is.” 
The Greeks discovered the nature 
of truth and goodness, the Jews 
were discovered by the God who 
was Truth and Goodness. “Hebraism 
and Hellenism meet—Hebraism in 
its Christianized form, Hellenism in 
its Romanized form…. The meet-
ing and blending of these two great 
rivers, the biblical (Judaeo-Christian) 
and the classical (Greco-Roman) 
produced the Middle Ages.” 

Our modern world has its be-
ginnings in this medieval synthesis— 
what historians rightly refer to as 
“The Age of Faith.” But modernity 
is a cut flower. As the roots of faith 
were abandoned, the flower of 
Western civilization withered. 
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