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God has progressively revealed Himself within the context and framework 
of history. Therefore, it can be said that the best way to teach Truth in any 

culture is within the chronological and historical framework of the Scriptures. 
In this book Trevor McIlwain describes the principles he’s learnt teaching the 
Bible chronologically and shares many examples of others who have done 
the same. This first volume lays out the biblical basis for the Building on Firm 
Foundations teaching program which is presented in subsequent volumes.

The Building on Firm Foundations  (BOFF) series is an extensive teaching 
program which helps equip leaders and disciple-makers to teach God’s Word. 
Developed especially with cross-cultural  evangelism in a church planting 
context in mind, the Building on Firm Foundations lessons have been used 
in over 250 people groups with exceptional results.

OBJECTIVES  
 
This teaching program will help participants to:
•  Discover God’s rescue plan as traced from the Old Testament to the New  
•  See the Bible as one seamless narrative
• Listen to God tell the story of who he is and who we are
• Understand their place in God’s story
• Make sense of the Gospel as it is placed in light of the whole Narrative
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to teach the Bible as one unbroken narrative and to see mature churches 
planted that in turn go on to make disciples.
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With thankfulness and praise to God, this series of books is 
dedicated to my parents who, by their words and godly exam-

ple, taught me that the Written Word and the Living Word are the 
only solid and lasting foundations for this life and for eternity.

DEDICATION
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Jesus Christ commanded us to preach the Gospel to all people. Many 
barriers impede progress as we seek to share Christ among those who speak a 
different language and whose cultural worldview is widely divergent from those 
of us who seek to share the Good News of Christ. One of the most critical is 
the communicative barrier which tends to shut out or severely distort the truth 
of the Word when it is presented. Whether one is teaching the Word to a group 
of professionals in downtown New York City or to a group of Palawano tribal 
people in the Philippines, the basic problem is how to teach the precepts of the 
Word in a clear and understandable way.

Trevor McIlwain has addressed the most important of all world evangeli-
zation tasks – the effective teaching of the Word of God. How we teach God’s 
Word will have tremendous impact in terms of understanding or lack of under-
standing upon those who listen to God’s Word.

In these volumes, Trevor McIlwain presents a soundly biblical approach to 
evangelism and discipleship. For years, missionaries, who have been taught by 
Trevor, have been applying this teaching. The results, to the glory of our Lord, 
have been exceptional. What Trevor presents in these volumes is not unproven 
theory, but a practical and proven approach to evangelism and the grounding of 
new believers and maturing believers. This is based on meticulously laying solid 
biblical foundations and then building on those foundations.

In these volumes Trevor not only demonstrates the need for establishing 
proper foundations, but he also details how these foundations are biblically laid. 
As he states, “...I will endeavor to show that the Scriptures were progressively 
revealed by God within the context and framework of history. Therefore, the best 
way to teach divine truth in any culture is God’s way, within the chronological 
and historical framework of the Scriptures.”

These volumes are written for any Christian who desires to know and teach 
the Scriptures. In a deeper sense, however, they are written by a missionary for 
missionaries. The barriers encountered in teaching the Word to people of other 
cultures are formidable. Trevor shows the way to penetrate these cross-cultural 
barriers by the careful and extensive use of Scripture. In evangelism, for example, 
the barriers will seldom be breached by attempts to lay the basics of the Gospel on 
whatever conceptual foundation the hearer may already possess. Such a shallow 
approach to evangelism has led to an abundance of those who profess, but do not 

FOREWORD
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possess, the truth of the Gospel of Grace. Even more sadly, shallow approaches 
have also unintentionally led to widespread reinterpretation of the Gospel. Such 
reinterpretation generates another gospel, as the Apostle Paul termed such error, 
together with another Jesus and another spirit (2 Corinthians 11:4). It is true 
that the unregenerate heart of man precludes the absolute elimination of error. 
However, the probability for the misunderstanding, misapplication, or reinter-
pretation of the Gospel will be vastly reduced if Trevor McIlwain’s prescriptions 
for laying adequate biblical foundations are followed.

Those teachers of the Word who will most benefit from these volumes will 
be those who carefully note both the Scripture content to be taught and the bibli-
cal principles and precise techniques for teaching. Substantial lesson material is 
included for the instructional benefit of those who will teach. Trevor’s intention 
for these lessons, however, is not that they should be used directly by the reader 
for teaching the Word. They are to be studied and digested and then used as 
resource material for the teacher’s own preparation of lessons keyed directly to 
the individual or groups being taught. With some groups, the lessons may be 
applicable precisely as written. In general, however, adjustments will be necessary 
to accommodate variables such as culture, the discourse features of the language, 
education, age, existing biblical knowledge, and time constraints. Trevor would 
admonish us, however, to beware of shortcuts and to always keep in mind that 
the proof of teaching is not in what the teacher has said, but in what the people 
have actually learned. We are to teach so as to be used by the Spirit of God to 
clearly and firmly establish, in the minds of those being taught, the foundational 
principles of the Word necessary for salvation by grace, apart from works, and for 
living the Christian life.

In conclusion, dear Christian, I say read on, study, digest, pray over, and 
prove the content of these volumes in the light of Scripture. Then, above all, go 
teach and make disciples of Jesus Christ.

Richard Sollis 
Ethnos360  

(formerly New Tribes Mission)
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“The unfolding of your words brings light” (Psalm 119:130, NIV).
1984 was the year of the unfolding of Light for the Gerai people of West 

Kalimantan, Indonesia.
Sometime along our journey to become the prepared vessels that God would 

use to reach out to them with the Gospel, we discovered that the Gerai had 
lived in this historic setting for more than two centuries. “Tang Ulu,” which we 
estimated to have been under construction during the tumultuous years of the 
American revolution, was one of three remaining “longhouses” named for their 
long expanse of connected family dwellings under a single enormous roof. Even 
at our first sight of these imposing structures, we dreamed that one day the Gerai 
might gather on these huge connected verandas to hear the glorious Gospel of 
Christ.

We found it easy to love the Gerai people, but we were continually amazed 
at the complexity of their view of the world in which they lived. They believed 
in ever-present and unpredictable good and evil spirits, in numerous guardian 
beings and in the spirits of the dead. Their belief in multiple gods had effectively 
insulated the Gerai mind against any concept of one true and personal God.

Our missionary team of three families was one of several teams on the verge 
of sharing the Gospel with a previously unreached people group in this part of 
Indonesia. We all faced barriers to the people understanding the Gospel.

In God’s providence and perfect timing, Trevor McIlwain came to teach a 
seminar. He shared with us the simple yet profound message of how the faithful 
and purposeful chronological unfolding of God’s story of redemption lays the 
foundation of truth that allows the light to shine into even the darkest intellect.

We will never take lightly the privilege it was to witness firsthand the Gerai 
people being genuinely transformed by the unfolding of the truth. We still 
marvel. This message which at first seemed so strange to them found a home in 
the deepest part of their understanding. Their hearts turned in grateful response 
to the One who had loved them and sought them out before they even knew He 
existed.

Throughout the years since chronological teaching resources have been avail-
able, the story of how tribal peoples like the Gerai have turned to Christ could be 
repeated many times over.

FOREWORD FOR REVISION
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Readers and teachers of the Building on Firm Foundations series will find 
many improvements in this edition.

 • A more user-friendly format, whether you are teaching or reading for personal 
study.

 • Easier adaptation to other languages and cultures around the world, a 
welcomed change for those in cross-cultural teaching.

 • Improvements in style and presentation gleaned from the input of users 
worldwide and an excellent staff of revisers and reviewers.

As this edition is released, it goes forth with our sincere prayer that the message 
contained in these volumes will continue to impact a world which is still vastly 
unreached. In this ever-changing and complex world, the need for clear founda-
tional teaching and the effective telling of His Story has never been greater.

Larry Goring 
Coordinator for International Ministries 
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CHAPTER 1: THE MASTER
BUILDER’S PLAN

With a thunderous sound, the walls cracked and crumbled. Timbers splintered. The roof 
buckled, falling into pieces. Floor after floor crashed one upon another, crushing, trapping, 
killing the tenants. In a few moments, the high-rise apartments were reduced to rubble.

How had the disaster happened? The building looked sturdy. Why would it collapse with 
no warning?

Subsequent investigations proved that the builder had not followed the proper build-
ing specifications and plans. Willing to gamble with the lives and the safety of human 
beings for the sake of money, he had cut corners and economized on many parts of  
the building.

The depth of the concrete had been reduced, and not all of the steel reinforcements 
required for the foundations had been laid down. Thus the foundations were inadequate for 
the height and weight of the building. The walls and floors lacked the necessary steel rods to 
hold and strengthen the building.

The builder had disregarded the design specifications that the architect and engineers 
provided. He had followed his own way because it was easier and quicker and brought him 
greater profit.

The results? Sorrow! Destruction! Death!
Just as this builder carelessly ignored construction standards and specifications, many 

Christians all over the world carelessly disregard the Master Builder’s plans for building His 
Church.

In most instances, evangelism, whether mass evangelism or personal evangelism, is not 
being done according to the biblical plans given to the Church by the Divine Architect. 
Likewise with the preaching and teaching of the Word of God. Many who are engaged in 
the work of building the Church are so engrossed in their own ideas, schemes and passions 
that they do not stop to consider if they are working according to God’s divine directions or 
whether their work will pass His final scrutiny.

God’s work of building His Church
God is the Builder of His Church (Matthew 16:18). But He has chosen His earthly chil-

dren to be partners together with Him (1 Corinthians 3:9).
The Christian’s work in building the Church is similar to that of a building contractor. 

Just as a contractor is responsible to follow exactly the plans given to him by the owner of a 
building, so we are responsible to follow God’s plans for building His Church.

God is the true builder of all things. “For every house is built by someone, but He who built 
all things is God” (Hebrews 3:4).

God builds everything according to His eternal plans. He will not change. He will never 
accommodate man’s ideas or change His plans to go along with current trends. He will never 
permit any change in the specifications which He has laid down for all He has planned to do 
in what we call time. His work always has adequate foundations; He builds carefully, patiently 
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and precisely. He refuses to take shortcuts in anything He does, and He never uses inferior 
materials or methods which are contrary to His holy and perfect nature.

The first account in Scripture of God’s building work is when He created the heavens 
and the earth. “By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, And all the host of them by the 
breath of His mouth....For He spoke, and it was done; He commanded, and it stood fast” (Psalm 
33:6, 9). God was the Creator Builder of all things, seen and unseen. The theory of evolution 
is Satan’s lie, foisted on foolish, unbelieving man. The theory of evolution is contrary to the 
nature and character of God because God leaves nothing to chance. He is always in full and 
complete control of all His works. He created everything according to His perfect plan, and 
He declared that it was all good (Genesis 1:31).

Later in the Scriptures we have the account of God’s command to Noah to build an ark. 
God did not command Noah to build the ark and then leave Noah to formulate his own 
plans. Rather, God told Noah exactly what must be done. Noah, God’s faithful workman, did 
everything just as the Lord commanded him (Genesis 6:22).

When God chose to dwell with Israel, He commanded Moses to build the taberna-
cle. And how was Moses to build it? “For He said, ‘See that you make all things according to 
the pattern shown you on the mountain’” (Hebrews 8:5). Every detail, from the silver sock-
ets which were the foundations for the boards of the tabernacle to the outer coverings of 
badger skins, was to be made exactly according to the divine pattern shown to Moses on 
Mount Sinai. Scripture assures us that Moses was faithful to Him who appointed him 
(Hebrews 3:2).

God’s work of building the heavens and the earth was done by the power of His Word. 
Noah and Moses followed the words of God in all that they built. Likewise, God’s present 
work of building His Church is also being accomplished through His mighty Word. “For it is 
the God who commanded light to shine out of darkness, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of 
the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6).

The building of the universe was the work of God alone. He did not use any angelic 
or human agent. But the great work of building the Church, like the work of building the 
ark and the tabernacle, has been committed to His children. “We have this treasure in earthen 
vessels” (2 Corinthians 4:7). “We are ambassadors for Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:20). “You shall be 
witnesses to Me... to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). God has chosen to bring His Church to 
completion through the teaching of His Word by the members of the Church.

If the ark and the tabernacle had to be built exactly according to God’s plan, should not 
the Church also be built according to His plan? Surely the Bride of Christ is of even greater 
importance than the ark or the tabernacle. The use for the ark came to an end, and the taber-
nacle was superseded by the temple, but the Church is to last for eternity. Therefore, “If anyone 
defiles the temple of God, God will destroy him. For the temple of God is holy, which temple you are” 
(1 Corinthians 3:17). Every man’s work, in relationship to the building of the Church, is going 
to be tried by fire. It will all come under the scrutinizing gaze of the Great Master Builder 
whose servants and co-laborers we are.
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CHAPTER 1: THE MASTERS 
BUILDERS PLAN

Whether we are seminary professors, pastors, missionaries, Bibleclass lead-
ers, Sunday school teachers, youth workers, or concerned parents wishing to see 
our children taught the Word of God, “We are God’s fellow workers.” We must there-
fore be wise, taking careful note to see if we are doing our work as He has commanded  
(1 Corinthians 3:9-23).

Building as a wise master builder
Paul refers to himself as a wise master builder (1 Corinthians 3:10). He laid the founda-

tions of the Gospel on which the Corinthians’ faith and hope were built, and he warned the 
Bible teachers in Corinth to be careful how they built on those biblical foundations which he 
had laid (1 Corinthians 15:1-4).

As a new missionary, I had a similar responsibility as Paul had. I was responsible to lay 
the foundations of the Gospel and build up the individual members of the body of Christ in 
a remote island of the Philippines. I desired to be a wise master builder like Paul, but I wasn’t 
sure how to be wise and careful as I built. I prayed for answers as the following questions 
gripped my mind and guided my search:

 • By what standard did Paul judge his building methods and work and thus conclude that he 
was a wise master builder?

 • How can all subsequent builders be sure that they are proceeding in the correct way and 
that their work will meet with divine approval?

 • Has God only told us what to teach in His Word, or has He also shown us how to teach?

 • Which is the clearest, most simple, and yet most comprehensive method of teaching the 
Word of God to prepare people for the Gospel and to teach them God’s way of salvation?

 • How can we be sure that the foundations we lay, on which others are to rest their faith, 
will see them safely into Heaven and stand firm in the great day of testing?

 • How should we teach in order to build up God’s children and lead them into the knowl-
edge of the whole counsel of God?

 • What checklist shall we use to determine if we are making headway and whether the 
building is being brought to completion in accordance with the divine plan?

 • How can church planters know if they have done all that they should have done?
Years passed before I understood the answers to these questions. Why did it take so long? 

Because traditional Bible teaching methods influenced my thinking. I found the answers I 
needed when I finally looked to God’s Word alone.

The effectiveness of biblical principles
After the Lord had shown me the biblical teaching principles that I present later in this 

volume, He then opened opportunities for me to share these principles with others who were 
also searching. In 1980, I taught a seminar for missionaries in the Philippines. These bibli-
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cal teaching principles excited and gripped the hearts of my fellow missionaries who were 
struggling with problems identical to those I had faced in evangelism and in the planting 
and development of churches to spiritual maturity. These missionaries returned to their work 
with fresh enthusiasm, for they now had clearer guidelines and precise goals for their teaching 
ministry.

Seminars were also held in Bolivia, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Senegal, Thailand 
and the USA. These initial seminars majored on evangelism, and as missionaries returned 
to their work, they began to follow biblical guidelines for evangelism. The missionaries laid 
down firm foundations for saving faith in Christ by teaching a chronological overview of the 
Bible story, beginning in Genesis and concluding with the ascension of Christ.

The results were immediate and lasting. Many people from various tribal groups have 
come to a clear understanding of God’s nature and character, their own sinfulness, helpless-
ness and hopelessness, and Christ’s all-sufficient saving work through His death, burial and 
resurrection. Their understanding of God’s plan of salvation and the certainty of their faith 
far surpassed that of many others who had professed conversion previously. Furthermore, 
through chronological teaching, many sincere tribal people, who had previously professed 
Christianity, came to realize that they had misunderstood the missionaries’ message when 
they were taught previously. They are now trusting in a message which they clearly under-
stand.

One of the first reports of great blessing came from Bob Kennell and George Walker. 
They had followed these scriptural methods when teaching the story of the Bible to 
the primitive and previously unevangelized Bisorio tribe in the Sepik region of Papua 
New Guinea. The Bisorio people responded to a message which they clearly under-
stood from the Scriptures. Theirs is no blind faith, based merely on what the foreigner 
said. Instead, it is based on a clear understanding of the God of the Bible and the history  
of redemption.

Confusion about laying foundations
Christ and His Gospel are the only foundations which God has ordained as a basis for the 

faith of guilty sinners (1 Corinthians 3:11; 15:1-2). Nevertheless, there is great confusion even 
among Christians regarding these foundations and the correct way to establish them through 
preaching God’s Word.

In the construction of any building, the foundations are the first part of the struc-
ture to be prepared. The majority of Gospel preaching, however, is usually done with 
very little foundational preparation. This lack has contributed to a multitude of false 
professions and the uncertainty of many new Christians about the foundations of  
their faith.

Another mistake Bible teachers tend to make is failing to teach the Bible consistently as 
one book, just as God has prepared it for us through progressive revelation. Teachers of the 
Word carefully devise and prepare outlines, but few stop to consider that the Bible has an 
inbuilt teaching outline which, if followed, will give a clear, uncomplicated, comprehensive 
coverage of the entire Word of God.
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CHAPTER 1: THE MASTERS 
BUILDERS PLAN

Many teachers approach the Bible as if it were a treasure chest full of beautiful, precious 
gems. We assume that these jewels have not been given a definite pattern or design. We 
think that the responsibility is ours to arrange the jewels in some order which will enhance 
their beauty and cause them to be better appreciated. While recognizing the value of the 
Scriptures, many Bible teachers fail to see that there is a definite, divinely-given teaching 
outline which runs through the entire Word of God. We therefore proceed to arrange the 
Scriptures into what we consider to be comprehensive and lucid outlines. This is a basic 
mistake. Admittedly, good Bible teaching outlines are helpful; but too much time is spent 
developing methods and theories for Bible teaching, and insufficient time is given to simply 
teaching the Scriptures as they have been written.

The majority of Christian teaching emphasizes individual doctrines of the 
Bible rather than presenting the Bible as one complete, interdependent revela-
tion of God. Heresies, misinterpretation, overemphasis of certain Scriptures, and 
denominationalism can, in most cases, be traced to this lack of chronological and panoramic  
Bible teaching.

After many years of listening to nonsequential, topical, doctrinal sermons, most of which 
are based on isolated texts, many church members still do not know the Bible as one book. 
Oftenrepeated verses and some doctrines may be known; but the Scriptures, according to 
their divinelygiven historical structure, are seldom understood.

This is equally true in Sunday school programs. Children are usually taught stories from 
the Bible out of chronological order, and large portions of God’s Word are never taught to 
them at all. Even a faithful Sunday school pupil is unlikely to graduate with an overall knowl-
edge of the Bible.

The approach when teaching the Scriptures to people in other lands without previous Bible 
knowledge has been similar. Few changes are made to the methods used in the homeland. 
Insufficient time is generally given to teach the Old Testament background and foundations 
for the Gospel. Syncretism of heathen and Christian beliefs is often the sad result. Many in 
foreign lands who have professed Christianity do not understand the Gospel, nor do they 
understand the Scriptures as one book.

Many missionaries are so eager to preach the Gospel that they feel it is an unnecessary 
waste of time to teach tribal people too much of the historical portions of the Old Testament 
Scriptures. Nevertheless, these Old Testament historical sections form the basis for a clear 
understanding of the coming of Christ and the necessity of His death, burial and resurrection. 
The Old Testament Scriptures, correctly taught, will prepare the heart of the believing sinner 
to receive the Gospel in true repentance and faith.

Objective and overview
This book records my frustrations, my search, and also my joy at discovering divine 

teaching principles and guidelines in the Word of God. Additional volumes of Build-
ing on Firm Foundations contain clear, simple, yet comprehensive lessons for the unsaved 
and the children of God which follow the flow of biblical history from Genesis to  
the Revelation.
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Through my own experiences, but more importantly, on the basis of the truth of God’s 
Word, I will endeavor to show that the Scriptures were progressively revealed by God within 
the context and framework of history. Therefore, the best way to teach divine truth in any 
culture is God’s way, within the chronological and historical framework of the Scriptures.

This and successive volumes present lessons which form an extensive program 
for evangelism and for teaching those who believe as you develop them into a mature 
church. The whole program is based on the complete revelation of God in the Scrip-
tures. This teaching program developed through my experience of teaching the Scriptures 
both in Australia and on the mission field. The teaching program has been divided into  
seven phases:

Phase Designed for Scripture 
Covered

Purpose

1 Evangelism Genesis to the 
Ascension

Bringing people to repentance 
before God and faith in the Lord 
Jesus as their Savior

2 Teaching New 
Believers

Genesis to the 
Ascension

Emphasizing the new believer’s 
position of security in Christ and 
laying foundations for teaching 
Acts to Revelation

3 Teaching New 
Believers

Acts Majoring on the pattern of 
the church in Acts for the 
development of the church 

4 Teaching New 
Believers

Romans to 
Revelation

Establishing the believers in the 
knowledge of their position and 
walk in Christ and function as a 
local church

5 Teaching 
Maturing 
Believers

Genesis to the 
Ascension

Emphasizing God’s revelation 
of Himself and His methods of 
sanctifying and demonstrating 
His life through the Old 
Testament saints as a challenge 
to the mature church

6 Teaching 
Maturing 
Believers

Acts Presenting a deeper and more 
detailed exposition

7 Teaching 
Maturing 
Believers

Romans to 
Revelation

Presenting a deeper and more 
detailed exposition

This volume will lay out the biblical basis for the entire teaching program. Successive 
volumes will give the specifics for each teaching phase.
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CHAPTER 2: CHECK THE 
FOUNDATIONS

Why the Scriptures 
Should Be Taught 
Chronologically

The Palawano tribe, living on the island of Palawan in the southwestern region of the 
Philippines, was downtrodden for centuries.

The proud, fierce Muslims who lived on the smaller islands lying off the coast of Palawan 
oppressed these timid, fearful jungle people for many years. Numerous stories, now part of 
Palawano folklore, tell of the massacres and molestations of the Palawano tribal people by the 
marauding Muslim sea warriors, called Moros.

Yet another oppression for the Palawanos came from Filipino settlers who migrated from 
other islands of the Philippines. They came seeking land for rice fields and coconut plantations 
and for timber from the virgin forests for export. Many of these settlers took advantage of the 
native people of Palawan. They found that these unassuming, uneducated jungle people were 
easily intimidated. Through fear of these aggressive new settlers, many Palawanos left their 
ancestral lands and coconut plantations close to the sea for the less hospitable foothills and 
mountains of the island’s interior.

Then came a time of even greater sadness and tragedy. Their island home was invaded 
by the Japanese. This was a fearful era in the Palawanos’ history. Women were molested, and 
children were brutally killed. Livestock was stolen and killed. Rice, their basic food, was often 
deliberately and maliciously scattered by the invaders as they knocked down the Palawanos’ 
granaries. The suffering of these years surpassed all other segments of their inglorious history.

Then came an unexpected reprieve from their fear and degradation. The US liberation 
forces landed in Palawan. In all my years with the Palawano people, I heard only praise and 
admiration for these soldiers, never one word of reproach. While visiting in the homes of the 
tribal people, many of the older Palawano men asked me if I knew some particular officer by 
whom they had been befriended. They spoke of them with great affection. They obviously 
enjoyed remembering incidents when the “Amirikans” had warned the national Filipinos not 
to ill-treat the Americans’ little Palawano brothers. The Palawanos saw it as a sad day when 
the US forces withdrew from Palawan and their future became uncertain once again.

Years passed, and then, quite unexpectedly for the Palawanos, another American came 
to their part of the island. He was even more generous than all the other Americans they had 
known previously. Meanness and anger are frowned on in Palawano society. This missionary 
displayed love and kindness. Through his ministry and the ministry of the missionaries who 
followed him, several thousand Palawanos professed conversion to Christianity, not under-
standing what it meant. They were baptized, and organized into indigenous churches.

When we arrived years later, we questioned the Palawanos as to why they had so read-
ily submitted to baptism. One man answered, “We would have done anything for that first 
missionary. If he had asked us to cut our fingers off, we would have gladly done it for him.”

The danger always exists that previously rejected and exploited people will respond to the 
Christian missionary’s message, not because they see their real need as sinners and understand 
the Gospel, but because of genuine appreciation for the missionary and a longstanding desire 
to escape their difficult and degraded sociological conditions. This was the major reason for 
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the people movement to Christianity which took place almost immediately when the first 
missionary preached to the Palawanos.

Confusion regarding the Gospel
Following this major people movement to Christianity, more missionaries arrived to 

assist in the work. They faithfully taught the duties of believers to those who had professed 
conversion. Unknown to the missionaries, the majority of the Palawano church members 
interpreted the responsibilities of believers in the only way that they could as unsaved people. 
They thought the duties of the believer were the things they must do so they could continue 
to be “in God.”

“In God” was the term the Palawanos usually used to describe their conversion to Chris-
tianity. They had come into God by their acceptance of Christ through faith, baptism, church 
attendance, singing, prayer, not stealing, and not committing adultery. For the truly dedi-
cated, abstinence from alcohol, betel nut, and tobacco were also understood as being necessary 
to guarantee their continued position “in God.”

During their church meetings, they sometimes spoke of Christ and His death. More 
frequently, however, they testified of their faithfulness to the Lord by abstaining from sinful 
works and by church attendance. Obviously missing was praise to God for their salvation by 
Christ through His unmerited favor alone. Even though salvation by faith through grace alone 
had been taught, the majority had not clearly understood. They were trusting in a mixture of 
grace and works.

In spite of the emphasis on Christian living, many failed to live according to biblical 
standards. Divorce, remarriage and drunkenness were normal in the Palawanos’ old way of 
life, and they continued to be major problems in all of the churches. The missionaries and 
the church elders were very concerned about the condition of the churches and constantly 
exhorted the people to lay aside these old ways and follow the new way in Christ. The wayward 
church members would repent and function outwardly as Christians for a while; but often, 
they would fall back into their old ways until they were once again challenged and revived, 
starting the cycle all over again.

Even though there were faithful individuals who were true believers among the Palawano 
people, the Palawano church was like a building that lacked the correct foundations. Large 
cracks appeared continually in the upper walls. The missionaries and church leaders spent 
their time running from church to church, trying to patch up the gaping holes. The problem, 
however, was in the people’s basic foundational understanding and acceptance of the Gospel.

Because most had turned to Christ for deliverance from their difficult lives and had never 
seen their own personal sinfulness and inability to please God, they had not realized that 
their only hope was to trust in God’s provision for all sinners through the death, burial, and 
resurrection of Christ. If they had trusted only in Him for God’s acceptance, then their faith 
would have produced godliness and obedience to the commands of Scripture, not in order to 
obtain salvation, but as the fruit of true saving faith.

My wife and I, along with our two children, began our work as missionaries with New 
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Tribes Mission in 1965 in the Philippines. We worked with the Palawano tribe over a period of 
ten years. My responsibility was to see the elders and the churches brought to maturity through 
further instruction from the Scriptures.

Extensive hiking over the trails with the more zealous church elders was the only way 
I could reach and teach the more than forty small churches scattered among the mountains 
and jungle. Through these visits to the Palawano churches, it soon became evident that the 
majority of the professing believers were confused and uncertain about the basic foundations 
of the Christian faith. They agreed with the necessity of Christ’s death for man’s salvation. 
However, most thought that Christ’s death only secured a part of their salvation and that they 
were responsible to obtain the remainder of their salvation by obeying God.

The true spiritual condition of the people became apparent as I began to question them 
concerning their basis for salvation. I usually began by asking, “What must a person do to be 
saved?”

They were often reluctant to answer, but after some encouragement and direct question-
ing of individuals, they would begin to respond. Some answered, “Trust in God,” and some 
said, “Believe on Christ.”

To these answers, I replied, “What if a person truly believes and puts his faith in Christ 
as his Savior, but he does not attend church? Could he truly be saved?”

Many answered emphatically, “No!”
Others said, “Yes, if a person truly believes, he is saved, even if he does not  

attend church.”
“But,” I added, “what if that person is not baptized?”
Only a few thought that a person could be saved without baptism.
I then added what seemed, to many, to be the deciding point, “But what if that person 

who truly trusts in Christ were to get drunk or commit adultery? Could he really be saved?” 
Only a few in each congregation believed that such a person could be saved, and even they 
had grave doubts.

In addition to questioning, I found another method to be effective in determining what 
the Palawano church elders and Bible teachers believed. I would first teach them the truth and 
then contradict the truth by teaching error. In the Palawano culture, it is improper to contra-
dict a teacher, because this could cause the teacher to lose face and become embarrassed. This, 
in turn, would cause the person who had contradicted the teacher to also be embarrassed. 
Even so, these church leaders needed to be taught to stand for God’s Word, regardless of 
the cultural discomposure caused by confronting a teacher with the truth. False cults were 
increasing on the island, and these Palawano church leaders were faced with the endeavors of 
these false teachers to lead them and their congregations into error. I needed to be sure that 
these Bible teachers really understood the Gospel, that they were personally trusting only in 
Christ, and that they would be able to stand firm against false teachers. Of course, I only used 
this method after months of teaching these men. This method would not have been effective 
if used in the beginning of my association with the Palawano leadership. They would have 
verbally agreed with me in spite of what they actually believed in their hearts.
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On one occasion, approximately one hundred Palawano elders and teachers had gathered 
for our monthly conference. I had taught for many hours from the Scriptures on salvation by 
grace through faith alone. Then, without warning or explanation, I began to teach faith plus 
works as the way of salvation. Then I paused abruptly and pointed to one of the men and asked 
him, “Is what I have just said correct? Is it true that sinners are saved, not only by faith, but 
by their good works?”

The tribal teacher hesitated and then finally answered, “No, it is wrong. We are saved by 
faith alone.”

Feigning surprise, I continued to question him, “Do you mean to say you are telling me, 
the missionary, that I am wrong?”

Hesitatingly, he said, “Yes, you are wrong.”
Still not giving them any clue to my real thoughts, I turned to another man and said, “He 

says that what I said was wrong. Do you agree or disagree?”
He answered, “What you said was wrong.”
I then asked him, “How long have you been a Christian?” His answer indicated he was a 

much younger Christian than I.
“Oh!” I said, “I have been a Christian for many years. I have also been to Bible college. Do 

you still think I could be wrong?”
Again, he answered that I was wrong.
Even then, I did not show agreement or disagreement but turned to a third man and 

asked him what he thought. Much to my surprise, he said, “You are right!”
Thinking he had misunderstood, I repeated what I had said previously, stating that we are 

saved not only by faith but also by our good works.
Again, he said that my statements were correct.
I then asked him, according to my usual procedure, to give scriptural proof for his state-

ment. To my even greater surprise, he turned to Ephesians 2:8-9. Hoping he would understand 
his mistake once he read these verses, I asked him to read them to all present. He did so and 
concluded by saying, “There it is. We are saved, not only by faith, but by our good works also.”

Many of the men listening were now smiling, but I was looking to the Lord for wisdom 
in what to say to avoid embarrassing him.

I asked Perfecto, for that was his name, to read Ephesians 2:8-9 once again. He did 
but still maintained that these verses were teaching salvation through faith plus good works.  
I knew to simply tell him he was wrong would not establish the truth in his mind. It was 
important that he see for himself what these verses actually teach.

I said to Perfecto, “Those verses do not seem to be saying what you claim they 
do. Read them once again very slowly to yourself so you will understand what they  
really mean.”

While we waited, Perfecto read the verses through slowly. Finally, he looked up at me 
with a look of great surprise and said, “No, I am wrong! We are not saved by faith and works, 
but by faith alone through God’s grace.”

The Palawano situation which I have described is not an isolated one. Multitudes through-
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out the world are members of evangelical churches but have no firm biblical foundations on 
which they build their hope for eternal life. Illustrations could be given from many areas of 
the world, including our own home churches, where confusion and syncretism have occurred 
through the sincere, but unwise or careless, ministry of Christian workers.

From South America, Dave Brown wrote in 1988 about the Guajibo churches  
in Colombia:

“The Guajibos have a long history of missionary activity. As early as 1650, the Jesuits 
made missionary trips into this territory which covers almost the entire eastern plains of 
Colombia. They were particularly interested in the Guajibo tribe, as it was the largest in 
this area (today numbering about 15,000). When the Jesuits entered the area, the Guajibos 
were still nomadic; but with the progress of time, they have now settled in small permanent 
villages. About 1958, news of a new religion called the ‘Evangelical Way’ began to trickle 
into this area. It immediately attracted widespread attention; and before long, with the 
arrival of more information, many began to accept this new way of life. Today, almost thirty 
years later, this new influence from the outside world has made its mark on the Guajibo 
tribe. Many native-style, thatched-roof churches can be found throughout the region with 
religious meetings being held regularly.

“In each locality, a semi-annual evangelical conference is held. The first one I visited 
was attended by 700 Indians, some having traveled as far as a three days’ walk. We were 
the first white missionaries to visit the area; and yet, here were 700 people gathered together 
to sing and preach to each other. Was there really any need for us as missionaries? Was this 
not a New Testament church in action? It was only the assurance that God had led us here 
that kept us.

“With the passing of time, serious problems have come to the surface in the Guajibo 
church. We are finding that they never really understood the message in the first place. Even 
those who seem keenest have hang-ups in the fundamentals of salvation. They quote catechis-
mal answers to questions but do not understand the substitutionary work of Christ. ‘Having 
a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof...’ (2 Timothy 3:5). And so, we have been 
forced to look back at the mistakes and failures of the past to try to determine where we are 
now and to look to God for divine direction for the future.”
How is it possible that people who attend church and have been taught the Gospel still 

do not understand that salvation is by the grace of God alone? Are we missing something in 
our preaching?

Shepherds should know their flock
While it is true that the Gospel can be understood and refused, there are other reasons 

why people can be part of evangelical churches but not be truly saved. One is because many 
pastors, youth leaders, missionaries, and Christian workers do not check the spiritual foun-
dations of those whom they are teaching. Even when Christian workers do make the effort 
to find out what people are really understanding and trusting in for their salvation, few are 
willing to confront people with their true condition before God.

It was only through persistent questioning that I found out that some of the Palawano 
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church elders and many members were ignorant of basic biblical truths and had misunder-
stood the way of salvation. The majority of the people had been trusting in a false message 
for over ten years, but the missionaries who had taught them were unaware of the misunder-
standing in the people’s minds. Certainly, we must be wise in questioning people; but many 
Christian teachers are so cautious not to offend that they rarely, if ever, find out the truth 
about their congregations.

Some Christian teachers think that knowing a person’s spiritual condition is not their 
responsibility because they believe it is something which should be totally between a person 
and the Lord alone. But the Lord has given His people not only the responsibility to preach 
the Gospel to the unsaved but also the responsibility to be shepherds of the flock of God. 
How can we protect, strengthen, and feed the flock of God if we do not even know who are 
the sheep and who are the goats?

I freely admit, as one who is a Bible teacher and has served as a missionary and as a pastor, 
that it is much more comfortable to teach from the pulpit than to face people on an individual 
basis in order to meet their real needs. Nevertheless, if we are to have an effective ministry and 
follow in the steps of the Chief Shepherd, we must have one-to-one contact with the flock.

The Gospels contain many accounts of our Lord Jesus’ personal contacts and ministry 
with individuals. Three well-known encounters are Nicodemus (John 3:1-12), the Samaritan 
woman (John 4:1-26), and the rich young ruler (Matthew 19:16-22). In each of these encoun-
ters, Jesus made clear their true spiritual condition, and then He applied the correct spiritual 
remedy from the Word of God. The Apostle Paul’s ministry also involved personal contact 
and exhortation (Acts 20:20, 31; Colossians 1:28).

Throughout the mission fields which I have visited, I have found a great reluctance on the 
part of many missionaries to seriously undertake this important task of knowing the true spir-
itual condition of each person under their care. Yet, it is unwise to instruct people in Christian 
living, merely hoping they have been born again. If we allow mere professors to act like God’s 
children, even though they have no genuine faith in Christ, the result will be their everlasting 
damnation. This was the case in the Palawano churches. The great majority of professing 
Palawanos did not understand the Gospel. They had been instructed to live like Christians, 
but many were not children of God. Had they not been alerted to their grave danger, they 
would have gone on in this condition to an eternity without Christ.

One Sunday morning, after I had been teaching the Word of God in an evangelical 
church in Sydney, Australia, an elderly man said to me, “I am in deep trouble. I need to 
speak with you.” Not knowing him personally, I did not understand what type of trouble he 
was referring to. The next day, I visited him in his home. As I sat talking with him, he said, 
“Your preaching has disturbed me. I have been a member of the church for forty years, but I 
do not know the Savior.” Later, I learned that, even though some fellow church members had 
wondered if he was saved, they had never questioned him. Most presumed he was a child of 
God. How sad if he had not finally faced up to his true condition before God!

An elderly Palawano man who had attended meetings for months came down to visit us 
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from his little hut on the side of the hill. As we sat talking, I asked him, “Grandfather, what 
are you trusting in for your acceptance by God? What is your hope?”

He replied, “Grandchild, haven’t I been coming to the meetings? When you pray, I close 
my eyes. I try to pray. I can’t read, but I try to sing.” And truly he did. He used to sit right at my 
feet and stare up into my face as I taught God’s Word. He tried to do everything as I did it. But 
this old man had not understood the Gospel. He thought the things done in the meeting were 
a ceremony or ritual to please God in order to be accepted by Him.

I said to him, “Grandfather, if that is your hope, if you are trusting in what you are doing, 
then God will not accept you. When you die, you will go to Hell. God will not receive you 
because of these things.” We continued to talk for some time about these matters before he 
returned home. Later, some of the people came and told me that Grandfather was angry and 
he was not going to come to any more meetings.

I thought, “That’s good. That’s a beginning. At least he now knows that attending meet-
ings will not save him.”

I began visiting Grandfather in order to teach the foundational truths of the Gospel to 
him personally. He listened attentively, and he did eventually begin once more to attend the 
meetings. But even when my wife and I moved from that area to live and teach in another 
place without any Gospel witness, he still had not made a clear profession of faith in Christ.

Sometime later, we returned to visit the church in the area where this old man lived. 
Stepping out of the Mission plane, I asked the tribal people who had run down to the airstrip 
to welcome us, “Is Grandfather still living?

They said, “Yes, he is. But he is blind and crippled.”
Immediately, I made my way up the hill to his little old, rickety hut and sat down with 

him. He was pleased that I’d come. After visiting with him for a while, I said to him, “Grand-
father, you are going to leave this world very soon. What is your hope? In what are you trusting 
for your acceptance by God?”

He answered, “Grandchild, it is like this. When I stand before God, I am not going to say 
to Him that I am not a sinner. God knows that I am.”

I thought, “Well, praise the Lord! He has been taught that much of God.”
He continued, “I am going to say this to God, ‘God, You see Your Son there at Your right 

hand? He died for me!’” And then turning to me, he said, “Grandchild, won’t God accept me 
because of Him?”

I answered, “Grandfather, He certainly will!”
Cultures and people differ. Not all cultures respond to questioning, regardless of our 

persistence. Nevertheless, it is important to find out what they understand and what they 
believe. If there is a more appropriate and cultural way to get this information than by ques-
tioning, it should be followed. But, regardless of our methods, we must ascertain the true 
spiritual condition of the people, for only then will we know the correct spiritual medicine 
they need from the Word of God.
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What is the Gospel?
Another reason why some people in evangelical churches remain unsaved is the way in 

which the Gospel is presented. Many dedicated Christians present the Gospel in such a way 
that unsaved, unprepared people do not understand that they deserve only God’s judgment, 
that salvation is completely God’s work, and that sinners are unable to contribute anything 
towards their own salvation.

Romans 1:3 tells us that the Gospel is God’s good news “concerning His Son Jesus Christ 
our Lord.” It is God’s assurance “that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and 
that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day according to the Scriptures” (1 Corin-
thians 15:3-4).

The Gospel is first and foremost about Christ. It is the message of the finished, historical 
work of God in Christ. The Gospel is a work of the Godhead alone. Christ was “smitten by 
God” (Isaiah 53:4). “It pleased the LORD to bruise Him; He has put Him to grief.” The Lord made 
“His soul an offering for sin” (Isaiah 53:10).

Many confuse the Gospel, God’s work FOR us in Christ, with God’s work IN us by the 
Holy Spirit. The Gospel is entirely objective. The Gospel is completely outside of ourselves. 
The Gospel is not about the change which needs to be made in us, and it does not take 
place within us. It was completed in Christ, quite apart from us, almost two thousand years 
ago. The Gospel is not dependent on man in any way. The Gospel is distorted when we turn 
people’s eyes to what is to be accomplished in them. We were not and cannot be involved in 
any part of Christ’s historical, finished, redemptive work. The sinner must be taught to look 
completely away from himself and trust only in Christ and His work of salvation.

The following is a portion of an article written by missionaries who are truly saved and 
very sincere, but the way they presented the Gospel is incorrect. In this article, they are giving 
an account of a conversation which they had with a tribal lady. They wrote, “Every Wednesday 
night, we visit Biaz’ parents. We read a portion from Genesis and talk about it and ask questions. 
One night, Biaz said, ‘I am so scared because the bad is in me, and I don’t want God to throw me into 
the fire.’”

It is clear from this quote that Biaz was a soul prepared for the Gospel. There was an 
acknowledgement of personal sin and a fear of God’s judgment.

But what was the answer of the missionaries? They told Biaz, “If you ask Jesus to throw 
thebad out of your liver and give you His Spirit, then you belong to Him and you don’t need to 
be frightened any more, and you will go to Him.” Instead of the missionaries telling Biaz the 
historical, objective message of the Gospel as God’s complete provision for her sin and God’s 
coming judgment, they turned Biaz’ attention to what needed to be accomplished within. 
What they taught Biaz was not the Gospel.

Unscriptural terminology
We distort and confuse the Gospel in people’s understanding when we try to present 

the Gospel using terminology which turns people’s attention to what they must DO rather 
than outward to what God has DONE on their behalf in Christ. We should use terminology 
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which directs repentant sinners to trust in what has been done FOR THEM through Christ, 
rather than directing their attention to what must be done IN THEM.

Common terminology says, “Accept Jesus into your heart.” “Give your heart to Jesus.” 
“Give your life to Jesus.” “Open the door of your heart to the Lord.” “Ask Jesus to wash away 
your sins.” “Make your decision for Christ.” “Ask Jesus to give you eternal life.” “Ask God to 
save you.” These modern and commonly-used phrases confuse people’s understanding of the 
Gospel.

As we prepare people for the Gospel, we must bring them to the point where 
they realize theycan do nothing. But even when people do understand their inabil-
ity to do anything, many evangelists, missionaries, and preachers tell enquirers things 
such as, “Now, you must give your heart to Jesus.” Having told them they are unable 
to do anything, they then tell them what they must do. What is the result? Confu-
sion about the Gospel! People’s interest and concern is turned inward to their own 
experience, instead of outward to trust only in Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection on  
their behalf.

Methods and terminology used in evangelism all over the world have so distorted the 
Gospel that Christians need to be taught afresh the basic fundamentals of God’s saving work 
in Christ, so their presentation of the Gospel will be according to the Word of God. Even 
though many people have been saved under present evangelistic methods, many others have 
not clearly understood the Gospel. The message they heard so emphasized man’s part in 
conversion that God’s perfect finished work and complete provision for helpless sinners in 
Christ was not understood and believed.

If people’s attention is directed inward to their own doing, even those who are truly saved 
will often lack assurance of salvation. The question will constantly arise within their hearts, 
“Was I sincere enough? Did I do it correctly? Did I truly receive Christ? Did I really give my 
heart to Jesus?”

I have taught students in Bible College who were concerned and confused over these 
issues. One day, a student came to me deeply troubled. She talked with me about her conver-
sion. She was concerned, “Did I do it in the right way? Was I really sincere? Did I really accept 
Jesus into my heart?” These questions plagued her. She had finally decided that, just in case 
she had not done it in the correct way, she would check with me to see what she should do.

At her conversion, she had realized she could do nothing to save herself. But the evan-
gelist told her she must ask Jesus into her heart and give her life to Christ. From that time 
on, she was constantly concerned as to whether or not she had done all that she should have 
done. As I talked with her, I explained that it wasn’t a matter of whether SHE had done it 
correctly or not, but whether the LORD JESUS CHRIST had done everything correctly on 
her behalf. Did He satisfy God? If so, was she trusting, not in her own doing, but in Christ’s 
finished work on her behalf?

The Gospel is not man accepting Jesus as his Savior, but that God accepted the Lord 
Jesus as the perfect and only Savior two thousand years ago. The Gospel is not man giving his 
heart or his life to Jesus, but that Christ gave His life, His whole being, in the place of sinners.  
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The Gospel is not man receiving Christ into his heart, but that God received the Lord Jesus 
into Heaven as the mediator of sinners. The Gospel is not Christ enthroned in the human 
heart, but that God enthroned the Lord Jesus at His right hand in Heaven.

Do we see the great distinction between these two messages? One is subjective and puts 
the emphasis on what man must do. The other is objective and puts the emphasis on what 
Christ has already done. The sinner is only to trust in what has already been done on his 
behalf. The Lord Jesus cried, “It is finished.” He did it all. He took upon Himself the load of 
sin, the full responsibility for the sin of mankind. Because Christ paid the complete debt, God 
raised Him from the dead and accepted Him into Heaven. The resurrection was God’s sign to 
all that He accepted the Lord Jesus Christ forever as the perfect Savior. God is satisfied. Is the 
convicted sinner? Will he rest the whole weight of his soul’s salvation on Christ’s acceptance 
by God as the perfect Savior? Will the sinner cease once and for all trying to do anything to 
save himself? Will he trust only in God’s Son for salvation?

Some would call this type of Gospel presentation “Easy Believism.” When they pres-
ent the Gospel, they consider it is necessary to place before sinners the need to take up the 
cross and follow Jesus and the necessity of crowning Jesus Lord of their lives. Some preachers 
believe that, by insisting on this, they prevent people from making false professions. The 
answer to false professions, however, is not found in adding to the Gospel by requiring the 
sinner to promise to follow, obey, and suffer for Christ. There aren’t any strings attached to 
the Gospel. The answer to true conversion does not lie in these additions; it lies in the correct 
preparation of the sinner’s mind and heart for the Gospel. The Holy Spirit accomplishes this 
as the sinner hears and understands from the Scriptures that he is lost, helpless and hopeless, 
and stands condemned before God, who is his righteous, holy Creator and Judge.

Dependence on external, observable actions
This confusion regarding the presentation of the Gospel has another serious consequence. 

Multitudes, whose salvation is doubtful, assure themselves of their acceptance by God 
because, sometime in their life, they did what the preacher told them to do. They made their 
decision. They went forward and did what was required of them. Even though their lives have 
not been changed by the power of Christ and their way of life reveals an unconverted spirit, 
they still take refuge in what they did. They are trusting in what they did and not in what 
Christ has done. Multitudes of mere professors are resting their acceptance by God on their 
action of going forward or praying a prayer in response to the appeal.

Because much evangelistic preaching is subjective and experience-oriented, the attention 
of the hearers is placed on themselves and their personal response to the preaching. Christians 
excitedly report the salvation of little children, teenagers, and adults, taking it for granted that 
they have understood the Gospel and are truly converted, simply because they have displayed 
an outward decision for Christ.

In most evangelical circles, it is the norm to require people to publicly indicate their 
decision for Christ by raising their hand, standing, or walking to the front of the building, 
and praying a prayer of acceptance of Christ. The majority of Gospel preachers and Christians 
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place so much emphasis on the invitation and people’s outward response, that many Chris-
tians are now convinced that it is an integral and vital part of the ministry of the Church. On 
one occasion when a relative of mine clearly preached the Gospel but did not give a closing 
appeal, a Christian lady when leaving the meeting expressed her disapproval by the remark, 
“He didn’t even give people the opportunity to be saved!” The danger is not that people are 
given the opportunity to publicly express their faith in Christ. The danger is the empha-
sis before and after the invitation which causes people to rest their salvation on their own 
personal actions in response to God, rather than on the actions of Christ which are declared 
in the Gospel.

When addressing this subject during a seminar with missionaries in the Philippines, I 
made the statement that I had never led any of the Palawano believers to the Lord, and I 
carefully explained what I meant. I had not asked the Palawanos to pray and to verbally accept 
Christ in my presence, nor did I tell them that they needed to pray a prayer of acceptance in 
order to be saved. I simply preached the Gospel and then exhorted the Palawanos to place 
their faith completely in Christ and the Gospel. Where, how, and what they actually did at 
the time of their conversion was not the important thing.

One missionary in the seminar strongly disagreed with my statement, “A person does not 
need to pray in order to be saved.” When she objected, I replied, “Then I have led many people 
astray. I told the Palawanos that if they simply believed the Gospel and trusted in Christ, they 
would be saved. But I did not tell them that they must pray. According to what you are saying, 
I must now ask the Palawano believers if they prayed when they believed. If they did not, then 
I must tell them that unless they do, they will be lost.”

Some people use Romans 10:9-10 to substantiate their claim that a person must make a 
verbalacceptance if he is to be saved. But this would then mean that mute people or those on 
their deathbeds who are beyond speaking would be unable to be saved. In addition, it would 
mean that unless a person was with someone else to whom he could confess with his mouth 
the Lord Jesus, he, too, would not be able to be born again. The first section of Mark 16:16 
says, “He who believes and is baptized will be saved.” Does this mean that baptism is necessary 
for someone to be saved? Of course not! The first part of Mark 16:16 must be interpreted 
in the light of the rest of the verse, “but he who does not believe will be condemned.” All such 
Scriptures must be interpreted in the light of the unmistakable emphasis of the whole Bible – 
salvation in Christ is received through faith alone and is not dependent on any action of man.

On one occasion, during a conversation with another missionary, he told me how, many 
years earlier, he had come to assurance of salvation. His assurance came unexpectedly at the 
close of a meeting when the preacher asked everyone who was saved to raise his hand. Since, 
at that time, the man did not know if he was truly saved, he tried desperately to keep his hand 
down, but it was forced up by a power outside of himself. He related that, because of this 
experience, he never again doubted his salvation. Yet another Christian told me how she was 
assured of salvation through an unusual experience. When confronted by a wild, vicious bird, 
poised to attack her, she looked it in the eyes and said, “You can’t touch me for I am a child of 
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God.” Because the bird did not peck her, she felt certain from that time that she was indeed 
in the family of God.

Experiences, regardless of their vivid and startling nature, should never be the grounds 
for believing that one is saved. The Word of God alone must be the foundation for assurance 
of salvation. John says of his Gospel, “But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is 
the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name” (John 20:31). Each 
Christian is responsible to make certain that his preaching and evangelistic methods focus 
on Christ and His death, burial, and resurrection as the only firm foundation for his hearers’ 
assurance of salvation. Just as the physical eye does not behold itself but sees only the object on 
which it is focused, so true faith looks only to Christ. We should never accept any outward act 
of a professed convert as the basis for acceptance as a born again person. The only scriptural 
basis for receiving a person’s claim to salvation is his understanding and faith in the founda-
tional truths of the Gospel.

In Palawan, a wizened, almost toothless old Palawano lady, who had been sitting for 
more than an hour on the front porch of our house, finally got around to her reason for visit-
ing. Smiling, she said, “Grandchild, I am trusting in Jesus.”

Even before she spoke, it was evident that she had something to tell me because she had 
patiently waited until all of our other visitors had gone home. Even though I had guessed that 
her news was related to her faith in Christ, it did not lessen my excitement and joy when she 
declared her dependence on the Savior. My natural reaction was to reach out and hug her, but 
Palawano decorum and culture, as well as a fear that such an action would seal her in a sincere 
but unfounded faith, restrained me. To immediately accept her testimony, without carefully 
questioning her, would not have been judicious. She might have been following the other 
members of her family who had already come in the preceding days to express their dependence 
on Christ and His redemptive work. For her own sake and for the fledgling church in that area 
of Palawan, I had to do whatever I could to ensure that her faith was resting on the foundations 
of Scripture which I had endeavored to lay down.

“Grandmother,” I answered her, “It gives me great joy to hear that you are trusting in the 
Lord Jesus as your Savior. But why did you trust in Him? Why do you need the Lord Jesus?”

“I am a sinner,” was her immediate answer.
“But Grandmother, why do you say that? You love your family. You are kind and a very 

hard worker.”
“Yes, but I am a sinner before God,” she insisted.
“But Grandmother, even though you are a sinner, why is it that you need the Lord Jesus? 

Why did you trust in Him? What has He done for you?”
“Ah, Grandchild, He was the One who died for me. He died for my sins.”
Tears of joy filled my eyes as I replied, “Grandmother, I am so very glad to hear what you 

have said, for God’s Word says that all those who trust only in the Lord Jesus as their Savior, 
believing that He died for them and then rose again, have all their sins forgiven by God and 
will never go to Hell. They have eternal life and will be received by God into Heaven.”

How different was the testimony of this illiterate tribal woman compared to that of 
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my wife’s aunt, who went forward in response to an altar call at an evangelistic meeting in 
Australia. We were excited to think that this may be the first of Fran’s relatives, outside of 
her immediate family, to be converted. So, while visiting with her, Fran began to question her 
regarding her profession. It soon became obvious that her aunt was taken up with her own 
personal feelings and experience rather than the historical accomplishments of Christ on her 
behalf. In an endeavor to determine her aunt’s real grounds for assurance, Fran asked her, 
“Aunty, why did you go forward to the invitation of the preacher? Was it because you realized 
that you are a sinner?”

“Sinner? I’m not a sinner!” she exclaimed.
In spite of her lack of understanding of even the basic truths of Scripture, Chris-

tians had accepted her as having been saved simply because she had responded to  
the invitation.

Regardless of how careful we may be in questioning professing converts, there will always 
be those, as portrayed in the parable of the sower, who will appear to be Christians but will 
fall away after a time. Being fully aware of this danger is all the more reason why we should 
do everything we can to retain the purity, simplicity, and objectivity of the Gospel message, so 
that people will rest in the rightness of Christ’s actions, and not their own.
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We have already used the biblical analogy of building to illustrate the work of preaching 
the Gospel. In addition, the Lord used the analogy of farming in His Word to teach us the 
correct procedures for doing His work. Therefore, I would like to tell you a parable about a 
farmer and his sons.

A man, leaving home for a period, left his sons with instructions to plant good seed 
throughout all of his fields. He provided them with the good seed and promised to return at 
harvest time.

Over the years their father had written a book in which he recorded his experiences as a 
farmer. He explained how he had worked with each different type of soil. He recorded how he 
dealt with various weeds and conditions which hindered the growth of the good seed. Some 
of his accounts told of useless soil which produced only weeds and thorny bushes, and of other 
soil which, if properly prepared, had proven to be productive. His book indicated that all soil, 
even the best, needed lots of preparation and constant care if it was to yield a good harvest.

The sons were glad to obey their father, so in accordance with his command, they set off 
for the fields. They took with them the book and the good seed.

Arriving in the fields, they found large trees and an undergrowth of tangled vines and 
thorny weeds. Even the fields where their father had worked previously were now filled with 
weeds, and the ground was rocky and hard.

Feeling despondent, the sons took up their father’s book and reread his last command. 
Yes, it was clear. They were to sow the good seed in every field. Therefore, as best they could, 
they set about to do what their father had commanded. One son cut away some of the under-
growth. After he had removed some of the weeds, he began to plant the good seed. Another 
son chopped down some of the trees, while another tore away the undergrowth with his bare 
hands before he put in the good seed. Each tackled the job with enthusiasm and vigor. They 
were passionate about farming but had little success.

With great devotion to their father’s command to sow the seed, they experimented with 
many different ideas and methods. Although their ideas seemed to bring results for a little 
while, eventually, the weeds choked most of the new plants or they died because of the hard 
rocky ground. Only a little of the seed actually took root and grew.

Meanwhile, their father’s book, containing the account of his experiences and farming 
methods, was cherished but not applied to their own work.

Finally, in desperation, the sons took up their father’s book and began to read how he 
had experienced problems which were exactly like their own. They carefully read his methods 
of preparation before he planted the good seed. Then, following his example, they chopped 
down the trees, dug up the weeds, ploughed, fertilized, and watered the ground. Once the 
ground was broken up and well prepared, they planted the good seed.

As a result of following their father’s recorded methods and principles, more and more 
seed took root and flourished.
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Unprepared ground
In Jeremiah 4:3, the Lord says, “Break up your fallow ground, and do not sow  

among thorns.”
This verse teaches a spiritual principle which is emphasized continually throughout the 

Scriptures. It also highlights one of the greatest failures in most evangelism. The majority of 
evangelists, preachers, and teachers at home and on the mission field do not spend sufficient 
time preparing the minds and hearts of people before they offer the Gospel to them. The 
Gospel seed is usually sown into hard, unplowed, poorly prepared, thorny ground. In many 
cases, the results are professions which last only for a short time. There is little permanent 
growth and fruit.

In the Parable of the Sower in Matthew 13:3-8, some seed fell on the wayside, some on 
shallow ground, and some among the thorns. This seed was soon taken away, withered, or 
choked. Some people believe this parable is teaching us that it is our responsibility to sow 
the seed of the Gospel, regardless of the condition of the hearts of our hearers. It is true that 
there will always be the types of people illustrated by the Parable of the Sower. Even some 
who claimed to believe and follow our Lord Jesus were false professors. But what is Jesus really 
teaching through this parable?

Was Jesus teaching that we should sow the seed on unprepared and rocky soil? Did the 
farmer plan to sow seed on the wayside? Was it his intention to sow seed among the thorns? 
Did he think he would receive a harvest from seed sown on shallow, rocky soil? Of course not! 
This farmer had prepared the ground in order to plant it with good seed. His purpose was to 
plant the seed only in the ground which he had prepared. He did not intentionally throw good 
seed onto unprepared ground. However, as he sowed the seed on prepared ground, some of it 
fell on unprepared soil. None of the seed which fell on unprepared soil yielded a harvest. The 
main point Jesus is teaching through the Parable of the Sower is that good seed grows well 
and bears fruit only in prepared soil.

The human heart is not naturally good soil for Gospel seed. The history of man recorded 
in the Scriptures makes it clear that no descendant of Adam is naturally inclined towards 
God or His way of salvation. “There is none who understands; there is none who seeks after God” 
(Romans 3:11). “And the way of peace they have not known. There is no fear of God before their eyes” 
(Romans 3:17-18). “The carnal mind is enmity against God; for it is not subject to the law of God, 
nor indeed can be” (Romans 8:7). These verses clearly teach that the unsaved person’s heart and 
attitude is hostile towards God. The unsaved person doesn’t see any reason why he should 
submit himself to what God says. Furthermore, he is unable, in his own strength, to do what 
God requires of him.

The natural person may follow false religions and serve man-made gods or even what he 
believes to be the true and living God. Some will gladly accept a gospel which sounds like 
the true Gospel of Christ. According to the Scriptures, however, no person seeks the true 
and living God or can come to Christ by faith unless God first seeks him out by His Spirit 
through His Word (John 6:44-45).
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Felt needs
In recent years, in many missionary circles, an unscriptural emphasis has been placed on 

felt needs as the basis for the presentation of the Gospel. Some teach emphatically that, if the 
Gospel is to be acceptable, meaningful, and relevant to our hearers, we must first discover 
and understand their felt needs and then offer the Gospel as God’s answer to these felt needs.

Those who stress felt needs as the key for understanding and accepting the Gospel are 
confusing the results and blessings of the Gospel with the Gospel itself. Remember, the 
Gospel is the message of the finished, historical, redemptive work of God in Christ. The 
Gospel was not given by God to satisfy the natural desires of any human being, regardless of 
his culture. Jesus Christ’s prime mission in the world was not to make people happy, peace-
ful, secure, or even to provide them with a sense of belonging and feeling loved. These basic 
human desires are also important to God, but they are not the issues in the presentation of the 
Gospel. They are the fruit of the Gospel and should be experienced in the lives of those who 
believe the Gospel. The Gospel which we preach, however, is not sent by God as good news to 
those whose basic quest is to be happy, peaceful, secure, healthy, or who simply want to go to 
Heaven. These are natural desires and may also be the fruit of the evil, self-centered nature of 
man. Even the most ardent atheist or depraved criminal usually desire these things.

Offering the Gospel on the basis of natural desires or culturally felt needs places man 
and his desires at the center of our message. Thus, man and his happiness are enthroned; 
and God’s objective through the Gospel, when presented this way, is to satisfy man’s needs, 
whatever man feels them to be. This is not scriptural. God does not exist for man. Man exists 
for God. “You are worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honor and power; for You created all things, 
and by Your will they exist and were created” (Revelation 4:11).

Did Jesus come into this world to meet felt needs? No! He came to settle the problem 
of sin. John wrote, “And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent the Son as Savior of the 
world” (1 John 4:14). The angel told Joseph, “You shall call His name JESUS, for He will save His 
people from their sins” (Matthew 1:21). “The Son of man has come to seek and to save that which was 
lost” (Luke 19:10). The mission of our Lord was to deal, first and foremost, with the matter of 
man’s separation from God because of sin. Sin is an affront to God and His position as sover-
eign creator and ruler. This is why the Son said to His Father, “Behold, I have come to do Your 
will, O God” (Hebrews 10:9). Jesus fulfilled His mission by suffering the righteous judgment 
of a holy God.

Jesus did not try to meet the people of His day on the basis of their understanding of their 
needs. In Jesus’ day, the natural desire of the average Jew was for a king or political figure who 
would deliver Israel from the oppression of their enemies. After Jesus had fed the five thou-
sand, He realized that the people were going to try to take Him by force and make Him their 
king, so “He departed again to the mountain by Himself alone” (John 6:15). The following day, 
the crowds looked for Jesus because they wanted to be fed. Jesus, however, did not respond to 
them on the basis of these felt needs. Instead, He told them their real needs as God saw them. 
He offended so many by His message that John tells us, “From that time many of His disciples 
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went back and walked with Him no more” (John 6:66). Most Jews rejected Jesus’ assessment of 
their needs, for they did not see their great need of a Savior to release them from sin which 
was controlling their lives and leading them to eternal separation from God.

Paul records that the Gentile world was more interested in human wisdom and philoso-
phy than in salvation from the depravity and condemnation of its sins. To both the Jew and 
Gentile, unprepared by God, the preaching of the Cross was irrelevant and foolish. Yet Paul 
did not accommodate the Gentiles’ quest for wisdom or the Jews’ desire for signs and mira-
cles. Paul preached the Gospel, God’s power which saves believing sinners. He said, “but we 
preach Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness” (1 Corinthians 
1:23). Paul reminded the Corinthian believers, “And I, brethren, when I came to you, did not come 
with excellence of speech or of wisdom....my speech and my preaching were not with persuasive words 
of human wisdom” (1 Corinthians 2:1, 4). Paul knew the felt needs of the people in wicked 
Corinth were not sound foundations for the Gospel. Paul knew that “the natural man does not 
receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he know them, because 
they are spiritually discerned” (1 Corinthians 2:14).

The Holy Spirit came into the world to convince the world of sin, righteousness, and judg-
ment (John 16:8). Jesus came to call sinners to repentance (Matthew 9:13). God “commands 
all men everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30). The biblical basis for the Gospel is a sense of our 
sinfulness before God and the recognition that only God’s mercy and grace can provide us 
with forgiveness of our sins. No culture naturally recognizes this spiritual need.

When the majority of Palawanos first professed conversion, they had responded because 
of culturally felt needs and not because of spiritual needs taught by the Holy Spirit. They 
embraced Christianity for the wrong reasons. Being animists, they were convinced that their 
well-being, physically and materially, was dependent on their ability to placate and manip-
ulate the spirits to keep the spirits happy and contented. Many who professed conversion 
took a similar attitude towards God. They interpreted God and what He wanted from them 
according to their own cultural worldview. They tried to please God and gain His acceptance 
by being baptized, reading the Scriptures, and meeting together to sing and pray. They tried 
to keep what they understood to be the Christian rules so they would experience God’s bless-
ings on their lives.

Previously, when they believed the spirits healed them, they offered a thanksgiving feast. 
They believed this was necessary so the spirits would be satisfied and not do them any further 
harm. Later, when they attributed their healing to God, many believed it was obligatory to 
go to church and give a thanksgiving testimony telling all that had taken place during their 
sickness and healing. Such testimonies usually concluded with the words, “Therefore, God 
is really true.” Because they syncretized their old beliefs about the spirit world with their 
limited understanding of God and Christianity, they thought that the Lord’s healing was the 
greatest proof that God was real, just as in previous years they had trusted in the spirits and 
their power to heal. God’s power and goodness in healing them and meeting their physical 
needs were extremely important to them and the basic reason for their faith in Him. But when 
it appeared that God failed to answer their prayers, many turned back to the spirits and the 
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witch doctors to meet their felt needs. Their Christianity did not last because it was based on 
felt needs instead of spiritual needs revealed by God.

Having said this, I am not implying that the Lord does not care about people’s feelings or 
their needs. He does, but He knows that a person’s needs cannot be met unless he first allows 
God to meet his primary and greatest need – to be reconciled to God. Because God cares 
about people’s feelings and hurts, we should also. Even so, if we really want to be ministers of 
good to them, we must prepare sinners to see their real needs from God’s perspective.

Although the presentation of the Gospel should not be based on felt needs, missionaries 
must have a good knowledge of the culture of the people whom they are teaching. Jesus and 
the Apostle Paul presented the Gospel within the cultural context of their hearers. In the 
same way, missionaries should use appropriate cultural illustrations and idiomatic expressions 
to communicate effectively within the cultural context of their hearers.

In addition, we need to be aware of the cultural felt needs of the people so we can, through 
corrective teaching, guard against misunderstanding and syncretism as we teach them the 
Scriptures.

Ignorance and misunderstanding
The heart must be prepared by God for the reception of the Gospel. Man’s evil heart, 

with its natural, self-centered desires, is not fertile soil for the good seed of the Gospel. 
Furthermore, the preaching of the message of salvation through Christ will not bear fruit 
where people’s minds remain in darkness, unenlightened to spiritual realities. Saving faith 
rests on the comprehended truth of God.

In the book, Through the Looking Glass by Lewis Carroll, the Queen tells Alice:
‘Now I’ ll give you something to believe. I’m just one hundred and one, five months, and 

a day.’

‘I can’t believe that!’ said Alice.

‘Can’t you?’ the Queen said in a pitying tone. ‘Try again: draw a long breath, and shut 
your eyes.’

Alice laughed. ‘There’s no use trying,’ she said: ‘One can’t believe impossible things.’

‘I dare say you haven’t had much practice,’ said the Queen. ‘When I was your age, I 
always did it for half an hour a day. Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible 
things before breakfast.’

One eminent Bible teacher quoted this dialogue, pointing out that unregenerate people 
are mistakenly convinced that the meaning of faith is, “Take a long breath; close your eyes to 
facts, to reality, and believe.”

God always works within the realm of the mind. Truth is presented to the intellect to be 
heard, understood, and believed. It is surprising that, in spite of the emphasis of the Scrip-
tures on the need for truth to be understood, many Christians do not see it as a basic necessity 
for true saving faith.
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The main reason for the confusion among the Palawano people was their ignorance of the 
Gospel as well as their ignorance of the truths which are given by God as the only preparation 
for the Gospel.

One day, I was hiking with a missionary who felt I expected the tribal people to 
understand too much biblical truth before I would accept them as true children of God. 
We were discussing the confusion in the minds of the Palawanos regarding the way  
of salvation.

He made the statement, “When I was saved, I didn’t know anything.”
I replied, “If you didn’t know anything, you didn’t get saved. Tell me, what did you do 

when you got saved?”
“I trusted in Christ,” he answered.
“But why did you trust in Christ and not Mohammed or Buddha?”
“I trusted in Christ because I knew that He died for me.”
I questioned further, “But why did you need someone to die for you?”
“I knew I was a sinner going to Hell,” he answered.
“Well, it appears you did know something after all,” was my response.
In the parable of the sower, the Lord Jesus said, “When anyone hears the word of the king-

dom, and does not understand it, then the wicked one comes and snatches away what was sown in his 
heart. This is he who received seed by the wayside” (Matthew 13:19).

When Philip met the Ethiopian eunuch and heard him reading from the Prophet Isaiah, 
Philip asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” (Acts 8:30). Philip recognized that 
this man could never exercise true saving faith unless he first understood what the Word of 
God teaches about salvation.

When a person is saved, he may not know some scriptural truths, but he will know certain 
facts. He will know that God is the righteous, holy Judge of all. He will also know that he is a 
sinner before God and that he can do nothing to save himself. Furthermore, he will know that 
Christ died for him to pay the complete price for the forgiveness of his sins and that Christ rose 
from the dead. This is the Gospel which the Apostle Paul preached. “I declare to you the gospel 
which I preached to you, which also you received and in which you stand, by which also you are saved, 
if you hold fast that word which I preached to you – unless you believed in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:1-
2). This is the Gospel which must be heard, understood, and believed if a person is to enter into  
God’s salvation.

One day, two Palawano men who were teachers in their local church sent a message to me, 
asking me to come and baptize them. I was not aware that these men had not been baptized 
as almost everyone had been baptized many years earlier, when they first professed to believe.

A Filipino trainee missionary accompanied me to their village. We also sent a message 
to the leading elders from another, more established church, requesting they meet us in the 
village where these two men lived. My companion and I agreed not to raise the question of 
baptism but to teach on salvation by grace through faith alone.

We taught for two days both publicly and privately, focusing our teaching on the sinful, 
helpless condition of man, the Gospel, and justification by faith alone. The two men who had 
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requested baptism were in the public meetings and also the group discussions. We purposely 
did not raise the matter of their desire to be baptized because we were not convinced they 
really were clear on salvation by grace alone. If through the teaching they realized they were 
unsaved, we wanted them to be able to decide not to be baptized without any embarrassment. 
If they raised the matter of their baptism, we would question them, in order to determine 
what they were trusting in for their salvation.

At the close of the final meeting, the men asked publicly if they could be baptized. Know-
ing the misunderstanding which most of the Palawanos had about baptism, I asked the men 
why they wished to be baptized.

Regardless of all the teaching we had given on salvation apart from works, one of them 
answered, “So that I will really know God.”

I asked him to open his New Testament to John 14:6. “Ontoy,” I asked, “Does your Bible 
say, ‘The river is the way, the truth, and the life. No man comes to the Father but by baptism?’”

He answered, “No.”
I said, “Ontoy, if you die and you are trusting in baptism to get you to God, you will go to 

Hell. God will not accept you.”
After some more teaching, we returned home. Several months later, Ontoy hiked from 

his village to our home for some medicine. As he stepped onto our verandah, I took his hand 
and, looking into his face, I asked,” Ontoy, how is it with you? Do you now know the truth?”

Ontoy replied, “Yes, I know the Lord!”
He continued by saying, “Brother, when you told me that I would go to Hell if I was 

trusting in baptism, it was like a knife in my liver. I love you, and it hurt when you spoke to 
me like that. But I want to thank you for telling me the truth. I would have died and gone to 
Hell. Now I am trusting only in Christ.”

Both of those men came to a clear understanding of the Gospel and trusted in the Lord 
Jesus as Savior. Their testimonies were very clear when, at a later date, some of the Palawano 
church elders baptized them.

Faith is not some mystical feeling. It is not mere hoping or blind chance. Faith is not 
intellectual suicide. It is not contrary to reason. Saving faith is based on objective, historical, 
biblical facts. Saving faith is well grounded. True faith rests on the sure Word of God. The 
Gospel therefore must be understood if it is to be believed to the saving of the soul. If the 
sinner is to exercise true saving faith, there must be enlightenment by the Holy Spirit through 
the Word of God.

The salvation which God offers sinners rests on a simple understanding and faith in the 
Word of God concerning the death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus. God, in the 
person of Christ, stepped into history and acted on our behalf. He lived, died as our substitute, 
and rose again. A person exercises faith when he looks away from all self-effort to the saving 
history of Christ and depends only on Him and His work of salvation on the sinner’s behalf.
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The Gospel is God’s good news about His Son. But to whom does God offer this good 
news? Whom does God call to eat the bread of life? To whom does He offer the water  
of life?

It is clear from God’s Word that He offers good news to those who know they are spiritually 
poor. He offers bread to the hungry, water to the thirsty, rest to the weary, and life to the dead. 
God’s good news is meant for all, but the person unprepared by God will never accept God’s 
Gospel of grace. God knows that, and He tells us not to throw the pearl of the Gospel before 
swine, that is, those who sense no need to be saved from their sins and have no appreciation of 
God’s mercy (Matthew 7:6).

Matthew says in his Gospel, “Now it happened, as Jesus sat at the table in the house, that 
behold, many tax collectors and sinners came and sat down with Him and His disciples. And when 
the Pharisees saw it, they said to His disciples, ‘Why does your Teacher eat with tax collectors and 
sinners?’ When Jesus heard that, He said to them, ‘Those who are well have no need of a physician, 
but those who are sick. But go and learn what this means: “I desire mercy and not sacrifice.” For I 
did not come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance.’” (Matthew 9:10- 13). Because the 
Pharisees were self-righteous, Jesus did not invite them to come to Him. He told them to first, 
“go and learn.” What were they to learn? They needed to learn that they were unable to offer 
God anything which could satisfy His holy and righteous demands and therefore they were 
in need of the mercy of the Lord. It is only to those who are heavily laden with the realization 
of their sinfulness before God that Jesus gives His gracious invitation, “Come to Me, all you 
who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28).

God sent John the Baptist to do this necessary work of preparing Israel to receive their 
Messiah and His Gospel (Matthew 3:1-12). But the self-righteous religious leaders refused to 
accept John’s message of condemnation. They remained obstinate, unwilling to consider the 
truth. Luke in his Gospel says, “And when all the people heard Him, even the tax collectors justified 
God, having been baptized with the baptism of John. But the Pharisees and lawyers rejected the will 
of God for themselves, not having been baptized by him” (Luke 7:29-30).

Jesus also said to the people of His day, “For judgment I have come into this world, that those 
who do not see may see, and that those who see may be made blind” (John 9:39). Those who realized 
they were spiritually blind would be given spiritual understanding through the truth which 
Jesus spoke, but those who, like the Pharisees, refused to acknowledge their ignorance would 
remain forever in spiritual darkness. When Jesus said this, “some of the Pharisees who were with 
Him heard these words, and said to Him, ‘Are we blind also?’ Jesus said to them, ‘If you were blind, 
you would have no sin; but now you say, “We see.” Therefore your sin remains.’” (John 9:40-41). The 
proud Pharisees believed they were already enlightened and that they understood perfectly 
the will of God. They felt no need to receive spiritual sight, for in their own estimation, they 
could already see quite well. They claimed to be guides of the blind (Romans 2:17-20). Why, 
they felt, should they allow this man to teach them? Because they didn’t see their great need 
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and instead claimed they already had spiritual sight, they were left to perish in their blindness. 
They never understood the grace of God available through the Gospel.

When addressing the same hardened Jewish leaders after Christ’s resurrection and ascen-
sion, Stephen said, “You stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears! You always resist the Holy 
Spirit; as your fathers did, so do you” (Acts 7:51).

Nicodemus came seeking Jesus, but Jesus did not immediately tell Nicodemus the good 
news of the Gospel. Instead, Jesus said to him, “Nicodemus, you must be born again” (John 
3:1-7). Teaching about the necessity of the new birth is not the Gospel. The Gospel is God’s 
good news that Christ died for sinners, He was buried, but after three days God raised Him 
from the dead (1 Corinthians 15:1-4).

Like his fellow Pharisees, Nicodemus was depending largely on his birth as a son of 
Abraham for his acceptance by God. Knowing this, Jesus first faced Nicodemus with the 
impossibility of his entering God’s kingdom by virtue of his Jewish birth or his own goodness. 
Jesus then told Nicodemus the Gospel (John 3:14-16). One can only appreciate Christ’s work 
on his behalf if he has first realized the impossibility of saving himself.

While on a visit back to Palawan, I was asked to teach a seminar for some of our mission-
aries on the chronological approach to evangelism and church planting. During one of our 
sessions, I emphasized that, if a person’s mind is filled with his own self-righteousness, he will 
not see any need or feel any hunger for the Gospel.

A young Palawano man who was attending the seminar could not understand this partic-
ular point. One morning, this young man ate breakfast with us, part of which was scrambled 
eggs. After we had finished eating, I turned to him and asked if he was hungry and if he 
would like something to eat. He assured me he didn’t feel like eating anything. Nevertheless, 
I continued to insist. I told him that my wife, Fran, would be only too glad to get him some-
thing to eat.

Realizing what I was aiming at, Fran also assured him that it wouldn’t be any problem 
for her to cook some scrambled eggs. Again, he thanked us but declined our offer. Feigning 
sincerity and concern, I repeated the offer and tried to get him to let Fran cook some scram-
bled eggs for him.

By this time, he thought I was crazy. Emphatically, he said, “But I am not hungry.”
“That’s right,” I answered, “You ate a good breakfast. You are not hungry. You have no 

appetite for food.”
“Oh! Now I see!” he exclaimed.
As it is in the natural realm, so it is in the spiritual. As long as people are filled with their 

own self-righteousness, it is useless to try to force the Gospel on them. The Gospel is for the 
hungry, for the thirsty, and for the weary. It is for those broken before God through a realiza-
tion of their own sinfulness.

How is a person brought to this realization? How is the heart of man prepared for the 
Gospel? The Holy Spirit uses the Word of God to prepare the mind and heart of a person for 
the Gospel. But what particular part or message from God’s Word accomplishes this prepa-
ratory work?
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The knowledge of God
Years after missionary work had begun in a highland tribe in Papua New Guinea, some 

of the people announced that they were not going to tithe anymore. Why? Because they had 
decided that they had repaid God enough for giving Jesus to die for their sins.

The judicial system of this group was based on a monetary pay-back arrangement, so it is 
easy to see why they thought they had to recompense God for giving Jesus to die for their sins. 
But why did they think it was possible to pay God back for the gift of His Son? What didn’t 
they understand?

These people obviously had failed to comprehend the nature and character of God as 
revealed in the Old Testament and finally in the Gospel. They thought God was like the 
spirits and human beings. Because they demanded pay-back, they thought God did also. To 
have told them that salvation is a gift would not be sufficient. They needed to see, through 
the Scriptures, the true nature and character of God. If they were to see God as He really is, 
they would have also seen themselves as helpless and hopeless sinners. In the light of God’s 
majesty and their own depravity, they would have understood the futility of every endeavor to 
pay God back.

Furthermore, they had failed to comprehend the consequences of sin. Through the teach-
ing of the Old Testament, beginning with God’s warning to Adam regarding the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, “ in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die” (Genesis 2:17), 
they should have realized that death, eternal separation from God, is God’s just judgment 
on sinners. This emphasis on death as the only payment for sin continues through the Old 
Testament historical accounts of God’s judgment on sinners and ends with the New Testa-
ment account of Christ’s death as the only satisfactory payment for sin. If the tribal people had 
understood the Old Testament emphasis on death, they would have also recognized that only 
the death of Christ could pay for sin and satisfy God who is holy and righteous.

Another example is the Aziana tribe in Papua New Guinea. These people were sun 
worshippers. Missionaries claiming to preach Christianity preceded New Tribes missionaries 
into this area. But in spite of being missionized, the Aziana people had no clear understand-
ing of the God of the Bible. They thought He must be similar to their sun-god.

In their ceremonial worship of the sun, they killed a pig, cooked a mixture of its liver and 
blood in a piece of bamboo; and, as the sun set, they gathered together to worship and appease 
the sun. The priest first ate of the cooked blood and liver, after which all present partook. The 
priest also spat some of the mixture at the sun to blind it, so their sins would not be seen and 
avenged. They believed this would appease the sun, a malicious and malevolent god, and make 
their souls invisible to it.

When the first missionaries to the Aziana people taught them to commemorate the 
Lord’s Supper, the people gave it the same name as this feast to the sun. They believed that, 
by partaking of the Lord’s Supper, they were appeasing God and blinding Him to their sins. 
But these people would never have misinterpreted the Lord’s Supper in this way if they had 
been taught and understood who and what God is. They would have realized that God is not 
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malicious in His intents, that He cannot be appeased like their heathen deities, and that He, 
the omniscient, immutable God, can never be blinded to man’s sinfulness. These people were 
not prepared for the Gospel because they did not have an understanding of the holiness and 
righteousness of God. Because they had never been exposed to the knowledge of God, they 
did not see themselves as incapable of doing anything which would please God.

Job, David, and Solomon all stated the truth: True wisdom begins with a solemn appreci-
ation of who and what God is. “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom” (Psalm 111:10). 
Only those whose senses have been tuned to know and accept something of God’s nature, 
character, and sovereign position are prepared for the Gospel.

If God is not truly God, as revealed foundationally in the Old Testament and finally in 
the New Testament through Jesus Christ, then there is no need for the Gospel. Only those 
who are enlightened through this revelation of God as a righteous and holy God who hates 
and punishes sin will see their need for the Gospel.

Because God is man’s sovereign Maker, He is also his Owner, Lawgiver, and Judge. If 
this is not true, then man is a free agent and cannot be called to give an account of himself 
to God. Man’s great desire to be free to live only for himself and the satisfaction of his self-
ish, depraved, insatiable lusts has caused him to hate, flee from, and endeavor to destroy the 
knowledge of God, his rightful Master.

But even when people understand that God is their Owner, Lawgiver, and Judge, if 
God is not also seen as holy and righteous, then there is no need for the Gospel. God is not 
someone who will tolerate, overlook, or forgive sin without full retribution. God is perfectly 
righteous. His own holy character is the standard for goodness; therefore, anything which 
does not agree with, or is contrary to what He is, is sin. Anything less than what God is, is 
totally unacceptable to Him.

God’s holiness and righteousness are clearly revealed in history by His consistent hatred 
and judgment of the least departure from His holy standard. God will not overlook sin. All 
sin must be paid for. “The soul who sins shall die” (Ezekiel 18:4). Because God is righteous, 
He will never lower His standard of holiness or accept anything less than the full, righteous 
payment for sin.

As long as people are ignorant of God’s holiness and righteousness, they will never under-
stand their desperate need for the grace of God in Christ. They may give lip service to the 
Gospel, speak about Christ, attend church, sing hymns, read the Bible, pray, and even seek 
to serve Christ, but they will still be unsaved. Man is by nature self-righteous and will never 
let go of his pride and self-confidence until he realizes God’s infinite holiness and righteous-
ness. The unsaved religionist does not understand God’s holiness and righteousness, for he is 
constantly trying, by his own good works and religious activities, to place God in a position 
where God will feel obligated to accept and bless him.

This knowledge of God, which man naturally hates and seeks to escape, is nevertheless 
man’s greatest need. Apart from a knowledge of God, man will never truly repent, believe, 
and be saved. A revelation of God’s nature and character is prerequisite to the realization of 
one’s own unrighteousness and abject helplessness to escape the just judgment of God. It was 
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only after Job received clear awareness of God’s character that he said, “I have heard of You by 
the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You. Therefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” 
(Job 42:5-6).

Isaiah, when called to be God’s prophet, needed a realistic assessment of himself and his 
people. Only then could he speak in true humility against the sinfulness of the nation. How 
then did the Lord show Isaiah his true self and the iniquity of his nation? Isaiah was given a 
vision of the Lord in all His sublime glory, sovereignty, and holiness. The immediate effect on 
Isaiah was to cry, “Woe is me, for I am undone! Because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in 
the midst of a people of unclean lips; For my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts” (Isaiah 6:5).

All people, regardless of their religious or cultural background, must be led down this 
road of the revelation of God. Only an understanding of who God is will produce true 
self-knowledge, genuine repentance, and saving faith.

Jesus said, “No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him; and I will raise 
him up at the last day. It is written in the prophets, ‘And they shall all be taught by God.’ Therefore 
everyone who has heard and learned from the Father comes to Me” (John 6:44-45). Every person 
who ever comes to Christ for salvation comes because he has been taught, through the revela-
tion of God’s character as revealed in the historical sections of the Scriptures, that God is holy 
and righteous and will not overlook sin.

The Law
The Law is yet another means which God uses to prepare the sinner for the Gospel and 

the realization that, without Christ, he will perish.
By the fall of man and through subsequent history, man has been made aware of his 

sinfulness through revelations of God’s holy character and will. Why then was the Law 
given? “The law entered that the offense might abound” (Romans 5:20). The Law was brought 
in to classify and clearly define sin. God gave the Law to fully expose man’s sinfulness and, 
thus, to prepare the human heart for the Gospel. “The law was our tutor to bring us to Christ, 
that we might be justified by faith” (Galatians 3:24). God gave the Law to Israel, not to save 
them, but to show them the impossibility of salvation by human goodness. “By the deeds of 
the law no flesh will be justified in His sight, for by the law is the knowledge of sin” (Romans 3:20). 
“The law brings about wrath” (Romans 4:15). The Law reveals God’s wrath against sin and 
shows that man can only approach God if the complete, righteous demands of His Law are 
paid in full.

Jesus told the self-righteous Pharisees to go and learn that sinners are saved by God’s 
mercy and not by their own sacrifices to God (Matthew 9:13). How were the Pharisees to 
learn this? Who or what was God’s ordained teacher? How could they see their true condition 
before God as helpless sinners needing a Savior? It was through a correct understanding of 
the Law!

The Jews had the written Law of God, but the scribes and Pharisees had given it such a 
carnal interpretation that it did not convict them of their inner heart attitudes. They did not 
understand the Law as God intended it to be understood. If they had, they would have real-



Why the Scriptures  
Should Be Taught  
Chronologically

3 7

ized the impossibility of anyone ever obeying it perfectly; and they would have seen their own 
unrighteousness. They would have then been prepared for Christ and the Gospel.

Jesus taught them the correct interpretation of the Law (Matthew 5:17-28). But even 
though Jesus taught them to understand what God’s laws really meant, the Jewish leaders 
would not allow the Law to judge and condemn them. If they had, they would have been 
broken in heart and truly repentant.

John the Baptist also gave the right interpretation of the Law as preparation for the 
Gospel. But the religious leaders rejected both the ministry of John the Baptist and of Jesus. 
Why? Because their correct interpretation of the Law exposed the true condition of the 
scribes’ and Pharisees’ hearts. They rejected this preparatory ministry of the Law, and there-
fore, they rejected Christ and the Gospel of God’s grace (Matthew 5:17-28).

Jesus’ conversation with the woman of Samaria is yet another example of the necessity 
of preparing a person for the Gospel by the correct use of the Law. After Jesus had gained 
her attention by speaking about her felt need for water, He brought her face to face with her 
real need. Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband” (John 4:16). Jesus knew this woman would 
never be prepared to trust only in the grace of God until she faced the truth that she had 
transgressed the Law which forbids adultery.

Jesus’ method of dealing with the rich young ruler provides another lesson for us. Unless 
a person faces the truth about his sin and condemnation before a holy God, he will not recog-
nize his need for the Gospel.

The rich young ruler, secure in his own apparent goodness and ability to keep the Law, 
came to Jesus and asked Him what he had to do to inherit eternal life (Mark 10:17-22). 
Through this young man’s greeting Jesus recognized immediately that he was a soul unpre-
pared for the Gospel. This young ruler greeted Jesus as a fellow human being, by saying, 
“Good Teacher.” He had never been enlightened by the Law to realize that “No one is good 
but One, that is, God.” He was unaware that all the goodness and righteousness of man, when 
judged in the light of the perfect goodness and righteousness of God, is nothing more than a 
bundle of filthy rags (Isaiah 64:6).

Because Jesus recognized this young man’s lost condition and his lack of preparation for 
the Gospel, He did not offer him the grace and forgiveness of the Gospel. Jesus had not come 
to call a self-righteous, rich young ruler to repentance; He came to call sinners to repentance. 
Before this young man could understand that the Gospel of God’s grace was the only way by 
which he could enter eternal life, he first had to be taught his sinfulness and unrighteousness 
in God’s sight.

What did Jesus use to reveal this man’s true heart condition? Did Jesus use some cultural 
felt need to lead him into genuine repentance? Did Jesus tell the young man, “Smile, God 
loves you?” Did He ignore his lack of conviction and immediately introduce him to some 
easy steps to eternal life? No! Jesus used the Law to expose the covetousness which held him 
captive.

Because this man had asked what he must do to inherit eternal life, Jesus told him what 
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God required him to do. Being self-righteous, this man believed he could be saved by doing 
and didn’t need God’s mercy as a sinner. Therefore, Jesus quoted some of the Law to him.

The rich young ruler’s response evidenced his lack of understanding of the perfection of 
God. He immediately claimed that he had kept these laws perfectly from childhood. Know-
ing this young man’s true spiritual condition and his secret love of money, Jesus said, “Go your 
way, sell whatever you have and give to the poor.” Through this command, Jesus was confronting 
this young man with the practical realities of the second great commandment, “You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself ” (Mark 12:31).

Then Jesus said to this ruler, “Come, take up the cross, and follow Me.” This command 
was based on the first great commandment, “You shall love the LORD your God 
with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength”  
(Mark 12:30).

What was the young man’s response? Did he turn and repent? Did he, like the publican 
in the temple, acknowledge that he was a sinner and needed God’s mercy? No. He rejected 
the revealing, condemning ministry of the Law. He turned away, clutching his riches as his 
greatest treasure. He went away grieved, but apparently unrepentant for his covetousness. 
Those who reject the message of the Law cannot receive the Gospel.

The majority of the Jews rejected the preparatory work of the Law given through Moses 
and also taught by John the Baptist, Jesus, and the apostles. Even though they had received 
the written Law of God, they were self-righteous and trusted in a mere outward conformity 
to the Law. Because they clung to their self-righteousness, refusing to accept God’s verdict on 
them, they were not prepared to come by faith alone and trust in the grace of God. In contrast, 
many of the Gentiles, who had been without the direct written message from God, accepted 
the condemnation of the Law and saw the reality of their spiritual bankruptcy. Therefore, they 
were ready to turn in faith to Christ and the Gospel as their only hope (Romans 3:19).

The hymn entitled “JEHOVAH TSIDKENU” was written by R. Murray M’Cheyne and 
is his testimony to the way the Lord taught and prepared him through the Law to see his need 
of the Savior. (“Jehovah Tsidkenu” means “Jehovah our Righteousness.”)

I once was a stranger to grace and to God; 
I knew not my danger, I felt not my load; 
Though friends spoke in rapture of Christ on the tree, 
JEHOVAH TSIDKENU was nothing to me.

When free grace awoke me by light from on high, 
Then legal fears shook me, I trembled to die; 
No refuge, no safety in self could I see, 
JEHOVAH TSIDKENU my Saviour must be.

My terrors all vanished before the sweet Name; 
My guilty fears banished, with boldness I came 
To drink at the fountain, life-giving and free; 
JEHOVAH TSIDKENU is all things to me.
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The professing believers to whom I first ministered in the Philippines had never judged 
themselves according to the perfection and holiness of God as revealed in the Law. Because 
they had not been exposed to the correct ministry of the Law, they were trusting in a mixture 
of works and grace. They were offering God their own sacrifices of good works instead of 
accepting God’s mercy in the Gospel of Christ.

Referring to the time in his life when he was one of the leading Pharisees, Paul said, “I was 
alive once without the law, but when the commandment came, sin revived and I died” (Romans 7:9). 
Paul was a self-righteous, self-dependent man. He did not see himself as being spiritually sick 
or needing a Savior. However, when God the Holy Spirit faced Paul with the holy and righteous 
claims of the Law, he realized he was unspiritual and a slave to sin (Philippians 3:4-9; Romans 
7:14). Paul wrote, “Has then what is good become death to me? Certainly not! But sin, that it might 
appear sin, was producing death in me through what is good, so that sin through the commandment 
might become exceedingly sinful” (Romans 7:13). Because Paul had been prepared by the Law, he 
was ready to trust only in Christ.

As long as people are ignorant of the perfect righteousness of God, they will endeavor to 
save themselves through their own imperfect righteousness. Paul said of his own countrymen, 
“For they being ignorant of God’s righteousness, and seeking to establish their own righteousness, have 
not submitted to the righteousness of God” (Romans 10:3).

If a person is ignorant of the righteousness of God, then he will go about trying to estab-
lish his own righteousness. Once he sees the holiness and righteousness of God as revealed 
by the Law, however, he will completely abandon any trust in his own goodness as a basis 
for acceptance by God. Once a person has been enlightened by the Holy Spirit through the 
Word of God, he will say, “If that is what God is like and if he demands perfection from me, 
then I give up. I will no longer try to merit His favor by what I do. I am unable to obey His 
holy commands and so please Him.” Then, and only then, is a person’s heart ready to receive 
the good news that, “when we were still without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly” 
(Romans 5:6).

Our responsibility
Today, in most evangelical circles, the usual practice is to present some verses and evidences 

of man’s need and then swiftly turn to the Gospel. Following this quick presentation of man’s 
need, a great deal of time is spent endeavoring to persuade the hearers to turn to Christ. Our 
great mistake is turning quickly to the remedy without spending sufficient time preparing 
people for the Gospel.

Because Western society to a large degree has maintained a facade of Christian-
ity, most Christian workers presume that people already have the foundations for the 
Gospel. We assume they already have a basic understanding of God and His nature 
and character. However, the vast majority of people in so-called Christian coun-
tries have little biblical knowledge of God. Of the relatively few in our countries who do 
attend church, most have a humanistic and unscriptural concept of God. Regardless 
of this tremendous lack, the average preacher spends little time on this all-important,  
basic subject.
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It is small wonder that there is little respect for God and spiritual matters in our 
day. All true spiritual revivals and movements of the Spirit of God have been the 
result of the acknowledgment of who God really is. This alone brings true contrition 
of heart, genuine repentance, faith, worship, and holy living. If evangelists and preach-
ers spent more time teaching about the true nature and character of God and less time 
trying to convince sinners of the advantages of coming to God, we would hear the ques-
tion asked more often by repentant, anxious sinners, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”  
(Acts 16:30).

While we may agree that there must be a preparatory work done in the heart of a sinner 
before he will trust only in Christ, some may be of the opinion that this is God’s sovereign work in 
which we have no part. It is clear from the Scriptures that God prepares man’s heart through His 
Word. “‘Is not My word like a fire?’ says the LORD, ‘And like a hammer that breaks the rock in pieces?’” 
(Jeremiah 23:29). The Holy Spirit uses the Word of God to convict the world of sin, of righteous-
ness, and of judgment (John 16:8). God has entrusted us with the proclamation of His message  
(2 Corinthians 5:18-20).

We are responsible to prepare our hearers through the Scriptures by correctly applying 
the Law before we offer the Gospel to them. I remember beginning to teach a new weekly 
home Bible study with a couple in Australia. Before I started teaching that first night, the 
husband interrupted me and said, “Now, just a moment. Before you say anything, I have 
something to say.”

“OK, go ahead,” I replied.
He said, “I reckon that if a person keeps the Law and does exactly what it says, he will be 

all right and will be accepted by God.”
When I agreed with him, his head almost swelled visibly. Turning to his wife, he bragged, 

“There you are. I told you so. That woman at the City Mission didn’t know what she was 
talking about. She told me I couldn’t be saved by what I did.”

I told him, “I agree with what you said so I want to write it down.” So I wrote down, 
“Wim said that if we obey the Law and do exactly what it says, God will accept us and we will 
be OK.” Of course, at that point, Wim didn’t realize that he did not have the ability to obey 
the Law because he had been born a sinner. After I had written these words, I put the piece of 
paper in the front of my Bible. My plan was to produce it at an appropriate future date.

After a few months of weekly chronological Bible studies, beginning in the book of 
Genesis, we finally reached the story of the giving of the Law. It was obvious from Wim’s 
questions and answers that the Lord was working in his life. As we continued studying the 
Law, giving the spiritual meaning and application of each of the commandments, Wim was 
listening carefully. Finally, one night, he interrupted my teaching and said, “I haven’t got a 
hope. I break all of God’s laws every day.”

Praise God! Wim’s spiritual eyes had been opened to see his own sinfulness and inability 
to please God by personal obedience to the Law. This knowledge had come to him through 
the study of the Old Testament stories and the Law which revealed the holy and righteous 
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character of God. Later, during our Bible studies, Wim saw that Christ alone had kept the 
Law and, through His death, had provided a way of salvation for sinful, helpless sinners.

What would have been the result if I had given the Gospel at the beginning of our Bible 
study, without first exposing Wim to the demands of God’s holy Law? Wim would not have 
clearly understood the absolute necessity of the Gospel. He was not prepared for the Gospel. 
He felt no need for the grace and mercy of God. He was self-righteous and therefore self-de-
pendent. Possibly, he would have professed faith in Christ, but in his heart, he would have still 
been dependent on his own efforts and self-righteousness.

Not only has the Gospel been committed to us, but the preparation of souls for the 
Gospel has also been committed to us. We need to take this seriously. Paul wrote to Timothy, 
“We know that the law is good if one uses it lawfully, knowing this: that the law is not made for a 
righteous person, but for the lawless and insubordinate...according to the glorious gospel of the blessed 
God which was committed to my trust” (1 Timothy 1:8-9, 11). Paul knew that the Gospel would 
not be meaningful without the right application of the Law. The right use of the Law is the 
means to prepare sinners for the Gospel. The Law is God’s appointed schoolmaster to lead the 
self-righteous to Christ.

We should, through the correct use of the Law, bring people to see that they need a 
righteousness equal to the righteousness of God, for only that will satisfy a holy God. The 
question then arises, “Where can I find this righteousness which will satisfy God? How can 
God be satisfied with me? I have broken His Law. I am condemned to everlasting punish-
ment. How can my debt of sin be paid? How can I be justified and declared righteous before 
my perfect Judge?”

While some are of the opinion that this preparatory work is the sovereign responsibility 
of God, others believe that the Gospel should be immediately preached to all, regardless of 
their lack of preparation, because the Gospel is the power of God unto salvation. They believe 
the Gospel will prepare the sinner’s heart and also save his soul. The Gospel is indeed the 
power of God unto salvation, but to whom? Romans 1:16 says it is the power of God unto 
salvation “for everyone who believes.” Who will trust only in the Gospel and be saved? Only 
those whose hearts have been prepared like the good soil – those who have been convicted and 
prepared by God and have been taught by the Holy Spirit to agree with God about their sin, 
Christ’s righteousness, and God’s coming judgment (John 16:8-11).

One Sunday morning, a Palawano woman came to our house for the first time. Many 
years, earlier, she had heard some of the Word of God, but for a long time, there hadn’t been 
any missionaries in her area. We had just built a house and had started teaching God’s Word 
in a location about a two or three hours’ walk from her home. She came to see us and said 
excitedly, “I have been out of God for ten years, but now I want to come back into God.” By 
this term “out of God,” she meant that she hadn’t been attending Christian meetings and 
doing all the things she associated with being a Christian. By the term “come back into God,” 
she indicated that she was going to attend the meetings once again, sing, pray, and listen to 
the teaching of God’s Word.

I talked with this woman on several occasions about Christ and His death for sinners, and 
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I asked her about her own personal faith in Christ and His death. She said, “Yes, I am trusting 
in Christ.” Nevertheless, her emphasis was on the fact that she had at one time been in God, 
that she had been baptized, and that she knew many hymns and prayed. She no longer had a 
New Testament, but she wanted another one because she was coming back into God. Unless 
specifically asked, however, she never spoke about the death of Christ for sinners.

I said to her, “All of the things you speak of are good in their place, but they will not save 
you. Only Christ can save you.” Again and again when speaking to her, I emphasized Christ’s 
death for sinners.

She answered, “Oh, yes, the previous missionary told me that Christ died. Yes, I believe 
that.” I thought, “Maybe she is truly saved.”

When she returned a week or two later, she said, “I am so happy to be able to sing the 
hymns, pray, and attend meetings. I am so glad to be back in God.”

Once again, I reminded her of Christ’s death as the only way back to God.
She answered, “Yes, I remember that.” But then she asked the new believers in the area if 

they had been baptized. When they said that they had not been baptized, she told them that 
they hadn’t even started on the way.

Each time she visited and boasted of her good works, I reminded her about Christ’s death 
as the only way to God. From her attitude, it was clear that Christ’s death was not meaningful 
to her. It seemed as if she thought, “I will be all right if I can only remember that part about 
Christ dying for sins and rising again.”

On several occasions, my wife heard me reminding this woman of Christ’s death for 
sinners. Finally, Fran said to me, “I can’t understand you. You are doing the very thing you 
would tell other people not to do.”

I questioned, “What’s that?”
She replied, “You keep telling that woman the Gospel, but she is not prepared for the 

Gospel. She doesn’t understand her need of the Gospel. She is not thirsty. She is not hungry. 
Her heart is not prepared for the Gospel.”

My wife was right. I determined that when this Palawano woman returned, I would not 
remind her again of the Gospel. She needed to be taught the Law in order for her to compre-
hend her great need of Christ, and Christ alone, as her righteousness.

Shortly after this, she returned. I sat down to talk with her at about one o’clock in 
the afternoon. I began in Genesis and reminded her of the main stories in the Old Testa-
ment which provide the foundations for the doctrine of God, man, and sin. Because 
she had been attending the meetings, she needed only to be reminded of most of  
these stories.

As we went through the stories, I emphasized the holiness of God, His hatred of sin, 
man’s sinfulness, and especially the fact that God’s Law requires death as the payment for sin. 
I wanted to make it clear to her that God would accept no compromise. I applied these truths 
to her personally by telling her that baptism, hymn singing, church attendance, reading the 
Scriptures, or any other thing that she could do would not pay for her sin.

About five o’clock that afternoon, she was frustrated and desperate and began to cry. 
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Although Palawanos do not like to be seen crying publicly, she cried because she was so over-
come by the hopelessness of her position before God.

While she was crying, I was silently praying, “Lord, give me wisdom. What should I say 
to her? I don’t want her to mentally agree with what I have shared from your Word but not 
trust only in Your Son and the Gospel. Lord, save this woman! Bring her to that place where 
she sees her salvation is only in Christ, so she will put her faith in Him and never again in 
herself or anything that she can do.”

Finally, I said to her, “God requires death, but isn’t there somewhere you can find the 
payment instead of you dying? Isn’t there someone who could pay it? I can’t pay it for you 
because I, too, deserve to be separated from God because of my sins.”

For a time, we sat there in silence. Finally, she looked up at me through her tears and 
answered, “Jesus.”

Joyfully, I replied, “Yes, Jesus. He’s the only One.”
That woman’s whole attitude was changed from that time. Gone was her boasting and 

trust in anything else except the Lord Jesus Christ. How sweet the name of Jesus sounds to a 
believer’s ear! He is the answer.

Christian, it will thrill your soul, if, through the correct teaching of the nature and char-
acter of God and the Law of God, you give the Holy Spirit the opportunity to prepare people 
for the Gospel, for then they will trust only in the Lord Jesus as the One who died for them 
and fully satisfied God on their behalf.



Why the Scriptures 
Should Be Taught 
Chronologically

4 4

CHAPTER 5: DIVINE 
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During our early years with the Palawanos many came to understand justification by faith 
through God’s grace. Many who had previously been mere professors of salvation were saved, 
and others received assurance and clarity regarding their personal salvation. Not only was I 
teaching justification by faith, but other missionaries among the Palawanos had also realized 
the true condition of the Palawan churches and were endeavoring to strengthen the basic 
foundations of the people’s faith. What a thrill to see the people trusting in Christ alone!

How could these babes in Christ best be nurtured and fed? With so many people to 
teach, I felt like a doctor dispensing vitamins to an undernourished and starving people. Our 
itinerant teaching program was totally inadequate to meet the needs of these young believers 
and build them up in the faith. Therefore, I decided to switch from a predominantly topical 
teaching approach to verse-byverse exposition. I relocated my family to the middle of an area 
with six small churches and began to give these Palawano churches concentrated expositional 
teaching.

Because the congregations of these six churches were a mixture of saved, mere professors, 
and a few who didn’t even claim to be children of God, I started teaching expositionally 
through the Gospel of John. Starting with great enthusiasm, it soon became apparent that my 
hearers were not ready for an expositional study of John. They could not understand any of the 
verses containing direct references or allusions to people or stories from the Old Testament 
because they had never been taught the basic Old Testament historical sequence of events as 
one complete story.

The following examples show a few of the problems I encountered:
 • John 1:1, “In the beginning was the Word.” Even though the people may have heard about 

the beginning from previous missionaries, it was vague and uncertain in their minds. So 
I had to go back to Genesis 1 and teach about the beginning of time.

 • John 1:1, “And the Word was with God.” After explaining that the Word is yet another title 
for the Lord Jesus, it was obvious that the Palawano people did not understand that Jesus 
was with the Father before the beginning.

 • John 1:3, “All things were made through Him.” The people did not understand that God in 
Genesis 1 was three Persons – God the Father, God the Son, and God the Spirit.

 • John 1:11, “He came to His own.” This meant little to the Palawanos without the back-
ground of the call of Abraham, the Messianic promises, and the history of Israel.

 • John 1:14, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory.” This 
alludes to the Old Testament tabernacle and the Shekinah glory wherein God lived in the 
midst of Israel. The Palawanos didn’t know these stories.

 • John 1:17, “The law was given through Moses.” The people had insufficient knowledge of the 
chronology of the Bible story, and they didn’t know where the Old Testament and New 
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Testament characters fit in the sequence of events. They questioned if Moses and John the 
Baptist were contemporaries and wondered if Jesus was on the earth at the same time as 
the people mentioned from the Old Testament.
As these few examples show, the Gospel of John is full of references to the Old Testament. 

Due to the Palawanos’ sketchy understanding of the Old Testament, I had to intermittently 
break off the exposition of John’s Gospel in order to teach the Old Testament story or truth to 
which John referred or alluded. This piecemeal form of teaching was frustrating for me as the 
teacher and confusing for my hearers.

I was forced to conclude that a clearer and less complicated way to teach the Scriptures 
must exist. A major forward step had been made when I turned from predominantly teach-
ing topically to direct verse-by-verse exposition of the New Testament books. Nevertheless, it 
was now apparent that choosing any book and teaching it expositionally was not the complete 
answer to teaching the Scriptures clearly. What was the answer?

One book
The Scriptures were written with a definite beginning and a definite ending. Between 

the beginning and ending are incidents which, when taught and understood in their 
historical sequence, form one complete, cohesive, intelligible story. If one were to teach 
the contents of any other book, he would naturally start at the beginning and follow 
the forward movement of the subject as the author develops and brings it to its logical 
conclusion. Little wonder we had difficulties when teaching the New Testament to  
the Palawanos!

Previously, I had approached the Bible as a book which contained the message of the 
Gospel. I now began to consider the Bible holistically – as God’s complete, unified message to 
all mankind. I realized the Old Testament is not a compilation of interesting stories to be used 
only as types which pointed forward to Christ or illustrations of New Testament truth. The 
Old Testament is the logical introduction, foundation, and authority for the story of Christ 
recorded in the New Testament. The Old Testament is by far the most important source of 
interpretive background material for the historical accounts of the New Testament. Just as 
God has given us two lips and both are necessary for clear verbal communication, even so 
both Old and New Testaments are indispensable for the communication of God’s complete 
message to the world.

One story
The whole Bible is God’s message about His Son, the Savior. God’s chief purpose in 

writing His Book was to reveal Christ. The Old Testament is the preparation for Christ. The 
New Testament is the manifestation of Christ. The Scriptures reveal Christ from Genesis to 
Revelation. Jesus said to the Jews of His day, “You search the Scriptures, for in them you think 
you have eternal life; and these are they which testify of Me” (John 5:39). The entire Scriptures 
find their meaning in the Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is the origin, the substance, and the 
object of all divine revelation.
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His-story, that is, the story of Christ, begins in the first verse of Genesis, for He was there 
in the beginning. At the fall of man, the Son of the virgin is promised – One who will over-
come Satan and deliver his captives. The story of Christ then continues through the entire Old 
Testament in numerous types and prophecies. The New Testament records the fulfillment 
of these prophecies through His birth, life, death, ascension, and present glory. The story of 
Christ as told in the Gospels is the sequel to the Old Testament.

The Gospel of Matthew opens with the story of the birth of Christ, not as the begin-
ning of the story but as the fulfillment and consummation of all that was written previously. 
Matthew connects the story of Christ with Abraham to whom God had given the promise, 
“ in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3). This, and all the other promises 
given to Abraham, were to be fulfilled through Abraham’s Seed, “who is Christ” (Galatians 
3:16).

The Gospel of Mark launches almost directly into the life of Christ, but Mark is nonethe-
less careful to remind his readers that this story is not the beginning but the fulfillment of that 
which was “written in the Prophets” (Mark 1:2).

Luke traces the genealogy of Christ to Adam (Luke 3:23-38). By doing this, Luke shows 
us that the story which he wrote cannot be understood by reading only of Mary and Joseph or 
of Jesus born as a babe in Bethlehem. To clearly understand Luke’s Gospel, we must also be 
aware of Adam’s part as the first man in the historical drama of the Bible.

John’s Gospel tells the ongoing story of the Word. The story of the Word begins in eter-
nity. It continues in the Word’s creation of all things and then in His incarnation (John 1:1-3). 
The future story of the Word is told in the Revelation, where He is described as being “clothed 
with a robe dipped in blood” (Revelation 19:13).

When Jesus saw the need to explain the necessity of His death to two sadly disillusioned 
men on the road to Emmaus, He turned back to the Old Testament, “And beginning at Moses 
[Genesis to Deuteronomy] and all the Prophets [the remainder of the Old Testament], He expounded 
to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself ” (Luke 24:27).

The Christ-story cannot be clearly taught or understood apart from its God-given 
beginnings found only in the Old Testament. Therefore, it is our responsibility to teach the 
beginnings in the Old Testament and then teach the fulfillment in the New Testament. In the 
Old Testament, God has given types which so clearly point forward to Christ and redemptive 
analogies to prepare people to understand the New Testament story of Christ. These Old 
Testament types of Christ and redemptive analogies point to and interpret the birth, life, 
death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Biblical redemptive analogies
Instead of emphasizing the Old Testament redemptive analogies as the basis for the 

understanding of the Christ story, some missionaries seem to depend more on redemptive 
analogies found in the cultures of various ethnic groups.

A young missionary en route to his homeland for furlough passed through Australia. 
As I talked to him, it became obvious that he was discouraged with the lack of progress 
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in his missionary work. When I asked if he had presented the Gospel to the people, he 
told me that he hadn’t. My next inquiry was why he had been such a long time in the 
tribe but had not yet begun to evangelize. The reason he gave was that, in spite of all his 
searching, he had failed to find the cultural redemptive analogy or what he thought was 
the God-given key for their clear understanding and acceptance of the Gospel. Because 
he failed to find the key or redemptive analogy, he didn’t have confidence to preach the 
Gospel to those lost tribal people. Since he was returning to the USA, I asked him what 
the redemptive analogy or God-given key to open the door to understand salvation is in 
the American culture. Because he didn’t know, I replied, “According to what you believe, 
it won’t be of any use for you to tell your fellow Americans the Gospel until you find  
the key.”

If God has placed such an effective medium of blessing within some cultures, then surely 
we can expect that the Lord has placed them in all. If God has indeed given redemptive anal-
ogies which are hidden within the cultures of primitive peoples to serve as the keys to open 
their understanding to accept the Bible, God, Christ, and salvation, then we must never cease 
in our search. But how will we know when we have found the right key? Who will be the 
judge? What will be our criterion or standard of judgment? If we come to the conclusion that 
we have found the key because we see tribal people understanding and accepting the Gospel, 
how do we know there is not yet another even more suitable key prepared by God and waiting 
to be used to unlock the cultural door for an even greater movement to God and the Gospel?

Cultural stories and rituals which resemble or illustrate Bible stories and Old Testament 
rituals and ceremonies can be useful in explaining the Gospel but they are not the God-given 
keys to open the people’s understanding of the Gospel. These stories and rituals are most 
likely remnants of the truth which the whole human race knew before the dispersion at the 
tower of Babel. They have been passed down orally in many primitive societies and have been 
greatly changed and grossly distorted. The truth of God once known has been deliberately set 
aside for the lies of Satan (Romans 1:18-32). One of the clearest illustrations of this would be 
the widespread use of blood as a way of appeasement and sacrifice. This knowledge originated 
with the blood sacrifices which God ordained after the fall of man. Blood sacrifices, once 
commanded by God as the only way of approach to Him, are now used in many tribal cultures 
as sacrifices to Satan and evil spirits.

Missionaries should know all they can about the culture, folklore, and beliefs of the 
people they are reaching for Christ, and they should use carefully selected illustrations 
and redemptive analogies when teaching God’s Word. These, however, are not substitutes 
for the preparation of the hearts of sinners through the proclamation of the Scriptures. 
Cultural analogies and illustrations, regardless of their clarity, cogency, or incredible biblical 
parallelism, should never take precedence over the scriptural redemptive types and analogies. 
Cultural redemptive analogies are no substitute for the God-given redemptive analogies of the 
Old Testament which so graphically typify Christ and His work of redemption. Some secret 
significance or evil connotation may be hidden in cultural analogies of which the missionary 
may be totally unaware. If the missionary depends too much on cultural analogies, rather than 
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biblical analogies, he may unwittingly guide the people into grievous misunderstanding, error, 
and syncretism. In addition, overemphasis on cultural redemptive analogies may cause the 
people to believe that the missionary is confirming and giving credence to their beliefs.

Jesus told the Pharisees that the truth of God’s Word sets Satan’s captives free from sin’s 
bondage (John 8:32), and He declared in His prayer to His Father, “Your word is truth” (John 
17:17). Paul charged Timothy to “Preach the word” (2 Timothy 4:2). The living and enduring 
Word of God, the imperishable seed, when believed, results in souls being born again (1 Peter 
1:23).

No evidence exists in the Scriptures to prove that God’s Word is effectual for the release 
of tribal people from Satan’s dominion only when interpreted by cultural redemptive analo-
gies. God has provided us with spiritual weapons with which we are to fight Satan, demolish 
his strongholds, arguments, and pretensions which set themselves against the knowledge of 
God (2 Corinthians 10:3-5).

God’s revelation for the world
The biblical redemptive analogies given by God to Israel were also for the whole world. 

“For whatever things were written before were written for our learning, that we through the patience 
and comfort of the Scriptures might have hope” (Romans 15:4). God has not spoken directly 
to the Gentiles, but He has chosen to speak to the Gentiles through His Word given to 
Israel and the Church. All people must come to God’s light shining from the Scriptures. 
By the infinitely wise and sovereign appointment of God, all of the redemptive story and 
the beginning of the Church of Jesus Christ are set within the cultural, geographical, and 
historical framework of the nation of Israel. Therefore, no one can clearly understand the story 
of the New Testament without a basic knowledge of Israel’s origin, development, and history 
from the Old Testament.

The Lord created the nation of Israel for Himself, so that He could use it as His witness 
and channel of blessing to all of mankind (Isaiah 43:1, 10-12, 21). The Lord’s promises to 
Abraham, the father of the nation of Israel, indicated that God’s blessings through him 
and his seed would extend to “all the families of the earth” (Genesis 12:1-3). This promise was 
fulfilled through Christ, the promised Seed, but also through the Scriptures, entrusted to 
Israel as the only revelation of God to the world. All other nations were left in ignorance, 
without God and without hope, unless they were willing to accept truth and wisdom which 
was given through God’s chosen channel, Israel. The Lord said to Israel, “You only have I 
known of all the families of the earth” (Amos 3:2). In contrast, the Gentile nations, prior to 
Pentecost, are spoken of as “a people I have not known” (Psalm 18:43).

The Bible alone is God’s revelation to the world. This is the foundational truth of Chris-
tianity. A major cause for the growth of Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and many other false 
religions in societies once strongly influenced by the Judeo-Christian faith can be attributed 
to the writings of liberal and modern writers. Although they claim to be Christians, they 
teach that truth is not limited to the Hebrew-Christian Scriptures but is also found in the 
writings of other world religions. Animistic people believe that truth is based on folklore and 
revelations from the spirits.
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The Christian missionary’s responsibility is to clearly establish, through teaching the 
Scriptures, that God’s revelation of truth for all people was given through no other nation 
except Israel and those men appointed by God to write the New Testament. Therefore, if the 
tribes and nations of the world are to know the truth and the blessings of God, they too must 
turn to the Bible as the only genuine and complete divine revelation. This revelation of God 
began with the Old Testament and was completed with the New Testament revelation in and 
through Israel’s Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth. “God, who at various times and in various ways 
spoke in time past to the fathers by the prophets, has in these last days spoken to us by His Son, whom 
He has appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the worlds” (Hebrews 1:1-2).

The Bible then is one book. The Old Testament is the introduction and only sound basis 
for them understanding and interpretation of the New Testament story concerning Christ and 
His redemptive work.

But has God only told us what to teach and left how we teach up to us? As my search 
continued, it became clear that the Lord wrote the Scriptures not only to tell us what to teach 
but also to demonstrate principles and guidelines as to how we should teach His message to 
the world. His methods of teaching are the best; and He means for us to study and be guided 
by them when we teach His Word to others.

The literary form of the Bible
God is the greatest teacher, and all intelligent beings are His pupils. No one can escape 

from His classroom, the universe. The angels, and even Satan and his demons, are subject to 
God’s divine teaching process (Ephesians 3:10). The voice of God is heard in innumerable 
ways throughout all creation.

Man, created on earth by God and for God, was intended to be the willing pupil of God. 
God’s voice of wisdom says, “To you, O men, I call, and my voice is to the sons of men. O you simple 
ones, understand prudence, and you fools, be of an understanding heart” (Proverbs 8:4-5).

The omniscient Teacher wrote a Book to teach and lead mankind into the full under-
standing of truth about Himself and His perfect will for all created beings. Because He 
created man, He understands perfectly the functions of man’s mind. God knows how best to 
captivate the human imagination and lead people to a clear comprehension of truth.

The author of a book must decide what literary style he considers most suitable for his 
subject and his readers. The author of children’s books must approach his subject in a form 
suitable for his topic, considering the limitations of a child’s mind; whereas a person writing 
for adults must choose a method of presentation suitable for the topic of his book and the 
intelligence of its prospective adult readers.

The divine Teacher, perfectly knowing His subject matter and human pupils, chose the 
most suitable literary style for His Book. This Book has been entrusted to the Church, the 
Body of Christ. The Church, God’s representative on earth, was given the Bible to take God’s 
message of reconciliation to the world (2 Corinthians 5:18-20). Nevertheless, the Church 
has generally acted like a teacher who, having been given a well-prepared teaching manual, 
ignores the method and style of presentation chosen by the author and completely revamps 
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and reorganizes the subject matter in his own teaching format. In most cases, teachers of the 
Scripture in every department of the church, from the Sunday School to the mission field, 
have failed to consider and follow God’s form of teaching so clearly demonstrated in His 
teaching manual, the Bible.

History
That which God recorded in the Scriptures actually happened in time and space. God 

spoke. God acted. God interacted with real, historical human beings. The contents of the 
Bible are relevant to all people in every age, regardless of their culture, because the Bible is a 
book of case histories. We are able to identify with those people whose lives are recorded in 
the Bible. God interacted and spoke to real people – people like us.

God has revealed Himself through His acts in history. When God needed to remind 
Israel of His true identity, He pointed them back to His historical relationship with their 
forefathers. The Lord said to Moses, “Thus you shall say to the children of Israel: “The LORD 
God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you. 
This is My name forever” (Exodus 3:15).

The Lord constantly reminded His chosen people, “If you wish to know who I am 
and what I am, then remember how I acted in relationship with your fathers Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob. Remember how I acted in my relationship with you as a nation. Recol-
lect how I delivered you out of Egypt. Look what I did to the Egyptians through the 
plagues which I brought on that sinful nation. Remember how I delivered you at the 
Passover and at the Red Sea. Don’t forget how I treated you in the wilderness. Did 
any of My promises fail? Call to mind how I brought you into this land which I prom-
ised you. Remember that I brought judgment upon you because of your idolatry and took 
you away into Assyria and Babylon but restored you to your own land in fulfillment of  
My promises.”

God revealed Himself as He walked through history with man. Cited in the Scriptures 
are numerous incidents relating to events in Israel’s history through which God revealed His 
nature and character (Exodus 3:13-15; Deuteronomy 7:18-19; 8; 11:1-7; Psalms 105; 106; 111).

Because God actively revealed Himself within the context of the historical events recorded 
in the Scriptures, Israel’s leaders and prophets constantly rehearsed and reminded the people 
of Israel of their history.

Israel’s faith rested on God as revealed through His historical acts. This is seen in their 
continual remembrance of their deliverance by God out of Egypt at the time of the Passover. 
The faith of every generation was to be built on the firm foundation of the God of history 
who had revealed Himself as Israel’s Redeemer on that memorable night in Egypt (Exodus 
12:24-27). Each successive generation of Israelites was taught the historical facts regarding 
God’s redemption of them as a people. Each individual Israelite had to exercise faith if he 
was to enter into the salvation of the Lord, but this faith was not in some personal, subjective 
experience. It was faith in the Lord of history, the Redeemer of their nation. As the Israelites 
participated by faith in the Passover celebrations, they were signifying their faith in the God 
of Israel, the God of redemption, the God of history, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
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They looked to an historical event which had brought salvation to them as a nation. They 
knew and trusted in God as He had revealed Himself in history.

God has not only shown what He is like in action in the Old Testament, but also in the 
New Testament. When God planned to show mankind finally and completely what He is 
like, He stepped into history in the person of Jesus Christ, His Son. What did Jesus answer 
when Philip said, “Lord, show us the Father, and it is sufficient for us”? Jesus said, “Have I been 
with you so long, and yet you have not known Me, Philip? He who has seen Me has seen the Father” 
(John 14:8-9). The disciples needed to understand that Jesus was God in action. He was God – 
living, talking, walking, and speaking before them. If they wanted to see what God was like, 
they must look to, listen to, and believe on the Lord Jesus. “No one has seen God at any time. The 
only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared Him” (John 1:18).

God was in action in the Old Testament as Jehovah. God was in action in the New Testa-
ment as Jesus Christ. God was also in action in the Acts of the Apostles in the person of the 
Holy Spirit.

The apostles’ emphasis
The apostles recognized the Old Testament as God’s record of His involvement in 

the world and especially with His chosen people, Israel, in preparation for the coming of 
the Savior. The Old Testament was the Bible of the early Church. The apostolic preaching 
recorded in the Acts first emphasized God’s historical acts in relationship to Abraham, Isaac, 
Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David, and the nation of Israel. The apostles then linked these acts 
of God in the Old Testament to the revelation of Himself in the history of His Son, Jesus 
of Nazareth. The apostles interpreted the whole of Christ’s advent, life, death, resurrection, 
present glory, and all future revelations of His majesty on the basis of the historical accounts 
and prophecies of the Old Testament. They used the Old Testament to authenticate the claim 
of Jesus of Nazareth to be the Christ. For them, the story of Christ began long before they met 
Him beside the Sea of Galilee or at the River Jordan where John was baptizing. The faith of 
the apostles and those who believed the apostles’ message rested on the basis of the testimony 
given concerning the Christ from the Old Testament. They taught the Old Testament and 
its history and the events which they had so recently experienced in the company of Jesus of 
Nazareth as one story.

This method of teaching is clearly evident, beginning with Peter’s sermon on the day of 
Pentecost. Another classic example is the sermon of Stephen in which he gives an account of Old 
Testament history beginning with Abraham. Stephen climaxes his sermon with a brief account 
of the nation of Israel’s attitude toward God’s final messenger, the Lord Jesus. Acts 8 records the 
story of Philip who met the Ethiopian eunuch when the eunuch was reading Isaiah 53. Philip 
linked this Old Testament portion of Scripture to the events which had so recently taken place 
at Golgotha and brought this man to an understanding of the Gospel. (Note also Acts 2:22-36; 
3:13-26; 7; 10:34-43; 13:16-41; 17:2-3.)
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The Church’s responsibility
The Old Testament Scriptures, which prepare the mind to see the need and purpose for 

the incarnation, have been badly neglected by the Church. Multitudes misinterpret the whole 
purpose of Christ’s ministry and death because they have little, if any, understanding of the 
biblical reasons for His coming. If those who declare the Gospel in homes, churches, Bible 
studies, and Sunday schools and the greater world community were to teach the beginnings 
of the redemptive story from the Old Testament before they teach its fulfillment in the New 
Testament, many more would clearly understand the advent of Christ as God’s plan for their 
salvation. But while Christians continue to ignore this divinely revealed order of teaching, the 
confusion in the minds of many concerning Christ and His mission will continue.

Of recent times, many missionaries, pastors, and other Christians have taken the time to 
teach people the Old Testament beginnings of the Christ-story and have carefully followed 
the unfolding historical drama to its consummation in the New Testament. Upon completion 
of this teaching program these Bible teachers have testified to the great clarity in their hearer’s 
understanding of their helpless and sinful condition and of Christ’s full provision for their 
salvation through His death, burial and resurrection.

In contrast, many have launched almost immediately into the story of Christ with little 
preparation from the history of the Old Testament. Some, after many years, have found that 
their message was outwardly accepted but not truly understood.

Bob Goddard, Sr., wrote the following about the Ava tribal people of Paraguay:
The Jesuit priests established colonies with many of these Indians over 400 years ago. The 

Jesuits were banished by the political leaders, and the Indian colonies were abandoned. In 
those days, the Mamelucos of Brazil made raids into Paraguay and carried off many Indians 
as slaves.

The results of all this are reflected in the culture and religious beliefs of these Ava people. 
Religiously, they are willing to accept God and Jesus Christ, as they did from the Catho-
lics years ago. They simply add them to their innumerable list of gods which is continually 
increasing.

This was unknown to our missionaries when they first presented the Gospel to the Avas. 
Since there were those who were willing to accept their teaching and professed to be Chris-
tians, it seemed there was progress. However, as the years passed and very little sign of the 
reality of changed lives was observed, it was found that they did not understand the Gospel.

A study of their culture and religion has brought us to the conclusion that we must begin 
with Genesis and lay a foundation upon which to build so that they can understand who God 
is, what sin is, how man fell through sin and can be saved only through faith in God’s Son, 
Jesus Christ.
The God of Christianity is the God of history. The faith of Christians is based on God’s 

great revelatory acts, beginning with God’s acts of creation and culminating in the historic, 
redemptive acts of the Lord Jesus Christ in His birth, life, death, resurrection, and ascension 
to glory. Therefore, it is our responsibility to teach His-story. Just as Israel’s teachers kept the 
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history of Israel, wherein God acted, alive in a real and meaningful way as the basis of the 
faith of all succeeding generations of Israelites, so we are to teach. Not only should we teach 
the New Testament history of God’s redemptive acts in and through our Lord Jesus Christ, 
but also the Old Testament history wherein God revealed Himself as the God of creation, 
judgment, and salvation. Just as each individual Israelite was to look back to God’s actions in 
history as the basis of his faith, so must we. For example, to remind us of God’s central act of 
history on which we rest our faith, we have been given the Lord’s Supper. “Christ, our Passover, 
was sacrificed for us” (1 Corinthians 5:7).

The Church must teach the historical content of the Scriptures so that people will not look 
to some subjective, personal experience as their hope of salvation. They should look instead 
to the objective reality of the living God as He has revealed Himself in and through biblical 
history and to Christ’s historical redemptive experiences on their behalf (2 Corinthians 5:18-
20). When the historical content of the Scriptures is ignored, people become absorbed with 
their own subjective experiences rather than with the objective historical saving experiences of 
Jesus Christ as their representative. What we teach and emphasize to our hearers will become 
the foundation and basis of their faith. If our emphasis is on personal experiences, the people 
will be looking to inner experience as the basis for their acceptance before God. But if our 
message is biblical history, culminating with God’s historical saving work in Christ, their 
faith will depend on the reality of Christ’s accomplishments for them, completely apart from 
themselves and their own experience. They will look to God’s finished work in Christ on their 
behalf.

The message we are given in the Bible to take to the world is not a list of doctrines or 
topical points about God. What we declare is that which actually happened in time and 
space. It is real. It is factual. It is history. When we bypass or ignore the historical content 
of the Scriptures in which God has revealed Himself and divorce the words of God from 
their historical context, we are overlooking God’s basic form of revelation. Furthermore, we 
are robbing the Bible of its strongest argument and reason to be recognized and accepted by 
the world as the only authentic revelation of God. God has stepped into the world’s history, 
not once, not twice, but repeatedly. God has acted. God has spoken. God has not left man 
without a witness. He has revealed Himself to man as He has walked through history, not 
only as the Jehovah of the Old Testament but also as Jesus Christ of the New Testament. 
This marks the basic difference between the Hebrew-Christian faith and all other world 
religions, both past and present.

When Christian theology is stripped of the historical acts of God and presented to 
the Muslim, the Buddhist, the animist, or adherents to other world religions as a list 
of doctrines, Christianity then appears to be a mere alternative – the Western man’s 
philosophy of God. Furthermore, Christian doctrines, taken apart from their histor-
ical revelatory content, can be easily adopted and added to the existing, established 
concept of God and religion. The result is syncretism, a wedding of pagan and  
Christian doctrines.
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The Bible proclaims that the God of history is the one and only Creator, almighty 
Judge, and Savior of the world (Isaiah 43:9-17). There is only one true historical reli-
gion, that is, the religion of the Bible which was revealed and guided through history by 
God Himself. All other religions are false and are the deceiving work of Satan. The 
greatest safeguard against syncretism, misunderstanding, spurious converts, and an expe-
rience-oriented religion is the teaching of the Word of God as God has given it with all 
of its historical content. Therefore, we must not teach a set of doctrines divorced from 
their God-given historical setting; but rather, we must teach the story of the acts of God 
as He has chosen to reveal Himself in history. People may ignore our set of doctrines 
as our Western philosophy of God, but the story of God’s actions in history cannot  
be refuted.

God uses this biblical, historical presentation of Himself to convince people of the truth 
of the Scriptures. Through this, people understand and are convinced that the God of Chris-
tians was not created through the speculations and vivid imaginations of Hebrew or Christian 
philosophers. Instead they can understand and believe that He is indeed the living, personal 
God who was and is involved in the history of the whole world. He is the God who is here. He 
is the God who knows them personally and knew their ancestors, even though they had never 
heard about Him (Acts 17:24-29). It is particularly important for people of other cultures to 
understand that the Christian God did not originate in the mind of some Western religious 
leader and that He is not the invented product of the Christian religion.

This then should be the content of our message to the nations, for this has been entrusted 
to us by God. Through teaching, we are to make all men aware of God’s acts in history 
wherein He has revealed Himself. These historical revelations are for all people and have been 
recorded and preserved by God as the basis for saving faith.
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CHAPTER 6: BUILDING 
CHRONOLOGICALLY IN 
EVANGELISM

In 1962 the Lord had used Paul’s ambition “And so I have made it my aim to preach the gospel, 
not where Christ was named, lest I should build on another man’s foundation” (Romans 15:20) 
to challenge me to leave full-time evangelism in Australia. As a result God led us to the 
Palawano tribal people where He also began to show me that people’s hearts needed to be 
adequately prepared to hear the Gospel. In 1973, while still ministering among the Palawano, 
God used this verse once again to challenge me to go to a new area in Palawan which was 
without a Gospel witness. I was eager to put the biblical principles for teaching the Scriptures 
that God had taught me into practice in an area untouched by the Gospel.

As I prepared to begin this new work farther south, I had some trepidation. Would I find 
after a few years that my methods and teaching produced the same misunderstanding of the 
Gospel, syncretism, legalism, and inadequate Old Testament foundations for the understand-
ing of the New Testament with which I had grappled for so many years among the Palawano 
churches? What needed to be included in my evangelistic teaching program to prevent such 
misunderstanding?

It had become clear to me that when evangelizing one should follow the teaching guide-
lines demonstrated in the Scriptures. These teaching principles have been discussed in the 
previous chapters. In order to consider the logical and biblical reason for the teaching program 
which I am about to introduce, a brief summary is in order.

1. The Scriptures taught in evangelism must expose our hearers to the revelation of God’s 
nature and character in order to prepare them for the Gospel. When evangelizing, one 
should teach in such a way that the hearers will judge themselves in the light of the 
biblical concept of God.

2. Because God chose to reveal Himself through His acts in history rather than by mere 
declarations and propositions, our evangelistic teaching must include the historical 
sections of Scripture wherein God has shown His true nature and character.

3. The Law must be part of our teaching as we prepare hearts to trust only in Christ, for 
“by the law is the knowledge of sin” (Romans 3:20). If we want to avoid syncretism, 
legalism, and a mixture of works and grace, we must use the Law in the correct way 
so that the consciences of our hearers will be exposed to the Law’s convicting and 
convincing power.

4. The goal of all true evangelism is to see people trusting only in the Lord Jesus Christ 
and His saving work on their behalf. If our hearers are to understand and correctly 
interpret the story of the Gospels concerning Christ, we should provide adequate Old 
Testament Christological background information.

5. During evangelism, our hearers should be taught the basic history and culture of Israel, 
for only then will they be able to understand the story of the Jewish Messiah, the Old 
Testament redemptive types which Christ fulfilled, Christ’s position as the Son of 
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David, King, and righteous Judge of Israel, His specific ministry to the lost sheep of 
Israel, and His final rejection by His own people.

The Lord had taught me that these biblical teaching guidelines are essential when 
evangelizing. How then could I be sure that all of these necessary aspects would be included 
in my evangelistic teaching program? Where could I find a teaching format which included 
each biblical teaching principle?

Considering each principle brought me to the conclusion that the best way to 
evangelize is to begin in the beginning and teach chronologically through the Scrip-
tures to ensure that people understand the story of Christ and are properly prepared for  
the Gospel.

This first section of the Chronological Teaching Outline, which is for evangelism and 
emphasizes salvation, is referred to as Phase 1. As the following chart shows, Phase 1 begins 
in Genesis and concludes with the ascension of Christ, as recorded in the book of Acts.

 
Old Testament Gospels Acts Epistles

Phase 1 
Designed to teach:

• Unbelievers 
• Mixed groups with  

both unbelievers and believers
• Believers who have not yet been  

taught through Phase 1

Phase 1 for unbelievers
The Old Testament Scriptures provide the foundational revelation of God. God is 

sovereign, omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, holy, loving, righteous, merciful, and 
immutable. God is man’s Creator, Lawgiver, Judge, and Savior. This revelation of God begins 
in Genesis 1 and continues through the historical development of the human race and through 
the lives of the patriarchs, beginning with Abraham. God’s nature and character are further 
revealed by His judgments on Pharaoh and Egypt, the deliverance of Israel from slavery, and 
God’s care for the Israelites in their journey to Mount Sinai. The Lord’s sovereign position as 
man’s Creator, Lawgiver, and Judge is solemnly reinforced by the giving of the written Law. 
The disclosure of God’s nature and character continues through His judgments on rebellious 
Israel, tempered by His mercy and ever-watchful preserving care. Through the ministries of 
Moses, Joshua, the judges, the kings, and the prophets, God fully manifested that it is His 
prerogative to condemn the guilty and forgive the repentant.

The Old Testament covers the dispensation of Law. This does not mean that the grace 
of God was not exhibited during the Old Testament era. The salvation of sinners, beginning 
with Adam and Eve, has ever and only been through the infinite grace of God. But even 
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though the grace of God is evident in the Old Testament, the sovereignty, righteousness, 
holiness, and judgment of God are even more noticeable. Through the Law given to Israel, 
God revealed Himself as the Holy One who will not condone sin or allow it to go unpun-
ished. God’s Law was given during the Old Testament era to expose the innate depravity of 
the human heart and God’s holy anger against all who break His commandments. Therefore, 
there is no better or more straightforward way to bring an unsaved person face to face with the 
demands of God’s holy Law than to expose him to the Old Testament portions in which God 
used the Law to teach and prepare the Israelites to see their helplessness and need of a Savior 
(Romans 3:19-20).

Is it necessary to teach all of the Old Testament to unsaved people before teaching them 
the life and saving work of Christ? No! It is quite unnecessary, for the greater part of the Old 
and New Testaments is addressed to believers. The main purpose of the Gospels, on the other 
hand, was to lead unsaved people into the knowledge of Christ’s life and work of redemption. 
John said of his Gospel, “these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 
God, and that believing you may have life in His name” (John 20:31). It logically follows that, 
when evangelizing, one need only teach those portions of the Old Testament which are the 
foundations for the story of Christ from His birth to His ascension. Sufficient of the Old 
Testament story should be taught so that when Old Testament historical and geographical 
data, prophecies, personalities, and illustrations are referred to or used as illustrations by the 
Gospel writers, the hearers will already know the stories and so be able to clearly understand 
the meaning of and reason for the reference.

Following the flow of biblical history
Because God has chosen to reveal Himself within the framework of history, the Scriptures 

will be most clearly taught if we follow the flow of history from Genesis to Revelation.
The Chronological Teaching Outline presented in this book is based on the historical 

sections of the books of the Bible which record this forward movement of history. (See the 
following chart)

It takes too long to teach
One of the most common complaints regarding the form of teaching suggested in this 

book is that it takes too long to teach.
This is the day of speed and easy ways to do everything. Precooked frozen meals, 

instant desserts, and microwave ovens help make sure everything is on the table in a 
matter of minutes. Every conceivable gadget to speed up the process of daily living  
is available.

The same type of thinking has made inroads into the Christian church and is often 
applied to evangelism, church growth, and every other area of church life. The easy, quick and 
popular way is preferred to the longer method of systematically teaching the Scriptures. The 
quick method may appear to bring rapid results, but like seed in the parable of the sower that 
fell on unprepared ground, the unprepared professors soon fall away (Proverbs 21:5).
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While Christians should be open to learn more efficient and effective ways to do their 
work, they must never forget that God’s power is manifested and His work is accomplished 
by the declaration of God’s truth in the power of the Holy Spirit. There is no other way. God 
does not change His methods to fit in with modern thought and so-called advancements. “For 
I am the LORD, I do not change” (Malachi 3:6). This is true of God’s nature, and it is also true 
of His ways of working.

Man’s greatest need is to hear, understand, and respond to the pure Word of God. God’s 
power is inherent in His Word. It was through His Word that the Almighty God brought 
order out of chaos, light out of darkness, and life to a lifeless world. And it is by His Word that 
the Lord exposes the wickedness of the human heart, brings life to the dead spirit of man, 
delivers Satan’s captives, and gives sight to the spiritually blind (Isaiah 55:10-11; Luke 4:18; 
John 8:32; 1 Peter 1:23-25).

The Flow of Biblical History

The Books of  
Historical Movement Other Books Written During these Periods

Genesis Job, Psalms

Exodus Leviticus, Psalms

Numbers Deuteronomy, Psalms

Joshua Psalms

Judges Ruth, Psalms

1 and 2 Samuel Psalms

1 and 2 Kings Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon,1 and 2 
Chronicles, Isaiah, Hosea, Joel, Amos,Obadiah, 
Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Psalms

Daniel Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel

Ezra Haggai, Zechariah

Nehemiah Esther

Malachi

Matthew, Mark, Luke, John

Acts James, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Galatians,1 and 
2 Corinthians, Romans, Philemon, Ephesians, 
Colossians, Philippians,1 and 2 Peter, 1 and 2 
Timothy, Titus, Hebrews, Jude, 1, 2 and 3 John

Revelation
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The Christian’s responsibility is to teach God’s Word in total dependence upon the Holy 
Spirit. No amount of human wisdom, ingenuity, or high-pressure evangelistic methods can 
hasten the work of the Holy Spirit and the conversion of a soul. It is not our responsibility to 
determine or try to force the time of the new birth. We are to faithfully teach all that has been 
committed to us and leave the work of transformation to the Lord.

One of the greatest faults in the ministry of the Church worldwide is the unwillingness 
to take the time to teach unsaved people over a long period of time and allow God the Holy 
Spirit to do His work of enlightening, convicting, and leading people to the type of faith in the 
Lord Jesus Christ which will give them the assurance to say with Paul, “I know whom I have 
believed and am persuaded that He is able to keep what I have committed to Him until that Day” (2 
Timothy 1:12).

Jack Douglas, missionary to the Pawaia tribe in Papua New Guinea, commented, “To 
teach right through from Genesis took a long time and much effort, but it was well worth it. 
The Pawaians know what they believe and why.”

Most witnessing programs lead Christians into brief, face-to-face encounters with the 
unsaved. Insufficient effort is put into preparing the non-Christian to either understand the 
real reasons for or the meaning of the Gospel. Usually, just a few verses, such as Romans 3:23, 
are quoted to the unsaved and the person is then urged to make his or her decision for Christ.

The Scriptures make it clear that one person may be given the responsibility by God 
to sow the seed, another to water it, and yet another may reap the harvest (John 4:36-38; 
1 Corinthians 3:6-7). In most methods of evangelism today, the person who sows is also 
expected to reap immediately. Truly the Lord is not limited. His Word is mighty to save, and 
He often does use the same person to both sow and reap. But our responsibility is to be sure 
that we are faithfully preaching all He has told us from His Word so that people are scriptur-
ally prepared for the Gospel. Then we can trust Him to give the increase.

The most effective witnessing programs are those which allow Christians to teach God’s 
Word systematically and to depend upon the Holy Spirit to do the work in His time. God’s 
children should get to know unsaved people, establish Bible studies in their homes and teach 
consistently, even over weeks or months, those things which God has recorded in His Word 
as the foundations for the Gospel.

Tell the Gospel to the prepared
I have already given the reasons why the basic structure of the Old Testament should be 

taught to unsaved people before they are taught the New Testament story of Christ and the 
Gospel. But it must not be inferred that I am suggesting that no person can be saved until 
he has heard and understood all of the Old Testament outline presented in this teaching 
program. Nor am I saying that the teacher must not give the Gospel to a person prepared 
for the Gospel until he has been taught the proposed outline. We must not be bound by an 
outline, but we should be guided by biblical principles which are clearly taught throughout the 
entire Word of God.

If, at any point during the teaching of the Old Testament outline, an individual in a group 
of people is spiritually enlightened to his lost condition before God, the teacher will need the 
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spiritual discernment to know when he should give that awakened sinner further private teach-
ing on the birth, life, death, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. Just as it is wrong to 
press the Gospel on those who have not been prepared by God, it is equally wrong to withhold 
the Gospel from those who have been taught by God, who are broken in spirit, and who are 
hungry for the mercy and forgiveness of the Savior.

Undoubtedly, some people will come to understand and will be well prepared by the Holy 
Spirit to receive the Gospel before the teaching of the Gospels is to begin. When I was faced 
with this situation, I took the individual aside from the group and questioned him carefully 
to see if he clearly understood the basic truths concerning God, His holiness, hatred and 
judgment on sin, and the person’s own sinful condition in God’s sight. I first tried to deter-
mine if the person was truly convinced of his sinfulness and inability to save himself and if he 
understood and accepted God’s Word. I then briefly, but carefully, told him of God’s complete 
provision for sinners through the holy birth, life, sacrificial death, burial, and victorious resur-
rection of Christ. If a person is truly prepared by God, faith in Christ will surely be the result 
of hearing and understanding the Gospel (John 6:44-45).

A young Palawano man named Kamlon was attending meetings where I had been teach-
ing the Scriptures chronologically for about three months. One day, Kamlon came to me and 
said, “I am going to begin praying to your God.” I had not prayed with the Palawano people 
during our teaching periods, but they knew the Roman Catholics prayed, and they had seen 
us giving thanks for our meals in our home.

I asked, “Kamlon, do you think that by praying you will be able to reach God? Don’t you 
remember how God put Adam and Eve out of the garden and put His cherubim there with 
the flaming sword? Could praying remove the flaming sword? Could talking to God get them 
back into the garden?”

He answered, “No, it couldn’t.”
I asked, “Then why do you think that by praying you will be able to come to God? What 

is the punishment for sin?”
He replied, “Death.”
We had already reached the story of the giving of the Law in our group meeting. So we 

talked together about the Old Testament stories which illustrate that death is God’s righteous 
judgment on sin.

I said, “God requires death. It is a fixed price.” This term, “fixed price,” had been used 
during our teaching and is the term used in the Philippines when vendors indicate that they 
will not bargain for an article. In some larger stores, when a person begins to bargain, the 
sales assistant will often say, “Sorry, fixed price.” They won’t bargain because all the articles 
are at a fixed price. So I said to “Kamlon, God’s price is fixed. God requires death. Prayer 
is not the price God requires. He will accept nothing less than death, which is separation 
from God.”

Kamlon continued to attend the daily times of teaching; but, about one week later, 
he again came to speak to me. “Kalang Kayu,” he addressed me. (This name, meaning 
Big Tree, was the name given to me by the tribal people because of my height in compar-
ison to theirs.) “I realize now,” Kamlon said, “that praying will not get me back to God.
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But, what am I going to do? I know from God’s Word that I am a sinner. I am sure of 
that. I know that I am going to Hell. What can I do?”

Praising God in my heart for what the Holy Spirit had taught this man, I replied, 
“Kamlon, you have asked me what you can do. Tell me, what is the price to be paid?”

He answered, “Death.”
I said, “Kamlon, if you want to pay for your own sin, then you must go to Hell. You will 

be separated from God forever. The punishment for your sin will never end.”
He stood there looking thoroughly miserable and finally said, “Then I will have to go to 

Hell.”
Immediately, I thought, “No, you won’t.” I knew that Kamlon had been taught by God. 

Through the Old Testament Scriptures, he had seen the basic truths about God, himself, and 
his sin. He was prepared to understand the Gospel and to trust in Christ alone for salvation.

“Kamlon,” I said, “Come up and we will sit on the veranda.” We went up and sat down. 
Then I questioned him, “Do you remember how that in the garden, after man sinned, God 
promised to send One who would be the child of a virgin? God promised that He would 
destroy Satan because he had brought man under his control.”

He answered, “Yes, I remember.”
I then reminded him of the story of Abraham. I asked, “Do you remember how God 

promised the Savior through Abraham?”
He replied, “Yes, I remember that.”
I went over the key Old Testament stories which point forward to the coming Savior. 

Then, on the basis of these Old Testament stories and God’s promises concerning Christ, I 
said, “Kamlon, the Savior has already come.”

During the next hour or so, I briefly told him the story of Christ. When I finally came to 
the point where Christ died in our place, I told Kamlon, “God knew you would be born. God 
knew you would be a sinner. God knew you would deserve everlasting punishment because of 
your sinfulness. And God knew He could not save you unless that debt of sin was completely 
paid. The Lord Jesus, because of His great love, agreed to come and take the responsibility of 
paying for all of your sin.”

When I spoke of Christ’s death on the cross, Kamlon said with a great big smile on his 
face, “Then if He died for me, I don’t have to die. He is my debt-payer.”

Right there and then, his soul rested in the truth of the Scriptures. He trusted in Christ 
as his debt-payer. He accepted the fact that what he could not do, God had done for him.

Dennis and Jeanie O’Keefe who are missionaries to the Molbog tribe in Southern Phil-
ippines wrote the following about a young tribal man to whom Dennis taught the Scriptures 
chronologically.

“Almost every day, either coming or going to his rice fields, Saya would stop by my office 
for a cup of coffee, and we would talk. Precious were those times. He was beginning to 
understand real biblical truth. Present in his conversation was an awakening realization 
that he could not meet God’s requirements and would be punished eternally for his sins and 
his sin nature.
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“After I had taught in other villages, it was time to continue with Saya. So, in one day, 
Saya and I went from the tabernacle to the Cross. What a joy! All the pieces of the puzzle 
came together in the man Christ Jesus. He was stunned. As his mind raced from Genesis 3:15 
to John 19:30, ‘...It is finished...,’ we sat in silence for a few moments. Then he said, ‘Do you 
mean to say that He carried on Himself my sins?’

“God has done this, and it is beautiful in our sight. All of us can rejoice in the new hori-
zons which have been made possible by God’s grace demonstrated in this one man.”

Brief encounters
I trust it is obvious all the way through this book that I have in mind situations where 

people can be ministered to over an extended period of time. This is possible in well-
programmed missionary work, Sunday schools, Bible classes, and the ministry of the local 
church. But what does one do when he only has a short time to preach to people?

While we should never be bound to any teaching outline, we should always be guided, 
even in brief encounters, by biblical principles. One clear principle which we have already 
discussed is that only those prepared and drawn by God the Holy Spirit can and will come to 
Christ. God does not do what He commands us not to do. He does not throw pearls before 
swine.

We should not press the Gospel on unprepared people. But there is a great difference 
between the general public declaration of God’s historical work in Christ for the whole world 
and the personal application of that work to an individual. A preacher in a public gathering, 
speaking to a mixed group of people whose hearts’ condition he does not and cannot know, 
may have complete liberty to present the Gospel and all of God’s gracious invitations to repen-
tant sinners. Even so, he should always be aware that only those taught, convicted, and broken 
by God through His Word and the work of the Holy Spirit, will believe and appropriate the 
saving message of the Gospel. Those who reject the foundations of the Gospel – that is, the 
holy and righteous, but merciful, character of God, and the sinful, lost, and helpless condition 
of every man outside of Christ – cannot trust in the saving historical work of God the Son and 
be born of the Spirit. Therefore, even in public Gospel meetings where the speaker may not 
have the opportunity to teach the same people again, the preacher should emphasize the nature 
and character of God and the demands of the holy and righteous Law of God before God’s 
good news of the Gospel is offered.

In the book of Acts, when Paul entered a Jewish synagogue, he first reminded his hearers 
of the Old Testament foundational history wherein God revealed Himself and His promises 
regarding the coming Redeemer. Having done this, Paul then presented the claims of Jesus of 
Nazareth to be the long-promised Messiah and showed that Christ’s death and resurrection 
authenticated Him as God’s appointed Savior for all who believe. Immediately, there was a 
division between Paul’s hearers. The prepared ones longed to hear more; the hard-hearted 
and self-dependent rejected his message. Those who responded were taken aside and taught 
further by the Apostle, so that their faith would rest on a clear exposition of Old Testament 
Scriptures in the light of the new revelation in Christ.
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In other situations where Christians have only a brief opportunity to witness to an indi-
vidual – on a train, a bus, a plane, in a store, on the street, or at their home – the same biblical 
principles should be followed as much as possible in the limited time available. Rather than 
having a hit and run ministry in brief encounters, Christians should try to keep in contact 
with people and follow up with continued teaching, preferably in a Bible study. If that is 
impossible, then good literature may be used which will lead them through the Scriptures and 
bring them to a clear knowledge of Christ.

In one area where we worked as missionaries in Palawan, the local witch doctor was an 
elderly woman. Her husband was gravely ill and no longer able to walk. Day and night, he lay 
on his sleeping mat.

I passed their house daily on my way to teach a leper who was the brother of the witch 
doctor.In the beginning, I stopped to greet them, to inquire about the man’s health, and to 
ask if we could be of any assistance. At first, they resisted our offers to give them medical help, 
but after some time, they relented. Following this, I took the opportunity to stay for a while to 
introduce the Bible as the Word of God and to speak of God, the only eternal supreme being. 
Very soon after this, they sent a message through their grandson saying that they did not want 
to hear anymore about God. Following this incident, they could barely bring themselves to 
bid me the time of day. Their antagonism to us and our message was obvious in their whole 
demeanor.

The Palawano custom for a married man requires him to leave his own locality and live 
with his wife in her home area. But if he becomes very ill or knows that he does not have long 
to live, he will generally ask to be taken back to his own people. When the witch doctor’s 
husband realized his death was imminent, he was carried back to the home of his relatives.

Sometime later, we were greatly surprised when some of his relatives walked three 
hours to request me to come and tell the dying man about God. This invitation was certainly 
evidence of God’s work in his life.

Rejoicing in the possibility that maybe the little seed previously sown in his mind had 
been used by the Holy Spirit, I went immediately with his relatives to the house where he was. 
He was close to death, but he was still able to whisper brief responses to my few questions.

Sitting close by his side, I leaned over him and began to explain, “What I am about to 
tell you are not my words or the thoughts of people, but the words of the only true and living 
God.”

Inwardly, I have never felt more helpless than I did that day. I was calling on the Lord to 
give me wisdom and clarity and to give the dying man understanding, conviction, repentance, 
and faith.

I continued, “God tells us in His book that He created all things.” I elaborated on this, 
adding, “God also created the first man, Adam, who was the father of the entire human race.” 
I wanted this man to understand that this included the Palawanos and therefore him.

The old man appeared to be listening as I continued, “God placed Adam in a beautiful 
garden. In this garden, God had planted two very important trees, the Tree of Life and the 
Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.” After explaining in very simple terms the meaning 
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of these two trees, I said, “God warned Adam that disobedience would bring death. Death 
not only means physical death but also everlasting separation from God in a place of punish-
ment.”

At this point, I suggested that he rest and think about what I had said. This also gave me 
an opportunity to teach his relatives who had gathered in the house.

Returning to him after a short while, I asked if he understood what I had told him so 
far. He assured me that he did, so from Genesis 3, I told of the temptation and fall of man. I 
then explained Genesis 3:15, “God promised that one day He would send a Savior who would 
destroy Satan and deliver man from his power. God put Adam and Eve out of the garden. 
They were shut out, away from God, without any way to return, unless God Himself made a 
way for them.”

I then related the story of Cain and Abel to this old man. I emphasized, “Both Cain and 
Abel were born outside of the garden and were sinners because of their father, Adam. They 
were separated from God and could not escape the judgment of God against them for their 
sins, unless God Himself did something to save them.”

The old man moved his position slightly in order to catch every word. I went on. “These 
truths apply to all people, and what is most important, they also apply to you. Because you, 
too, are a descendent of Adam, you were born away from God, cut off from the Tree of Life.”

I paused and then explained how God instructed man that, if he wished to approach 
God, he must take a lamb and kill it. I stressed, “They had to come to God in the way which 
God had instructed them. They had to kill the lamb. Its blood had to be shed. Now, the blood 
of the animal could not pay for sin. But the blood had to be shed to remind the ones who 
offered the sacrifice that they deserved to die and that only God could save them. Their faith 
had to be in God, not in themselves or anything that they could do.”

Then I briefly told the story of how Cain refused to come God’s way and was there-
fore rejected, whereas Abel came God’s way, trusting in God’s mercy and promises and was 
accepted by Him. Having laid this groundwork, I applied all of these truths personally to my 
hearer.

“There is no way you can save yourself. Your sin must be paid for by everlasting separation 
from God. He will not accept anything less. Only God can save you. Like Abel, you must 
accept God’s way if you want to be saved.”

“Be warned. Don’t be like Cain and think that you can come to God in your  
own way.”

The old man looked thoughtful, and I said, “I will let you think about what you have 
heard, and then I will tell you what God has done so that you can be forgiven of all your sins 
and be saved from the punishment you deserve.”

Returning a short while later to his side, I asked him a few questions, and he 
acknowledged, “Yes, I am a sinner.” He then requested, “Tell me what God has done  
for me.”

My heart was filled with joy as I unfolded, in the most uncomplicated way I could, the 
story of the Gospel.
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“God sent His only Son into the world to be your Savior. Christ was born of the virgin, 
just as God promised. He lived a perfect life. The majority of people rejected Him and cruci-
fied Him. He could have destroyed them all and returned to Heaven, but He allowed them to 
nail Him to the cross so that He could pay for the punishment for all of the sins of mankind.”

I reminded this old man who was so close to eternal damnation, “God’s punishment for 
sin is everlasting separation from Him in terrible punishment.”

Then I said, “When Jesus was dying on the cross, He called out, ‘My God, my God, why 
have You forsaken Me?’ Why do you think the Lord Jesus was forsaken by God? The Lord 
Jesus was forsaken and died to be the Savior of sinners. The Lord Jesus died for you to take 
your separation so that God could forgive all of your sins and give you everlasting life.”

I quoted John 3:16 and shared with him the story of the resurrection.
Sitting close by his side and looking into his face which already had death etched on it, 

I told him, “The Lord Jesus can see you right now, just where you are lying on your sleeping 
mat. If you trust in Him and accept His payment on the cross for your sin, God will forgive 
you for all your sins.”

There was a note of urgency in my voice as I continued, “If you accept him, you will not go 
to the place of everlasting punishment, but to Heaven to be with God forever.”

“Don’t be like Cain,” I implored him. “Don’t think that you can come to God in your own 
way. Your sin has to be paid for, and there is only one payment that God will accept; that is, 
the payment the Lord Jesus Christ made for you when He was forsaken by God because of 
your sins.”

“Do you understand? Do you want to ask me any questions?” I inquired.
With barely a whisper, he answered, “Yes, I understand.” He seemed to be deep in thought 

as he closed his eyes.
Hiking back through the jungle to our own home in the gathering darkness, my heart 

was calling on the Lord in His great mercy to save that man.
A short time later, we were visited by some of this old man’s relatives who told us that the 

man had died in the early hours of the morning after my visit. But before he died, he had told 
them to tell the Big Tree (my tribal name) that there was no need to worry about him because 
he was trusting in the Lord Jesus who had taken the punishment for his sin. Praise God for 
His great mercy and the simplicity of the Gospel!

Situations vary greatly. Sometimes we may not have even as much time as I had with 
this dying man. We should do whatever we can in the time given to us by the Lord to 
make the Word of God clear and plain and trust the Lord to use whatever we are able to 
say in brief encounters. But whenever possible, it is our responsibility to teach in such a 
way so that people will know why they must come to Christ and so that they will trust 
only in Him and His death on their behalf.

Phase 1 for mixed groups – unbelievers and believers
Many groups and churches, like those which we first taught in Palawan, are confused 

regarding the way of salvation. Phase 1 has been effectively used to teach such churches and 
groups. Many individuals, who previously thought they were children of God, have been 
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enlightened to their true condition through the Old Testament revelation of God’s holiness, 
His demands for perfection as revealed through the Law, and His terrible judgments on 
rebellious sinners. Then, through the story of the Gospels, they have seen for the first time 
that they have no need to work for their salvation, for Christ has provided all that God 
righteously requires.

I wish I had understood this when I first began to teach the tribal churches in Pala-
wan. I tried to straighten out their understanding by first teaching justification topically and 
then expositionally from the Epistle to the Romans even though they did not have solid Old 
Testament foundations. In spite of the difficulties I faced in teaching and they faced in under-
standing, many Palawano church members were eventually enlightened to their lost condition 
and came to trust in Christ. But how much more simple and clear the teaching and learning 
process would have been if I had followed the divinely revealed order and taught chronolog-
ically through the Old Testament as preparation for the Gospel of grace revealed in the New 
Testament!

Years later, after I had seen my mistakes and had taught the Scriptures chronologically in 
another area of Palawan, I returned to the area of our initial labors to teach chronologically 
from Genesis to the ascension of Christ. After teaching them for a short time, some of the 
elders came to me and asked, “Why didn’t you teach us this way from the beginning? This way 
of teaching makes everything so much clearer!” They could now see how everything they had 
been taught previously from the New Testament fit together with the Old Testament and was 
one comprehensive whole. I readily agreed with them, because it was also obvious to me that 
those whom I had taught chronologically from the beginning had a clarity of understanding 
of the Scriptures and the Gospel far beyond those taught only topically or expositionally from 
the New Testament.

The following material was written by Tim Cain and Larry Richardson, concerning the 
Puinave Indian work in Colombia.

“When we went into the Puinave work, we went with the assumption that there was a 
legitimate New Testament Church which lacked good teaching. But the more we understood 
of the language and the people, the more we realized there were some real problems. We came 
to the conclusion that the majority of the Puinave who called themselves ‘Christians’ were, in 
fact, spiritually dead. Here are some of the things that we observed:

A)  The ‘elders’ tried to force the younger generation to conform to ‘Christianity.’ Chris-
tianity to them meant (1) no smoking or drinking, (2) going to meetings daily, (3) 
going to conference, (4) giving a testimony by confessing a few sins or promising to 
live without sin from now on, and (5) getting baptized.

B)  The people did not have an in-depth understanding of the Word of God. They knew a 
few Old Testament stories and a bit more from the New Testament, but they had no 
idea of the chronology of the stories or their significance.

C) There was no spiritual growth.
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D)  The people continued to practice witchcraft. The witch doctor was condemned, but his 
methods were not.

E) Genuine conviction of sin was not apparent.

F)  The death of Jesus seemed to be something additional that God deemed necessary.

“We began to step back in our minds, trying to find where we should start teaching, and 
we found ourselves back at the beginning. The chronological approach was of great inspira-
tion and help to us.

“As I (Tim) began to teach, I apologized to them for the confusion we had caused by not 
beginning at the beginning, and I promised that I would try my best to do it right this time.

“We taught up to the ascension of Christ, and all along, the people showed great interest. 
But nothing happened.

“What do you do but go over it all again?

“On the third time through, they began to spontaneously voice their understanding and 
acceptance.

“Alberto, one of the village leaders, told me he had come very close to going to Hell. He 
said he had ‘played church’ for thirty years and that his baptism was ‘ just a bath.’ But now, 
he understood that it wasn’t what he had done but what Jesus had done for him that made 
him right with God.

“One very old tribal man stood up at the end of one of our teaching sessions to testify. 
Standing there in all that noise and confusion, he said, ‘I finally understand. I am a very bad 
sinner, but Jesus paid the price for my sin with his death.’ The people around him tried to get 
him to sit down but he said, ‘No, I want to say this!’ He went on to share a clear testimony.

“Another man, who is a deacon in one of the Puinave churches, also testified,‘Up until 
now, I have always thought that God would accept me because of the things I have done 
for Him. I was baptized. I helped call the people together for meetings. I always got lots 
of food together so we could receive the people well when we hosted conferences. I always 
participated in the pre-dawn prayer meeting. I’m sure those are the things God saw upon my 
heart, because they are the things I was offering to Him in order to be able to approach Him. 
But now I understand that those things are just like the fruits Cain offered God, so I have 
removed them and replaced them with the blood of Christ. That’s what God sees now upon 
my heart. That is what I am offering to God now, just like Abel slew the animal long ago.’

“In another Indian conference, we were also teaching from the first part of the Bible 
chronology. Alberto, who had been a believer for a year or so at the time, was helping teach, 
and he was also translating into Curipaco for those who did not understand Puinave. He 
and I both felt this particular group was not yet ready to apply what we had been teaching to 
salvation. Therefore, we closed the last meeting simply with an exhortation for the listeners 
to think carefully about what they had heard and to ask themselves what it was that they 
might be offering to God. Suddenly, without my even noticing it, an old lady stood up way 
back in the shadows and began to speak in Curipaco. In a moment, I became aware that 
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something was going on and waited for an explanation. It was soon forthcoming. Alberto 
turned and told me, ‘That old lady says she has found her offering – the blood of Jesus Christ, 
which He shed on the cross. That’s what she will offer to God.’

“These people had previously received topical teaching from other missionaries and had 
read from the New Testament for many years, so this was not by any means their first expo-
sure to Christianity.”

Many churches throughout the world are a mixture of saved and unsaved. People who 
attend church are at different stages in their spiritual experience. This has been evident to me 
in the churches in Australia where I have served as pastor. Some church members are saved 
but lack assurance of their position in Christ. Others are not saved but are convinced that they 
are. After many years of church attendance, many believers lack understanding of the history 
and chronology of the Old Testament and so lack the background for understanding much of 
the New Testament.

What is the answer? Exposition of God’s Word chronologically! Many who have taught 
the lessons for Phase 1 to mixed groups – saved and unsaved – have testified to the great 
benefit their hearers have experienced regardless of what stage they were at in their spiritual 
understanding. Correctly teaching and expounding the Old Testament stories has strength-
ened believers in their understanding of Old Testament history, their appreciation of the 
nature and character of God, and has given them a fresh insight into their own unworthiness 
and a greater appreciation of God’s mercy and grace in Christ. Many who were unsure of their 
salvation or deluded regarding their position before God have come to a firm and settled faith 
in all Christ has done for them to meet all God’s righteous demands.
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CHAPTER 7: CORRECT 
FOUNDATIONS FOR 
TEACHING BELIEVERS

This book thus far has emphasized biblical guidelines for evangelism. At this point, I 
would like to turn our attention to biblical principles for teaching believers.

When I was teaching among the Palawano, monthly Bible conferences were of prime 
importance in my teaching program. Each month over one hundred elders and Bible teachers 
from the scattered Palawano churches would gather to be taught. These conferences were 
aimed at establishing the leaders and, through them, their churches in a basic understanding 
of the complete revelation of the Scriptures.

Because I had been schooled in traditional Bible teaching methods, the majority of my 
early teaching ministry at these monthly Bible conferences was done topically. I would teach 
on topics based on many different verses throughout the Bible.

It became evident to me from the practical difficulties I encountered that topical teaching 
was not the best form of Bible teaching for these Palawano conferences. Why? One factor was 
that topical teaching demands a high level of literacy, and these church leaders were poor-
ly-educated. In addition, topical teaching uses verses from many locations in Scripture, but 
these church leaders were not well conversant with the location of the individual books in the 
Bible. And of primary concern, these Palawano church leaders lacked a basic understanding 
of the overall progressive and historical biblical revelation.

Many of these practical difficulties were accentuated due to the poorly-educated people 
whom I was teaching. However, the major problems I found with topical teaching are equally 
relevant whether one is teaching poorly-educated or well-educated people.

In this chapter, I will first share some of my experiences with tribal believers which 
impelled me to look to the Scriptures for a more logical and practical method of teaching the 
Word of God. After pointing out the problems perpetuated by an over-emphasis on topical 
teaching, I will show from the Scriptures that progressive revelation is fundamental when 
teaching believers. If we are to successfully teach biblical topics, believers must first be taught 
progressively through the Scriptures. Finally, I will introduce the 7-phase teaching program 
laid out in this series of books.

Topical teaching is difficult to follow
The men who attended the Bible conferences were mostly poorly-educated and 

inexperienced in the Scriptures. They wasted much time as they searched for the numerous 
references necessary to establish the doctrine being taught.

When I gave a Scripture reference, there would immediately be a great deal of mumbling 
and whispering. They could not easily remember the reference given, so they were continually 
inquiring what the reference was from whoever was sitting near them.

When the first ones to find the verse located it, they would often begin reading the section 
audibly, laboriously sounding out letters and words.

Instead of paying attention to my teaching, they were absorbed in inquiring from one 
another what the reference was or trying to find the verse or trying to read the passage which 
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they were so pleased to have found. Instead of their minds being occupied with the subject 
being taught, they were repeatedly distracted because they had to find the portions from many 
parts of the Bible.

Difficult to record, review, and reteach
After attending the monthly Bible conference, the Bible teachers were to go back to their 

congregations and teach them the same truths they had learned during the conference. In 
order for them to teach their congregations, these Bible teachers needed to have a way to 
review what they learned. In order to review the subject matter, they needed to write down all 
the references and make notes regarding which part of the verse had to be emphasized.

The church leaders’ attempts at taking notes were usually terrible. The notes they 
made were of little use for review and too sketchy for them to use as a guide in teach-
ing others. The notebooks which I provided for them were soon dirty and tattered and 
falling to pieces, especially after being tucked up between the palm-leaf roofing in  
their huts.

Nevertheless, they struggled to do their best to take notes. They wrote down each refer-
ence, carefully and painstakingly forming the letters and figures with a stub of a pencil or 
their modern bull-pin, as they called their ballpoint pens. Admittedly, after much practice, 
they did improve, and the younger men became quite proficient in note taking, but what an 
unnecessary and time-wasting exercise.

Eventually, I typed and duplicated simple notes for them. These were a great help, but 
they caused other problems as these men tried to reteach the outlines in their home churches. 
If only I had taught them the Scriptures expositionally in line with the way in which God 
revealed His Word! The teaching, learning, reviewing, and the passing on to others of that 
teaching would have been relatively easy for them to follow.

Difficult to focus on only one phrase in a verse
Often, in topical teaching, only a phrase or a few words from a verse are needed to establish 

the doctrinal point being taught. This is a difficult concept for many people to comprehend. 
It was certainly troublesome for the Palawanos who tend to view subjects as a whole rather 
than in separate parts. This particular problem came to my attention after I had prepared a 
book of doctrines to be taught in the churches. I would teach a topic from this book to the 
church leaders, and they would return to their churches and teach the same subject to their 
own village congregations.

During one conference with these men, I taught from this book of doctrines on the 
nature and character of God. The following weekend, according to my custom, I hiked to a 
tribal church to give on-the-spot teaching to the whole church and to check how the elders 
were handling the teaching which had been assigned to them. On Sunday morning, I listened 
as one of the tribal elders began to teach. He turned to the point in the outline, “God is love.” 
Under this heading, various references were listed, one being John 3:16. The elder read this 
verse, and then he began to teach. First, he emphasized that God is love from the words, “For 
God so loved the world.” According to the topical outline he had been given, that was as far as 
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he was to go in John 3:16. But he continued. He went on to teach on the incarnation, basing 
his comments on the words, “that He gave His only begotten Son.” And he didn’t stop there. 
He continued reading, “that whoever believes in Him should not perish,” and he emphasized 
the necessity of faith in Christ and the perishing condition of those who do not believe. He 
finished reading “but have everlasting life,” and concluded his exposition of John 3:16 with 
comments on the certainty of everlasting life and the bliss of Heaven for all believers.

While he and his hearers were enjoying God’s Word just as God had recorded it, I was 
frustrated and disappointed. I wanted him to teach as I had taught him at the conference from 
my book of topical, systematic theology. I wondered if they would ever be able to teach God’s 
Word correctly. To teach it correctly, I reasoned, was to teach it analytically and topically.

As I sat there feeling I had failed and wondering what was the best way to train them to 
become able teachers of the Word, it suddenly occurred to me that the Holy Spirit wrote John 
3:16 just the way the tribal elder had expounded it. Why then arrange it under subject head-
ings? How much more straightforward and uncomplicated teaching and learning would be if 
all of the Scriptures were taught expositionally just as they have been revealed and recorded.

We make the teaching and learning of the Scriptures unnecessarily hard when we insist 
on topical teaching as our primary method of instruction. Western culture approaches most 
subjects analytically. We feel it necessary to dissect everything, examining and categorizing 
each portion. But many cultures do not approach the teaching and learning process in this 
way.

When the Lord prepared the Scriptures, He had all people in mind. If He had planned to 
speak only to us Westerners and had asked us what literary form His writing should take, our 
answer would probably have been, “A systematic theology.” Wisely, the Lord did not do this. 
The Scriptures were not prepared in an analytical, topical form, for apparently this is not the 
preferable way to teach God’s Word, even in Western culture.

While these things were going through my mind, the tribal elder proceeded to expound 
the next verse listed in the outline, and I began to observe the different people in the congre-
gation. Across the aisle, a precious old lady who dearly loved the Word of God was holding 
her New Testament close to her face, trying to read it in the dim light. Other women were 
trying to follow the references and keep their attention on the speaker, in spite of the constant 
distractions caused by crying babies, wriggling and whispering children, and surly, growling 
dogs. The men and boys were all seated on my side of the palm-leaf and bamboo chapel. All 
ages were present. As I watched them, I wondered how much they really understood. Did 
they understand enough to be built up in true heart knowledge so their lives would reflect the 
character of the Lord? How much would they remember during the week? Would they be able 
to review the teaching in the quietness of their houses scattered through the jungle?

The Palawano believers were encouraged to pass God’s message on to others during the 
week when they were working in their fields, washing clothes, pounding rice, visiting, or just 
sitting around the fire at night. I also wondered if they understood clearly enough to be able 
to do this.

As I looked at this congregation with all ages and differing reading and writing abilities, 



Why the Scriptures  
Should Be Taught  
Chronologically

7 3

I realized that our complex teaching methods hinder the spread of the Word of God by the 
average person. We feel we have to arrange the Scriptures into individual topics and under, 
what we think, are suitable headings. How much more simple it would be if they were taught 
verse by verse and book by book! They would not need to turn to verses all over their Bibles 
or write down numerous references. At home, reviewing the section studied in the meeting 
would be greatly simplified. Discussing and sharing the portion with others would be much 
easier. Preparing for the coming meeting would be uncomplicated, for they would only have 
to read the next portion of Scripture instead of many scattered verses.

Difficult to retain cultural order of leadership
Most of the young Palawano men had attended elementary school, but only a few of the 

older ones had any schooling. The young men’s exposure to Western-style education enabled 
them to follow topical teaching more easily and to teach the truths again, using the topical 
method. This meant that some of the younger men had to take the position of leading teachers 
in the churches. According to their culture, however, such leadership positions belonged to 
the older men.

Many missionaries find themselves dependent on younger men to teach and lead tribal 
churches because the difference between the young and the old, educated and uneducated, 
is unnecessarily accentuated by the analytical, topical approach which is taught to them as 
the primary method of teaching the Word of God. Younger men, however, lack the natural 
experiences of life which prepare one to be a wise instructor. In many cultures, the young men 
would not be granted the respect so necessary for a church teacher and leader. Many mission-
aries can testify to the heartache of seeing young, promising leaders ruined for the ministry 
through pride, adultery, and a host of other vices and inconsistencies.

Large sections of the Scriptures overlooked
We all have a tendency to ride our own hobby-horse and gravitate to the subject or 

doctrines which we feel are most important. The result is that large sections of the Scriptures 
are usually overlooked in many churches, while other parts of the Bible receive most of the 
attention.

In Palawan, the tribal teachers taught the same topics and passages over and over. Rather 
than teach unfamiliar, unexplored sections of God’s Word, they returned frequently to the 
same verses or topics.

Misinterpretation of verses out of context
Due to topical and doctrinal sermons on isolated Scripture portions, many who have 

been Christians for a long time are not able to interpret even familiar verses in the context of 
the book or epistle of which they are a part. The reason for this is obvious. The majority have 
seldom, if ever, been taught the wider context of these well-known verses. Having never been 
introduced to the basic framework of biblical progressive revelation, they may understand 
verses, or even chapters or sections of Scripture which deal with some particular topic, but 
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they do not understand the Bible as one book. They do not comprehend the great necessity to 
interpret all Scripture in the light of the whole of progressive revelation.

This was emphasized to me by the sermon of a sincere tribal man on Matthew 24:2, 
“And Jesus said to them, ‘Do you not see all these things? Assuredly, I say to you, not one stone shall 
be left here upon another, that shall not be thrown down.’” After reading this verse, he pointed 
to the rocky hills surrounding the grass-roofed chapel where he was standing. He solemnly 
warned the people that when Jesus comes again to judge the world, all of the stones on the 
hills around them would be cast down. “Not one will remain upon the other,” he emphasized.

While I sat there trying to still my inner turmoil at his incorrect interpretation, the truth 
dawned on me that he was not to blame. I was to blame. I had led him to scattered verses when 
teaching a doctrine or developing a topic, but I had not consistently taught the Scriptures in such 
a way that he could understand the need to interpret verses in context or how to do it.

It was through such incidents that I was prompted to turn from using the topical teaching 
approach to the more simple and direct method of verse-by-verse exposition in order to help 
the people understand Scripture in its immediate context. But this, too, proved inadequate, 
for the believers had not been taught the Old Testament Scriptures which provide the back-
ground and foundation for the New Testament. They did not understand God’s Word as one 
book.

God’s teaching
God’s fundamental form of teaching throughout all history is clearly progressive. God 

gradually unfolded the Bible’s message over the ages. This God-controlled unfolding of truth 
has been likened to the growth of grain, “first the blade, then the head, after that the full grain 
in the head” (Mark 4:28). God chose to make known His nature and character, His plan for 
the world, His purpose of redemption through Christ, and all other spiritual matters through 
progressive revelation.

God’s basic method of teaching can be likened to the way an artist paints a picture. An 
artist does not begin painting in one corner of the canvas and immediately complete every detail. 
Instead, he will often do an initial, simple, light sketch of the whole picture. To an onlooker, the 
picture in the early stages will be indistinct. Even when studied, it may not be clear just what the 
artist intends to include in the final product. But, as the artist continues to work on the picture, 
here a little and there a little, the details begin to develop with greater clarity. This process contin-
ues until the final strokes are applied and the picture is complete.

This is how God painted His picture of the drama of redemption. He began the sketch in 
the early chapters of Genesis. Genesis 3:15 is a simple, undetailed sketch of the whole picture 
of the redemption story. Sharper, clearer details were then added by God in the call and life 
of Abraham. More color and features were put onto the canvas in the offering of Isaac and 
the perfect lamb substitute which God provided. Jacob’s dream, the Passover, the manna 
from Heaven, the water from the smitten rock, the giving of the Law, the building of the 
Tabernacle, the brazen serpent, Joshua’s victorious ministry, and other historical events are all 
strokes of the Artist’s brush as He painted the background of the picture. The Master Painter 
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continued adding details as He guided the events of Old Testament history toward the reve-
lation of Christ, the main subject of the painting. Obscure images and lightly sketched areas 
suddenly emerged when Jesus came to live, die, and rise again. But even then, the canvas did 
not contain the whole picture. Through the apostles, the Holy Spirit continued the painting. 
The final strokes to God’s picture were made when the revelation of Jesus Christ, given to 
John on the Isle of Patmos, was added.

God never taught all there was to know about any particular doctrine or subject at one 
specific time. He often revealed some new area of truth, but He never immediately gave the 
whole truth regarding any one subject.

God’s method of teaching can be compared to the way most people prefer their meals 
served. A man would be surprised if he went home to find his wife had prepared a meal 
consisting only of potatoes and if he heard her say, “Today, we are having potatoes. Tomorrow, 
we will have beans. The day after tomorrow, we will have just meat on the menu.” Who would 
be happy with that type of menu? We usually like a meal to consist of different types of vege-
tables and some meat. This is how God feeds us from His Word when we study it just as He 
has given it. Turn anywhere in God’s Word, and you will readily see that one verse can give 
information, either directly or indirectly, about many different subjects. Whole books could 
be written by carefully examining and expounding one verse. Just as there are many facets on 
a diamond, a verse, when scrutinized under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, will reveal many 
different points of truth relating to many different doctrines.

During some seminars with missionaries, I have asked an individual to turn in the Bible 
to the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. I have requested that another turn to the doctrine of Man, 
another to the doctrine of Satan, and another to the doctrine of the Church. Some people have 
started to open their Bibles, and then hesitated. They could not turn to a specific doctrine, 
because the teaching of doctrines is not grouped together in the Bible. All doctrines begin in 
seed form in Genesis and are progressively revealed, little by little, throughout the Old and 
New Testaments. It is impossible to turn to a complete doctrine by turning to one place in the 
Bible.

Let’s consider God’s method of revelation and instruction in the life of every individual 
He prepared for His service during the history of the Old Testament. We see that He revealed 
truth and instructed each one in a clearly progressive manner. When God created Adam, it 
was God’s desire and purpose that Adam should be taught to know Him, in all His sover-
eignty, majesty, and glory. How then did God begin to teach Adam? What method did God 
use? Did He systematically and topically teach Adam all there was to know about Him, his 
Creator? No! How mundane and limited God’s first revelation to Adam appears to be! God 
said, “Be fruitful and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it; have dominion over the fish of the sea, 
over the birds of the air, and over every living thing that moves on the earth” (Genesis 1:28). The 
Lord then told Adam what he and Eve were to eat. In this initial revelation, God did not even 
speak directly of Himself. Yet, by what He commanded, God revealed basic and important 
truths about Himself. By commanding Adam to be fruitful and to multiply, the Lord clearly 
declared Himself to be Adam’s lawgiver and the master of every area of life. By authoritatively 
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placing Adam as His vice-regent over the whole earth and by commanding Adam to have 
dominion over every living thing in the earth, He was showing Adam that He, the Lord, is 
the rightful owner of the earth and all things in it.

After God had placed Adam in the Garden of Eden, He again spoke to him and at that 
time commanded him regarding the Tree of Life and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and 
Evil. This was but a further revelation of God’s role in His relationship to man. By the solemn 
declaration that death would be the inevitable punishment for disobedience, God was show-
ing Adam that He alone is God, the judge and executor of righteousness in the earth. These 
are the only accounts that we have of the words of God to Adam before Adam’s disobedience. 
But as God met with man, it would seem that He planned to teach Adam progressively, 
adding slowly to those initial revelations of His will and plan, according to Adam’s ability to 
assimilate the information given to him.

How did God teach Abraham when He called him? Did God call Abraham and say, 
“Now, Abram, before you leave Chaldea, I want to tell you all of My plans for you and your 
descendents?” Is that what God did? No! Abraham went out, not knowing where the Lord was 
leading him. God revealed only what was necessary for each stage of Abraham’s experience. 
Through progressive revelations, God taught Abraham, adding knowledge to knowledge, for 
Abraham was to walk by faith.

Further illustrations of God’s progressive teaching method are evident in the stories of 
Jacob, Joseph, Moses, and the nation of Israel. Surely, even by these examples, it is obvious 
that God’s basic way of teaching in the Old Testament was progressive – a slow, careful, 
building process.

The Lord Jesus Christ’s teaching
The Lord Jesus did not teach His disciples everything there was to be known about any 

one subject at one particular time. He taught His disciples progressively. Look, for example, at 
John 14. The Lord began comforting and encouraging His disciples (verse 1). He then spoke 
of His future ministry of preparing dwelling places for His children (verses 2-3). This was 
followed by a discussion with Thomas and Philip about the way to see and know the Father 
(verses 4-11). After this, He spoke of the need for obedience and the coming Holy Spirit 
(verses 12-17).

The Lord Jesus usually included many relative subjects in His discussions with the disci-
ples, but He dealt with none exhaustively. Having introduced a subject or some aspect of a 
subject, He would then leave His disciples to think about it. Often, a question by the disciples 
would raise the subject again at a later date. If expedient, the Lord would then give His disci-
ples more information, but even then, He would not tell them all there was to be learned and 
understood about the matter.

The Lord never gave out mere information. Rather, He presented transforming truth 
which needed to be understood and appropriated. Even at the close of His earthly life, He 
said, “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. However, when He, the 
Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth” (John 16:12-13).
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The Holy Spirit’s teaching
When the Holy Spirit came, how did He teach? Did He immediately reveal to the 

disciples all there was to be known about the New Testament Church and Christian living? 
Did He teach them topically and exhaustively on everything which God planned to reveal to 
the Church? No!

Again, it was progressive teaching, for God was continuing His usual form of revelation. 
It was a building process. Foundational truths, partially revealed or hidden in the Old Testa-
ment, and truths introduced by the Lord Jesus yet not fully revealed before His ascension, 
were slowly and carefully taught by adding knowledge to knowledge so the Church would be 
brought to “the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Ephesians 4:11-16).

The apostles’ teachings
Because God has revealed all truth progressively, the apostles based their teaching and 

writings on God’s previous revelations in the Old Testament and His more recent revelations 
through His Son, the Lord Jesus. Their writings cannot stand alone, for they are the 
continuation and culmination of God’s progressive revelation which He first initiated through 
Moses. All that the apostles wrote and taught was on the basis of the Old Testament.

The following portions from Paul’s writings illustrate that the principle of progressive 
revelation continues on through Acts to the book of Revelation. Because of progressive reve-
lation, it is impossible to clearly teach believers the New Testament without first introducing 
them to the Old Testament.

Imagine a believer who has not been given Old Testament foundational teaching, trying 
to understand a portion such as 1 Corinthians 5:6-8, “Your glorying is not good. Do you not know 
that a little leaven leavens the whole lump? Therefore purge out the old leaven, that you may be a new 
lump, since you truly are unleavened. For indeed Christ, our Passover, was sacrificed for us. Therefore 
let us keep the feast, not with old leaven, nor with the leaven of malice and wickedness, but with the 
unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.” How could anyone possibly understand these verses 
without the necessary Old Testament foundational knowledge?

In 2 Corinthians 3, Paul contrasted the ministry of death through Moses and the minis-
try of life brought by Christ. He said, “unlike Moses, who put a veil over his face so that the 
children of Israel could not look steadily at the end of what was passing away. But their minds were 
blinded. For until this day the same veil remains unlifted in the reading of the Old Testament, because 
the veil is taken away in Christ” (2 Corinthians 3:13-14). This whole chapter, and particularly 
these verses, cannot be understood except in the light of the Old Testament.

What about the Epistle to the Galatians? How could anyone understand Paul’s arguments 
about law and grace apart from a proper foundation in the Old Testament? The churches 
in Galatia, through the influence of the Judaizers, had turned away from interpreting the 
Scriptures according to the historical order of progressive revelation. When combating this 
error, Paul reminded them of the sequence of historical events recorded in the Old Testament 
through which God progressively revealed the doctrine of justification. In Galatians 3, we 
are told that the Judaizers were emphasizing obedience to Moses and the Law as necessary 
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for salvation. They were saying, “Yes, Christ’s death is necessary for salvation, but believers 
must also keep the Law.” How did Paul meet their arguments? Paul took his readers back 
into Old Testament history and showed that the doctrine of justification can only be under-
stood according to progressive revelation. Paul wrote, “And this I say, that the law, which was 
four hundred and thirty years later, cannot annul the covenant that was confirmed before by God in 
Christ, that it should make the promise of no effect. For if the inheritance is of the law, it is no longer 
of promise; but God gave it to Abraham by promise. What purpose then does the law serve? It was 
added because of transgressions” (Galatians 3:17-19).

What was Paul doing? He was showing that the Law cannot supersede God’s covenant 
of grace and faith as the way of justification, because grace and faith were revealed before the 
Law was given. Paul reminded the churches in Galatia of the order God used to progressively 
reveal these two doctrines. The Gospel was first preached to Abraham; and 430 years later, 
the Law was given through Moses to reveal sin as exceedingly sinful. The full revelation of the 
Gospel was finally given through Christ. This same Gospel was preached to Abraham. All 
believers are the children of Abraham by faith and are not dependent upon the keeping of the 
Law for salvation. Therefore, Paul made it clear that the sequence of historical events is vital 
in our interpretation and understanding of the Word of God.

Consider the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. In this present dispensation, we cannot appre-
ciate what God has done for us through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit unless we first 
understand the work and ministry of the Holy Spirit in the Old Testament. The joy and 
liberty which are rightfully ours as part of the body of Christ are only experienced if we first 
understand that, during the old dispensation, the Holy Spirit was only with believers. Now, 
He is in us. The doctrine of the Holy Spirit can only be comprehended on the basis of progres-
sive revelation.

This is equally true of the doctrine of adoption. In Galatians 4, Paul taught that the Old 
Testament believers were like small children in the Father’s household. Numerous laws and 
rituals controlled their every action. We, in contrast, have been placed into the family of God 
as adult sons. We share the Spirit of the Son, in contrast to the limited relationship which 
the Holy Spirit had with believers in the Old Testament. Our position through adoption can 
only be appreciated if we understand the historical and chronological development of God’s 
relationship with believers as revealed in the Scriptures.

Consider Paul’s letter to the Romans. As he introduced his main subject, the Gospel of 
God, he immediately reminded his readers that the Gospel was “promised before through His 
prophets in the Holy Scriptures, concerning His Son Jesus Christ our Lord, who was born of the seed 
of David according to the flesh” (Romans 1:2-3).

In Romans 1:18, Paul began to teach the doctrine of man’s sin. He did this on the basis of 
the beginnings of history when the true knowledge of God was common to all men (Genesis 
1-11). From this original revelation, Paul affirmed that man deliberately turned to gross idol-
atry and moral perversion.

In Romans 2, Paul proved the total depravity of all mankind by referring to the Law 
given to Israel at Mount Sinai and written in the hearts of the Gentiles.
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In Romans 3, Paul quoted extensively from the Old Testament and then pointed to what 
the Law said as the final proof that all the world is guilty before God (Romans 3:19). He then 
maintained that the doctrine of justification which he taught was the same message to which 
the Law and the Prophets witnessed (Romans 3:21).

In Romans 4, Paul sited Abraham and David as examples of two sinners who were justi-
fied by faith.

In Romans 5, Paul laid the foundation for the doctrine of identification with Christ. 
Again, he pointed back to the Old Testament and showed that in Adam all sinned and all 
died. Death reigned as king over all because of the disobedience of the father and federal 
head of the human race. With these foundations, he then taught that Jesus Christ our Lord 
was prefigured in Adam and that He is the second Man. Just as Adam represented us as the 
federal head of the human race, so Christ was appointed by God as the new beginning, the 
federal Head of sinners, whom He represented by complete obedience to His Father, both 
in life and in death. Paul did not try to teach this liberating truth of the believer’s complete 
identification with Christ apart from its Old Testament foundations.

If Paul taught Old Testament foundations when teaching believers, why should we think 
we can teach believers successfully without first laying the substructure on which all New 
Testament doctrines rest? It is impossible to clearly and correctly teach the New Testament to 
believers without adequate Old Testament foundations.

God’s progressive revelation
The best way to teach God’s Word is to follow His progressive form of revelation. We 

should first lay good foundations for the believer’s faith and then build truth on truth, 
knowledge on knowledge. Bible doctrines can be most clearly understood if they are first seen 
in their beginnings in Genesis, then traced through the Old Testament historical accounts in 
which they were progressively developed, and then finally taught in their fullness in the New 
Testament.

God’s progressive revelation of all truth has also been in conjunction with His historical 
acts in both Old and New Testaments. Therefore, all doctrines have an historical setting. 
New Testament doctrines are woven into the historical story of the Scriptures. The worldwide 
tendency is to teach Christians the doctrines of the Bible, divorced from their God-given 
progressive and historical setting. This has resulted in doctrinal confusion in many sections 
of the Church. This is most clearly seen in the rapid growth of the Charismatic Movement, 
where doctrine is interpreted by personal experience, rather than according to its histori-
cal setting. The majority of doctrinal misinterpretations are due to failure to understand the 
historical, progressive revelation of truth in the Bible. Because so many endeavor to teach 
Bible doctrines almost exclusively from the New Testament, bypassing their beginnings in 
the Old Testament, many believers have a clouded and imbalanced interpretation of Bible 
doctrines. Doctrines can only be clearly understood in the light of their historical revelation 
and development.
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Foundations for the topical approach
Western culture and education use an analytical approach to almost every subject. Since 

most subjects are treated in this way, it seems to be automatically accepted by Christians that 
if one really wants to know his Bible, he must analyze and categorize every part of the Word 
of God.

While there is a definite need for analysis in our study, the first and greater need is for a 
holistic approach to God’s Word. This method of studying and teaching the Scriptures holis-
tically has been called the synthetical approach, in order to distinguish it from the analytical 
method. The synthetic begins with the general and looks at the whole rather than individual 
parts. Analysis begins with the specific and then moves to the general.

Imagine trying to instruct a primitive tribal man in watchmaking and repairing. If he had 
never seen a watch nor understood its function as one instrument, he would find it impossible 
to understand the position and purpose of each separate part. The wisest procedure would be 
to first show him a complete watch. Following this, we could point out the minute parts and 
explain their individual contribution to the whole. This, too, is how we should approach and 
teach the Scriptures. The general, panoramic view provides the foundation for a more specific, 
analytical investigation.

The need for this holistic teaching of the Scriptures, before topical teaching is given, is 
clearly demonstrated by the experience of a missionary friend planning to go to the Phil-
ippines. When he returned to his home church to prepare his gear and await the time of 
departure, his pastor asked him to teach an adult Bible study. He decided to begin in Genesis 
and teach an overview of the Old Testament, leading into the New Testament. Later, when he 
met me in Manila, he said, “The more I taught, the greater the excitement and enthusiasm of 
my class. Even though these people had attended our church for many years, in all that time, 
they had never been taught the Scriptures chronologically and panoramically. At the close of 
one of the lessons, a lady asked, ‘Why hasn’t our pastor taught us like this? I have been hearing 
sermons all of my life but only now am I beginning to understand the Bible as one book!’”

New Christians usually struggle for many years with a vague understand-
ing of the Scriptures as one book. The majority of preachers seldom, if ever, teach 
historically and chronologically through the entire Bible. Sermons on individual texts and 
topics and even expositional teaching of passages of Scriptures and individual books limit 
one’s understanding of the Word of God to certain sections and scattered verses. Through 
a panoramic study of the Old and New Testaments, however, the Bible can be seen as  
one volume.

Teaching Bible topics should have an important place in our program, but it should be 
used only with those who have already been taught the Scriptures as a whole. If this is our 
normal approach, then topical teaching, when needed, will be far more effective. The truths 
we emphasize through topical teaching will be clearly understood and appreciated in the 
context of the whole of God’s revelation.

Topical teaching in the Word of God is usually remedial. This is clearly evident in the 
ministry of the prophets whom God raised up to remind Israel of the righteous and holy 
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laws which had been given to them in orderly progression through the ministry of Moses. 
The major part of the prophetic teachings is taken up with the topic of Israel’s and Judah’s 
rebellion and the warnings of God’s coming judgments unless they returned in true heart 
repentance and obedience to the body of revelation already in their possession. The topical, 
remedial writings of the prophets are really interruptions in the straight line of God’s progres-
sive revelations pointing forward to Christ, the coming King and His kingdom.

Topical teaching then should be used when there is misinterpretation or disobedience to 
the Scriptures or when there is a need to emphasize or clarify some particular doctrine. If a 
problem arises in the church, the Bible teacher should temporarily change to topical, correc-
tive teaching.

Paul’s letter to the Corinthians is another example of topical, corrective teaching. Paul is 
basically reminding the Corinthians of what he had already delivered to them as the body of 
revelation which they must believe and obey. His initial teaching to the Corinthians was the 
same as in every place. His teaching was based on the Old Testament Scriptures (Acts 18:4-5; 
1 Corinthians 10:1, 11). To these, he added the teachings given by the Lord Jesus while He 
was here on earth (1 Corinthians 11:23). His instructions to them were then completed by 
adding the revelations which the Holy Spirit began on the day of Pentecost (1 Corinthians 
2:1-13). It was from this complete body of revelation that Paul drew his corrective, topical 
teaching in an effort to remedy the situation in the church at Corinth.

Thus we see that corrective topical teaching is much clearer when it follows this basic pattern 
of progressive revelation. Because God has revealed all doctrines progressively, the simplest 
and clearest method to emphasize a particular doctrine is to trace its development from Genesis 
through to the Revelation. If, for example, the need is to teach on marriage, there is no better 
way than to begin in Genesis, just as Jesus did when He answered questions regarding marriage 
(Matthew 19:3-6). After reminding our hearers of God’s original purpose for marriage, as 
shown in Genesis 2, we can then turn to other Scriptures on marriage in their chronological 
order. We could teach on Deuteronomy 24:1, where Moses permitted the rebellious Israelites to 
deviate from God’s ideal standard for marriage, and then Matthew 19, where Jesus comments 
on this portion from Deuteronomy. Finally, we should teach the apostles’ instructions relat-
ing to marriage from the Epistles, where God’s original plan and standard for marriage  
are reaffirmed.

Imagine a church where the basic teaching method is to consistently teach God’s Word as 
one complete book. The teachers methodically cover all the Word of God so that the congre-
gation will continually advance in their understanding of the whole revelation of God in both 
Old and New Testaments. But problems are bound to arise at some time within the church; 
so, at these times, it will be necessary to digress from the usual teaching program and give 
topical, corrective teaching. If the Word of God has been taught consistently as one whole, it 
will be relatively simple to draw the necessary corrective topical teaching from many parts of 
Scripture. The Bible teacher will be able to say to those who have been taught the overall plan 
of Scripture, “Do you remember what we learned previously in ‘such and such a Scripture’ 
about this particular subject?” Because they have been taught the Scriptures holistically, the 
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teacher will be able to draw from the entire Word of God as the authority for his topical, 
corrective teaching.

Foundations for expositional teaching
Thankfully there are concerned pastors and Bible teachers throughout the world who 

recognize the limitations and problems connected with topical teaching and sermonizing. 
Accordingly their usual form of teaching is expositional. This usually includes expounding 
passages of Scripture or the exposition of complete books, particularly New Testament books.

There is no doubt that this form of teaching is far superior to sermonizing or constant 
dependence on the topical approach. However, problems remain. One is that a great many 
preachers seem to teach with the assumption that their hearers have a similar knowledge 
of the Scriptures as they do. Through their studies, preachers often have been taught Bible 
history and have come to understand the individual contribution of each book of the Bible 
to the whole. In contrast, the average Christian usually has a very limited and fragmented 
understanding of individual books and the Bible as one volume. Therefore, unless believers are 
first taught the Bible chronologically, they will be unable to clearly understand the constant 
allusions and references from the Old Testament which will be encountered as they are taught 
the Scriptures expositionally. Nor will they be able to appreciate the contribution that the 
book being studied makes to the whole of Scripture.

Before teaching expositionally, pastors should first make sure that their congregations 
have been taught the Scriptures holistically. Only then should they feel confident that their 
hearers will be able to keep pace with them as they expound the Scriptures and quote verses 
from other books of the Bible. Through first being taught events and selected books exposi-
tionally to form an overview of God’s Word, believers will have formed a framework in their 
minds of biblical history and have a basic understanding of the flow of progressive revelation. 
With this background knowledge, Christians are more suitably equipped to appreciate and 
understand verse-by-verse exposition of passages and complete books of the Bible.

Foundations to understand the Law and Grace dilemma
Believers need to be taught the Old Testament so that they will be able to clearly 

distinguish the difference between the dispensation of Law and the dispensation of Grace. 
Old Testament foundations are necessary in order to understand the place of the Law during 
the Church age.

Believers will only be able to see the difference between Law and Grace if they are given 
a basic knowledge of Israel’s position under the Law prior to the cross. Legalism, which is 
prominent in many churches and devastating to the believer’s faith and walk, can only be 
avoided by teaching progressively from the Old Testament into the New Testament. If there is 
a clear understanding of the purpose of Law in the Old Testament, there will be little danger 
of the misuse or misinterpretation of the Law in the New Testament. It will be obvious that 
no one was ever justified or sanctified by the Law and that believers are fully dependent on 
God’s grace alone for salvation and the Christian walk.

Furthermore, unless the Old Testament history of Israel is first taught, it is difficult to 
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understand the Jews’ attitude toward the Gentiles at the time of Christ and the time of the 
early Church. Why were the Jewish leaders so angry at the suggestion of the Lord Jesus 
that the Gentiles could also be recipients of the grace and blessings of God? Why did the 
Church in Acts face such dilemmas regarding the matter of accepting uncircumcised believ-
ing Gentiles into full fellowship? Why was it necessary for the Lord to give Peter a special and 
thrice-repeated vision before he would take the Gospel into the home of a Gentile? Why was 
Paul hounded from city to city by the descendants of Abraham? Why was it necessary for Paul 
to constantly address the topics of Jew and Gentile, Law and Grace, and circumcision and 
uncircumcision? The answers to these questions are found in Old Testament history.

Foundations for the Christian walk
Once people profess to be saved, most teachers are so zealous to see these new believers 

living and serving like Christians that they give them little time to grow in knowledge and 
experience. They are expected, in a very short period of time, to function in the Church 
alongside of those who have been Christians for many years.

Just as the unsaved must be prepared for the Gospel of God’s grace in salvation by a reve-
lation of God’s nature and character, so believers need to be prepared to walk humbly with the 
Lord by deeper insights into God’s nature and character.

The truth of the verse, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom” (Proverbs 9:10) 
should not only be applied to the unsaved but also to the believer and his growth in holiness. 
“Oh, fear the LORD, you His saints! There is no want to those who fear Him” (Psalm 34:9). The 
fear of the Lord in the life of the believer should not hold dread of condemnation or wrath, for 
there is “no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). However, through the 
knowledge of God in His holiness and glory as revealed in all the Scriptures, the Bible teacher 
should prepare foundations for the believer to respond to scriptural exhortations to godliness. 
The believer should continually advance in genuine awe and solemn appreciation of who and 
what God is. Only this will produce true biblical humility, brokenness of spirit, meekness 
and contriteness of heart. The fear of the Lord is the preparation for the life of holiness and 
obedience to which the believer is called.

The scriptural truths necessary for a victorious and holy walk can only be understood, 
appreciated, and correctly appropriated if seen and interpreted in light of God’s glorious 
nature, character, and eternal purposes as revealed in all the Scriptures. God must be seen by 
the child of God to be the supreme reason for everything he does. The believer should respond 
to the scriptural exhortations to holiness out of love and worship of God. The biblical basis for 
the believer to pursue holiness is epitomized in the words, “Be holy, for I am holy” (1 Peter 1:16). 
The Apostle Paul says to believers, “Therefore, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do 
all to the glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31). The foundation for worshipful service to God is a 
Bible-oriented appreciation of God’s supremacy, majesty, and holiness.

Believers need to come to know who God is before they are taught the things they must 
or must not do as believers. Anything less may produce counterfeit experiences which will 
lead people to glory in their own humility and dedication. Exhorting believers to holiness 
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before they have these necessary foundations can easily lead them to mere outward conformity 
and perfunctory obedience based on the false foundations of human determination and fleshly 
dedication. Anything which the believer does for any reason other than genuine love and 
appreciation for who God is and what He has done is unacceptable to God even when the 
believer’s actions are based on some command from the Word of God.

Many sincere missionaries and Bible teachers lead believers into legalism because they fail 
to apply these biblical guidelines to their teaching methods. They immediately begin teaching 
new believers the dos and don’ts of the Christian life. They seem to think that, if they simply 
tell these new believers that they are indwelt by the Holy Spirit and some other positional 
truths, then this knowledge will bring the liberty and power to obey God’s commands to 
holiness. Admittedly, these truths are vitally important and should be taught to believers, but 
the fact remains that spiritual growth is a process. Growth cannot be forced. It is the result 
of God’s Word being understood and received in the heart. It is the result of God’s Word 
dwelling in our lives (Colossians 3:16). The Word of God must be planted in the mind and 
heart in order for it to take root and grow (James 1:21). The growth of the believer comes 
not only through the knowledge of the written Word, but also through a deep and personal 
relationship with the Living Word, the Lord Jesus Christ (2 Peter 3:18). The believer must be 
“rooted and built up in Him” (Colossians 2:7).

The believer should grow spiritually through the teaching and appropriation of God’s 
Word just as the human body develops and grows through eating and digesting good food 
(1 Peter 2:2; Ephesians 4:11-16). The human body develops slowly from infinitesimal begin-
nings. At birth, a child has all the potential of the adult, but there must be development and 
growth before the latent potentiality of the child can be exhibited. Forcibly overfeeding a 
child or immediately giving it the food of an adult will not promote growth but rather will 
inhibit its progress. What is true in the natural is equally applicable in the spiritual realm.

The faithful servant of God must be careful and patient, just as God has shown Himself 
to be patient while teaching and preparing men for His service. Let us not forget how long 
the Lord took to teach and prepare Abraham before He finally gave Abraham the promised 
son, Isaac, and even then, there was more training for the patriarch. We need to contem-
plate God’s patient work in preparing Joseph in an Egyptian prison, Moses in the Midian 
desert, Joshua as a servant to Moses, David in the wilderness constantly hounded by Saul, 
John the Baptist in the wilderness, Jesus as a Nazarene carpenter’s son for thirty years, the 
disciples’ three years of training, and Paul’s three years of training in Arabia. These are but a 
few examples of God’s faithful, patient, slow work of teaching and preparing His most useful 
instruments. Since the divine Teacher feels it necessary to take time to instruct and allow 
His students to grow, we, too, need to take the time to see people well taught, not only in the 
New Testament but also in the Old Testament. “For whatever things were written before were 
written for our learning, that we through the patience and comfort of the Scriptures might have hope”  
(Romans 15:4).

When Paul taught the truths for the Christian walk, he did so on the basis of the Old 
Testament Scriptures. To the Corinthians, he said, “Moreover, brethren, I do not want you to be 
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unaware that all our fathers were under the cloud, all passed through the sea” (1 Corinthians 10:1). 
Paul did not want them to be ignorant of these Old Testament accounts. Why not? Because, 
he said, “these things became our examples, to the intent that we should not lust after evil things as 
they also lusted… Now all these things happened to them as examples, and they were written for our 
admonition, upon whom the ends of the ages have come” (1 Corinthians 10:6, 11). Paul’s presen-
tation of God included God’s historical revelations to the nation of Israel. Paul reminded 
Timothy that, from a child, he had known the Holy Scriptures, which Paul assured Timothy, 
are able to make a person wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus. Paul 
continued by saying, “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, 
for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, 
thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). It should be clear to all Bible 
teachers that Paul is speaking of the Old Testament Scriptures as well as the New Testament 
revelation.

What then is the best way to teach in order to give believers a knowledge of God as a basis 
for the Christian walk? We must teach all of the Scriptures according to the divinely provided 
pattern laid out in the Word of God. If we do not see and understand the teaching principles 
in the Scriptures, we will not be convinced of their importance to the spiritual development 
and growth of believers. The progressive, building approach to teaching will seem unneces-
sarily long and arduous. The quicker, more efficient way will seem to be, “Forget about the 
majority of the Old Testament and other introductory Scriptures. Just get on with the job and 
teach the Christian life.” This attitude is akin to the one which says that the teaching of the 
Old Testament historical sections to unsaved people takes too long. In most cases, it is not 
the time factor which influences our thinking that way, but a lack in our understanding of 
scriptural teaching methods and our failure to appreciate the Lord’s purpose for writing the 
Scriptures as He has.

Foundations for future teachers
It is the responsibility of every Bible teacher to teach God’s Word in such a way that 

the fellowship of believers will be able to interpret all doctrines in light of God’s complete 
revelation. But does this mean that a Bible teacher or missionary who teaches believers in 
order to see them established as a New Testament church must teach every single verse of the 
Word of God, beginning in Genesis and concluding with the Revelation? No! That is not his 
responsibility.

The Bible teacher’s primary responsibility is to lay the foundations. He should train and 
equip the local congregation and give them the responsibility to continue building on the 
foundations which he has laid down for them from the Word of God (1 Corinthians 3:10-15; 
Ephesians 4:11-13; 2 Timothy 2:2). The one who lays the foundations is responsible to make 
sure that the foundations he lays are wide enough to support all that must be taught later by the 
other teachers. If the foundations are inadequate and lacking in some way, then the teachers who 
follow will not have the necessary basis for teaching the whole counsel of God. The builder of 
the foundations must lay the theological, historical, dispensational, and doctrinal foundations 



8 6

CHAPTER 7: CORRECT FOUNDATIONS  
FOR TEACHING BELIEVERS

which will support every part of God’s revelation, so that the future local teachers will be able to 
correctly expound and interpret the entire revelation of God and all doctrines in both Old and  
New Testaments.

Which then is the simplest way to do this? Should we have doctrinal check lists and check 
the doctrines off as we teach them? No, because if we do, the future teachers will be as bound 
to our doctrinal outlines as they are to their Bibles. Rather, every ambassador for Jesus Christ 
should determine that, when teaching believers, he will be guided by the divine principles 
exemplified in the Word of God. By closely following divine principles, the teacher will have 
done all in his power to bind his hearers’ hearts and consciences to the complete Word of God 
and its glorious Author.

Since the biblical guidelines which we have discussed should be applied, not only as a 
basis for evangelism, but for teaching believers, our methodology should not change when 
moving from evangelism into establishing a church. That which applies to one applies to the 
other. If we use the holistic approach for evangelism but use the topical approach to teach 
the tribal church, they will inherit all the problems and deficiencies so evident in the under-
standing of many established churches throughout the world. Furthermore, if we, by example, 
give the tribal church the impression that the correct way to teach God’s Word to believers 
is to teach topically, then they will probably follow our example. In years to come, the holis-
tic, chronological approach to the Bible and the understanding of God’s form of progressive 
revelation will rarely, if ever, be given a place in their teaching program. If we have formed 
convictions concerning these principles for our own ministry, then we will want to make sure 
the churches formed through our efforts will continue to teach the Scriptures expositionally 
and holistically, covering the entire Bible as one Book just as God has given it.

The chronological teaching program
Because of the need for a panoramic and progressive teaching program for believers, the 

Lord led me to expand the chronological teaching outline beyond Phase 1 which is primarily 
for evangelism (see Chapter 6) to include 6 additional phases. These 6 phases are designed to 
guide the missionary and then the tribal teachers as they establish new believers and instruct 
maturing believers in their understanding of the whole Word of God. The phases are best 
taught in order, because each builds on the foundations laid in the previous phase. (See chart 
displaying the Chronological Teaching Program on the following page)

Each of the phases will be presented in greater detail under separate cover, but a brief 
explanation of each is in order at this point to help the reader to understand the teaching 
program for believers.

Phase 1 (for unbelievers and believers)
There are many believers in churches who have not been taught the Scriptures holistically. 

Beginning from the time they were saved, these Christians have almost always been taught 
topically. Thus, their understanding of the Scriptures is fragmentary, for it is made up of 
isolated verses and portions of Scripture. They do not understand the Bible as one Book. In 
this type of situation, it is far more effective to begin in Phase 1, laying the correct foundations, 
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and, on this sound basis, continue building scripturally. The Old Testament section of Phase 
1 should be taught, uninterpreted by the New Testament, so that believers will see and 
understand the progressive development of God’s revelation.

Believers who have been taught Phase 1, either as members of a mixed group of saved 
and unsaved or as a separate group of only believers, have greatly benefited by seeing the 
chronological and panoramic view of the history of redemption. Through it, they have been 
taught the basis of the faith and salvation of Old Testament saints. They have also received 
the Old Testament background necessary for a correct interpretation of the New Testament. 
The teaching of Phase 1 has also demonstrated to believers how to evangelize by first teaching 
the Old Testament to convince people that they are hopeless and helpless sinners, rather than 
trying to persuade them that they need a Savior while they are still content in their sin or 
trusting in their own selfrighteousness.

Don and Janet Schlatter, who ministered to the Lawa tribal people in Northern 
Thailand for many years, saw the Lord save a great number of the Lawa. The Schlatters 
taught these believers to function as members of indigenous church fellowships. After 
many years of teaching these believers, Don taught Phase 1 to the Lawa churches.  
Don wrote:

“We praise God for the response in some of the older churches to the chronological 
presentation of Bible truth. We are going through the Old Testament passages which form 
a foundation to Christ’s coming. One elder said it this way, ‘Before, you taught us from the 

Chronological Teaching Program

Old Testament Gospels Acts Epistles

Phase 1 Unbelievers 
       Mixed groups (with both 
       unbelievers and believers) 
       Believers

Phase 2 New believers

Phase 3

New believers

Phase 4

New believers

Phase 5 Maturing believers

Phase 6

Maturing believers

Phase 7

Maturing believers
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middle to the top of the tree. Now we are hearing about the bottom of the tree.’ It brings into 
focus much which was confusing before. How we thank God for bringing this need to our 
attention. Lawa believers in sixteen villages are now hearing the Word, and we are trying 
to present it in a logical fashion in every place.”

Mike Henderson, a missionary with the Aziana tribe in the highlands of Papua New 
Guinea, noted a change of emphasis in the ministry of the church elders and teachers and a 
change in the type of teaching illustrations they used after they had been taught Phase 1.

Prior to being taught the Old Testament, the Aziana tribal teachers limited their illus-
trations of God’s judgment on sin to local experiences within the tribe. They did not know 
the Old Testament accounts of the revelation of the character of God, so when they wanted 
to give historical proof of the scriptural picture of God, they looked for evidence and verifi-
cation in the local happenings within the tribe. But local incidents which initially appeared 
to the tribal people to be God’s judgment on individuals were dimmed through the passing 
of time. Different accounts and distortions of the incidents also undermined their usefulness 
as warnings to those who disregarded the Scriptures. All of this changed once the Aziana 
teachers had been taught the Old Testament. They were able to use illustrations of actual 
written historical happenings with the accompanying interpretation in the Scriptures. Their 
teaching of the New Testament became punctuated with Old Testament historical accounts 
of God’s judgment and gracious provision which could not be discounted nor changed. 
They were able to use the Old Testament writings for the purpose they were recorded by 
the Lord.

Phase 2 (for new believers)
Phase 2 is a review of the material covered in Phase 1, with altered themes and the addition 

of other Old Testament stories which are necessary foundations for Acts to Revelation, 
Phases 3 and 4.

Phase 2 focuses on Christ fulfilling all the Old Testament prophecies concerning the 
promised Redeemer and satisfying all of God’s righteous and holy demands on the behalf 
of all who trust in Him. Whereas the emphasis of Phase 1 was on salvation, the emphasis in 
Phase 2 is on the security of the believer and all that they enjoy in their new relationship to 
God through Jesus Christ.

Phase 2 also emphasizes the Holy Spirit’s ministry. The promises regarding the giving 
of the Holy Spirit, found in the Old Testament and the Gospels are brought out during 
Phase 2. This serves as an introduction and foundation for the Acts of the Apostles (Phase 
3) and for the remainder of the New Testament (Phase 4). As believers understand the 
Holy Spirit’s power throughout all of history and how He accomplished God’s purposes in 
the world and in the lives of His children, they will be prepared to understand and appre-
ciate the coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost as the permanent Indweller, 
Comforter, Motivator, and Enabler of all believers.

The introduction and foundations for a full appreciation of the incredible solemnity of 



Why the Scriptures  
Should Be Taught  
Chronologically

8 9

God indwelling the human bodies of believers as His temple are found in the Old Testament. 
Just as the cross cannot be fully appreciated except a person is exposed to the terrors of the 
righteous judgments and Law of God seen in the Old Testament, even so, the wonder of God 
indwelling believers cannot be fully appreciated by those who have not been taught about the 
glory of God manifest in the Tabernacle and the Temple.

Missionaries who have taught new believers Phase 2 testify to the benefits and blessings 
received.

When Jack and Isa Douglas were teaching Phase 2 to the Pawaia tribal believers in Papua 
New Guinea, they wrote:

“We wish you could see the believers in the tribe. It is a joy to see them so happy 
and enjoying the Lord. They have had so little teaching about ‘ living’ because we have 
carefully avoided setting up a system of ‘works’ – do this, don’t do that, and you will go 
to Heaven. Instead, we have been pointing to God, the Creator, holy, righteous, wise, 
loving, powerful, and His work of redeeming us. The believers really seem to appreciate 
this truth and actually get excited about it. Shouldn’t we all? It’s absolutely wonderful! 
They laugh with joy at the fact that Jesus will come to take us to Himself. Jack is teach-
ing the Old Testament background, showing how it all points to the Savior. The last 
time through (Phase 1), there was growing despair. This time through (Phase 2), there is 
growing joy. The believers love to express their joy through praise, prayer, and song. There 
is no set order. The prayers are fresh and real. ‘There is no one like You.’ ‘No one else could 
have saved us.’

“It makes sense to build on a good foundation. The new believers will also be able to 
follow the same principles in their teaching program.”

Ron Jennings wrote regarding the Higaonon tribe in Mindanao, Philippines.
“We found Phase 2 to be an essential part of the program, because it was an indepth 

review for some who had missed some meetings in the beginning and for the old people who 
found it difficult to remember all that they were taught in Phase 1. The people were so excited 
to see the direct spiritual application of each Old Testament story to Christ. This really 
strengthened their faith. Others came to a realization of their salvation in Christ during 
Phase 2.”

Notice that Ron said some others were converted during the teaching of Phase 2. Even 
though this is not the main purpose of this phase, it is an important point to consider. Where 
the Gospel has been preached for the first time and many have made professions of faith, it 
is good to allow a settling time before beginning to teach on the Christian’s responsibilities. 
Phase 2 provides this opportunity, for a large part of it is a review of the material taught during 
Phase 1, evangelism. Those who may have been caught up in the excitement and emotion of 
the movement to Christianity but are not truly converted will once again hear the foundations 
for the Gospel and may be saved. More importantly, it will be a time when the believers can 
bask in the sunshine of God’s gracious and full provision for them in the Lord Jesus Christ.
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Merrill and Teresa Dyck in Venezuela reported blessing when teaching Phase 2 to the 
Pumé tribal people.

“It has been exciting to get together with the Pumé believers each day! What a thrill 
to see them grow in the Lord and begin to understand their security in Christ! Just a short 
while ago, we finished our Phase 2 studies with them from the Old Testament. The numerous 
Old Testament accounts served wonderfully to show them their standing in Christ. As Enoch 
was taken up to Heaven, so will we also go to Heaven. As Noah escaped the judgment on the 
ancient world, we too will escape judgment and Hell. As Lot was warned and found refuge, 
so have we been warned and saved. What joy to see these believers grasping these different 
truths!”

Phase 3 (for new believers)
Phase 3 is an elementary exposition of the basic portions of the book of Acts, telling the 

ongoing story after Christ’s ascension, showing the fulfillment of all the promises concerning 
the Holy Spirit and giving the historical background necessary for understanding the Epistles.

The book of Acts tells the story of the geographical spread of Christianity from its begin-
nings in Jerusalem, the capital of Israel, to Rome, then the capital of Gentile dominion. Just 
as the Old Testament provides the necessary foundations and background for the New Testa-
ment, the book of Acts is the introduction to the writings of the apostles.

George Walker, a missionary in Papua New Guinea, wrote about the blessings received 
by the Bisorio tribal Christians when taught Phase 3.

“We used Phase 3 for the overview of Acts. I don’t know exactly how long it took us. I 
would guess maybe four months or so. We followed your outline right along with a few minor 
changes here and there to meet some of the needs of the Bisorios. As we taught Acts in Phase 
3, the Apostle Paul really emerged as a hero in the Bisorios’ eyes. Thanks to the teaching of the 
Book of Acts before the Epistles, Paul has walked into the hearts of the Bisorios.”

Phase 4 (for new believers)
Phase 4 is a simple exposition of the basic portions of each of the remaining books of the 

New Testament with emphasis on the function of the New Testament Church and the walk 
of the believer.

When George Walker was teaching Phase 4 to the Bisorio people in Papua New Guinea, 
he wrote:

“We are teaching the Bisorios the Book of Romans (Phase 4). Whenever we read what 
Paul has written, the believers are very attentive. We are now in chapter 5. They (and I!) 
are really enjoying it. They really love the Apostle Paul. They just love his honesty and ‘calling 
it as it is’ as they are taught the Book of Romans. I really thank the Lord for their attitude 
toward Paul, in receiving wholeheartedly what he says. As our Lord said, Paul is His apostle 
and servant to the Gentiles, and ‘...he who receives whomever I send receives Me; and he 
who receives Me receives Him who sent Me’ (John 13:20).”



Why the Scriptures  
Should Be Taught  
Chronologically

9 1

Phase 5 (for maturing believers)
The emphasis in Phase 5 is on the sanctification of the believer. Phase 5 begins in Genesis 

and concludes with the ascension.
Phase 5 is aimed at the maturing believer who has already been taught the other four 

Phases. The Old Testament portion deals particularly with God’s sanctifying work in the 
lives of His servants and His people Israel as a basis for teaching a life of fellowship to God’s 
children. In the Gospels, it emphasizes the spiritual training received by the disciples through 
their fellowship with the Lord Jesus.

Dave and Patti Hodgdon, on behalf of the Lamogai team, wrote:
“It was a thrill to minister together and see tribal people put their faith in Jesus as 

their Savior. Likewise, to see them continue to grow in their faith and see Christ’s life in 
them through the indwelling Holy Spirit was exciting. But before our ministry among the 
people was completed, we had to ask ourselves, ‘What is our responsibility to teaching the 
Old Testament Scriptures as well as a more complete look at the Gospels?’ God impressed our 
hearts that there were many important lessons found in those portions of the Bible that we 
had not yet fully taught to the people.

“Although the task of studying, writing and teaching lessons from the Old Testament 
and Gospels was long, there were so many important lessons to be learned from the lives 
of those spoken of in the Old Testament. Many of the future events of Israel that we had 
briefly shared while teaching through the New Testament were also able to be uncovered 
and declared more fully. As we taught the believers, they were challenged by what they 
learned from the lives of the Old Testament saints. They were also impressed with the many 
promises God made to Israel and the understanding they received about future events only 
confirmed what they had learned from the New Testament. The Phase 5 curriculum was a 
very important element in the believers continued growth to maturity.”

Phase 6 (for maturing believers)
Phase 6 covers the book of Acts in a verse-by-verse exposition of the whole book. The 

emphasis is on the Holy Spirit’s guidance, training, and sanctifying work in the early Church 
and the life of the Apostle Paul.

Phase 7 (for maturing believers)
The purpose of Phase 7 is to teach expositionally through the remaining books of the 

New Testament. The emphasis once again is on the Church and the walk of the believer.

Be careful how you build
Paul reminded the Corinthian church, “you are God’s field, you are God’s building.” 

He reminded the pastors and teachers that they, like Paul, were “God’s fellow workers” (1 
Corinthians 3:9).

Nothing has changed! The work of evangelism of the world and the building of the Church 
of Jesus Christ does not belong to some denomination or mission organization. The building of 
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the Church is not our project. Jesus said, “I will build My church, and the gates of Hades shall not 
prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18).

Realizing the importance of this work of laying the foundations of Christ by evange-
lism and then building on those foundations through the instruction of God’s children, Paul 
solemnly warned all who would presume to be God’s fellow workers. He said to be very 
careful how we build because “the fire will test each one’s work, of what sort it is” (1 Corinthians 
3:9-15).

God, the Architect and Master Builder of His Church, has provided His Word to be our 
greatest and most powerful tool as we prayerfully labor with Him. Paul was vitally aware of 
this as he spent his final days in a Roman prison. Knowing that his death was imminent, Paul 
wanted to leave final instructions for Timothy to whom he had entrusted his work. Paul wrote 
to Timothy, “I charge you therefore before God and the Lord Jesus Christ, who will judge the living 
and the dead at His appearing and His kingdom: Preach the word!” (2 Timothy 4:1-2).

What then will we do? We are now so very much closer to that “glorious appearing of our 
great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13). Will we be found faithful workmen at His 
coming? Will our work stand the test of the all-seeing eyes of the risen Christ, the Judge? John 
said that the eyes of the glorified Christ were as “a flame of fire” (Revelation 1:14). In demon-
stration of His knowledge of all things, the Lord Jesus said to each of the seven churches in 
ancient Asia, “I know your works” (Revelation 2:1). What then will He say of our work done in 
His Name?

We can be certain that all that is done in accordance with His Word will be acceptable to 
Him. The seven phases of the Bible teaching program which are taught in detail in successive 
volumes in this series have been prepared to guide you in this endeavor. May the Lord give 
you wisdom as you teach the Scriptures chronologically for evangelism and then to God’s 
children according to the historical, progressive form chosen by God.
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Even before the building inspector was sent to officially inspect the old apartment 
building, the decision had already been made by the city mayor to demolish and replace it.

As he viewed the building from his car, the inspector nodded his head and said to himself, 
“Yes, it’s had its day. No use keeping this one.” Yet he knew that it was not as simple as that. 
The occupants would fight to preserve the building which they called home. Convincing them 
that their old home was not safe and needed to come down to make way for a new building 
would take time and patience. Yet he knew he must try. “If I can only get the people to see the 
building through my eyes,” he said, “and if only I can give them a little understanding of the 
benefits of a new building, then maybe they will listen.”

Stepping onto the stairs at the front of the building, the inspector grasped the railing 
to steady himself. With a crash, the railing gave way and fell to the sidewalk. As though 
prearranged, windows from apartments on several floors were flung open, and heads popped 
out. “What do you think you’re doing?” one person yelled. “Be careful down there!” another 
bellowed. “This is our home you are pulling apart.”

This incident, although only a story, reminds me of the time period in missionary work 
which we will be referring to as pre-evangelism.

Pre-evangelism defined
In the first section of this book, evangelism (also referred to as Phase 1) was defined as 

the period during which Genesis to the ascension is taught to bring the lost to a realization of 
their true condition before God and to teach them God’s perfect and complete provision in 
and through the Lord Jesus Christ.

Pre-evangelism, as I am using the word, is the period preceding evangelism. It begins 
with the missionary’s initial entry into his chosen field of labor and will continue through 
culture and language study until the missionary begins evangelism by teaching the Scriptures 
to unbelievers.

Pre-evangelism is not the time of actually building through teaching the Scriptures. It is, 
rather, the time of planning and preparing to build.

When we take the Gospel to the unsaved, whether it is to people previously exposed to 
the truth or to the unevangelized, we must realize that we will not be building on vacant 
land. The ground on which we propose to erect a new building has long been occupied with 
well-fortified dwellings erected by Satan and his hosts (2 Corinthians 10:4). Satan’s buildings 
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are not safe habitations but are “death traps” for all who trust in them. Nevertheless, the 
occupants have been deluded so they cannot see the danger that they are in, a danger that is 
obvious to us who have been enlightened by the Holy Spirit.

Choosing a location
Pre-evangelism will include choosing the location where we intend to erect a new spiritual 

building, making friends with the occupants of the present building, and then patiently 
working to help them look realistically at the condition of their place of refuge. Through 
the teaching given in pre-evangelism and Phase 1, we hope they will become increasingly 
disenchanted with their old home and that they will allow the Holy Spirit to pull it down, 
piece by piece, and in its place erect a totally new building designed by God Himself.

The glorious building which we have been called to erect, under the direction of the Holy 
Spirit, is the Church of God. We are God’s agents in the building of this holy temple “ for a 
dwelling place of God in the Spirit” (Ephesians 2:22). Every individual who is saved through our 
teaching will become a living member of this Church – the Body of Christ (1 Corinthians 
12:12- 13).

From the divine perspective, nothing can hinder the completion of the universal Church 
of our Lord Jesus Christ. Our hearts must be fixed on His unchangeable promise, “I will build 
My church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18).

From the human point of view, however, the work in a specific location can be hindered. 
How? Through our ignorance, carelessness, or lack of dependence on and obedience to the 
Holy Spirit, God’s appointed foreman over the whole construction of the building. The Lord 
Jesus did not leave it up to man alone to organize the building of His Church throughout the 
world. Rather, He sent the Holy Spirit to direct every worker in each aspect of building the 
Church, including where he should work and what he should do.

The Holy Spirit said to the prophets and teachers of the church at Antioch, “Separate to 
Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.…So, being sent out by the Holy 
Spirit, they went” (Acts 13:2-4). These two “foreign” missionaries went out in obedience to 
the Holy Spirit, trusting Him to guide them to the right places and the right people as they 
continued the building of the Church among the Gentiles.

Later, when Paul was on his second missionary journey, this time accompanied by Silas, 
they “were forbidden by the Holy Spirit to preach the word in Asia” (Acts 16:6). Following this, 
they planned to begin building in Bithynia, “but the Spirit did not permit them” (Acts 16:7).

Principles Appropriate for Any Teaching Situation

The pre-evangelism steps described in this chapter are designed for those working in a 
cross-cultural setting. Some of you reading this book are not planning to teach in a cross-
cultural setting. Do the principles of pre-evangelism apply to you? Yes! Pre-evangelism 
for you will be to build bridges of friendships and cause people to think about their need 
to study God’s Word. Although these chapters on pre-evangelism are designed for the 
cross-cultural missionary, read them to glean principles and ideas for outreach in your 
own cultural setting.
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Just as it was vitally important for the apostles to begin their work in the right place at 
the right time, it is equally important that we, too, depend on the Holy Spirit as we select 
the location where we will live and begin our pre-evangelism work. The whole progress and 
success in evangelism and the development of the future church often depends upon these 
early decisions, for the location of pre-evangelism will be the likely place where we will even-
tually teach Phase 1.

Neutral location
An incident from our own missionary experience may help to illustrate the far-

reaching problems which may develop through choosing the wrong location to live and 
begin preevangelism activities. When we moved to the third area where we ministered in 
the Philippines, we built our house on the land of an elderly headman, and we began our 
work in his home and in the homes of his relatives. When we first moved into this area, 
we were so pleased to be received cordially by the people on whose land we had built our 
house that we failed to observe the local village factions and disputes. Unknown to us, there 
was longstanding animosity and competition between the leader on whose land we built and 
another local headman. By living and beginning our work where we did, we unwittingly 
placed ourselves in one of the opposing camps. This created barriers to reaching the other 
group. Once we became aware of the situation, we tried in every way we could to become 
friends with this other group, but we were never able to find complete acceptance with them

If possible, we should have located in a no-man’s-land in order to distance ourselves from 
this longstanding feud. Our failure to do this hindered the opposition group from accept-
ing us and accepting the Word of God. Because the leader and his relatives near whom we 
lived accepted the Scriptures, the rival leader ordered his people to cling to the old ways. He 
threatened to ostracize any of his people who attended meetings and believed the Gospel. 
How important it is to begin your work in a location considered to be neutral ground by the 
different factions and rival leaders which are invariably present in tribal societies!

Natural movement
Furthermore, when choosing a location for pre-evangelism, we need to consider the 

direction in which the Bible teaching and the witness of future converts will most naturally 
move. Our influence and the spread of the Gospel are more likely to move along well-beaten 
paths before they begin to reach out over the seldom-trodden tracks. If possible, it is best to 
begin in a place from which Bible teaching will most naturally move to other areas.

Many things influence the general movement of the tribal population – terrain, language, 
trade, work opportunities, hostilities between villages, different leadership in villages, inter-
marriage, and family relationships. In Palawan, there was little interaction between those 
of the west coast and the east coast due to the mountain range which runs almost the entire 
length of the island. The natural flow of the population was toward the closest coastline where 
the people were able to fish, collect sea foods, trade, and find work.
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Future outreach
Another point to consider in the beginning of the work is whether you will begin teaching 

in more than one location. Will you concentrate your efforts locally or will you also begin in 
other outreach areas?

Before you begin elsewhere, it will be judicious to consider which districts would be the 
closest and most suitable areas of outreach for the future tribal church. You do not want to 
rob the future church of natural opportunities for witness. We as missionaries must plan 
to turn the work of outreach over to the future church. Therefore, we should determine the 
most likely people, villages, and areas which would be the first to be naturally contacted by 
future converts and permit these untouched ones to become the future “mission field” of the 
indigenous church.

In looking back over his evangelistic outreach among the Aziana tribal people of Papua 
New Guinea, Mike Henderson wrote:

“The Aziana tribe is a small group of about 1,000 people, located in three main villages. 
I thought it would be best to try to reach all three main villages at the same time to give all 
an ‘equal’ chance to hear.

“One of these villages had real animosity towards our mission presence, so before I began 
teaching, I made an extra effort to overcome that with friendship. This village seemed to be 
receptive when I asked to teach them at the same time that I would be teaching at the other 
two villages. So I started Phase 1 outreaches in all three villages.

“Two of the villages were a 45-minute hike from the village where I lived. I would teach 
in one village per morning. I quickly found that hiking to the more distant villages, waiting 
for them to gather, teaching the lesson and then hiking home ate up most of the morning. 
It also meant I spent three days per week teaching one lesson. Because I was starting three 
Phase 1 outreaches at the same time, there were no believers who could help with follow-up 
or whom I could disciple in how to teach.

“As time progressed, I could see that the village where I’d tried the hardest to gain their 
confidence was the least receptive. Sometimes I’d get to their village and find they had gone 
off for the day without sending word to me. Gradually they fell further and further behind in 
the teaching. It was discouraging to go there, but I continued because there were a few who 
came consistently and seemed interested.

“In looking back, I think doing three outreaches at the same time overtaxed my energy. 
I was the only one involved and didn’t have time to properly prepare both lessons and trans-
lation. As time went on, I dropped the lesson preparation and only did translation which 
turned out to be a significant setback for future outreaches. Two of the villages did respond 
well and started to meet together so that lightened my workload. But only a few responded 
in the more resistant village, and they were too weak to stand firm against the pressure of the 
rest of the village.

“I have often thought that it would have been better for that one village to have seen the 
results of the Gospel in the other villages rather than hearing it at the same time. I believe 
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they would have been more open to hear if they seen the results of the Gospel in the lives of 
others from their tribe. Had they seen the results first, they probably would have invited us to 
teach. At their invitation, I could have taken new believers with me to help in the outreach 
and to be discipled in how to teach. As it is, the door to that village has remained shut for 
many years.”

Untouched by religious influence
One other point that should be considered as we choose the location to begin our work is 

whether heretical religious groups have already established themselves in the area. If so, it is 
usually wiser to begin with those people least affected by the false teachers and their doctrine. 
After the work has taken root in the untouched areas, it may then be possible to reach those 
who are under the influence of the false teachers.

The importance of this approach is underscored by a prayer request from native believers 
living in a remote area of Papua New Guinea. They asked for prayer for their outreach to a 
group of religious people where hostilities to the evangelistic effort had broken out. The Bible 
teachers involved in this evangelistic outreach are from native churches whose members live 
interior on steep, jungle-covered mountains. They too were at one time influenced by the 
teachings of the religionists.

When the missionaries first arrived in this area, they noted that the churches of this 
religious group had the strongest influence along the only road in the area where they had 
established their churches. The missionaries made a wise decision. They located interior in 
a remote area where the leaders of this religious group rarely visited. When the people inte-
rior heard and believed the Word of God, the leaders of the religious group immediately 
endeavored to hinder the spread of the Word of God among those whom they viewed as 
their constituents, living in the mountains and down at the road. But God’s Word taught in 
dependence on the Holy Spirit spread like wild fire, bringing life and freedom to multitudes. 
Many churches were established with young believers overflowing with joy and appreciation 
for their Savior. Some of them even ventured to approach stronger members of this reli-
gious group to share their faith. Some believed and a little meeting house was built. Almost 
immediately persecution broke out. Spurred on by their leaders, the religionists beat some of 
the believers and burned their meeting place. Gradually, the persecution died down and lay 
dormant for several years.

However, persecution broke out again when a group of Bible teachers accepted an invi-
tation to teach Phase 1 to some who had continued as members of this religious group. The 
religious leaders forbid their remaining adherents to listen to the message of God’s Word. 
Although they have no real jurisdiction over them, they also ordered the evangelists to go 
back interior and to keep their message to themselves.

Surely it is evident that the missionaries’ strategy was correct. If they had begun their 
work beside the churches of this religious sect, they would not have seen the same rapid 
growth of the church as they did by going to the people in the mountains who were not under 
the constant influence of this false religion.
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Finding acceptance
Whether we realize it or not, we begin our pre-evangelistic work in our initial contact 

with people. How we act during those early days will have lasting effects on our ministry and 
our acceptance or rejection by those we want to reach with the Gospel.

Be friendly
The missionary who is perceived as being amiable and friendly will usually find that 

people desire to be in his company. In most cases, foreigners are a novelty to people living in 
remote areas. This can be to our advantage if we handle it correctly for the glory of God.

If, however, we are looked upon as being dull, morose, uninterested in them and their 
activities, or if we appear to be completely engrossed in our own work of setting up house 
and studying, it is unlikely that, when we are ready to begin evangelism, many people will be 
interested in listening to our teaching.

A prime example is what happened each time the pilot flew into our mission station in 
Palawan. He always had a ready smile, a friendly wave, and a spoken greeting – sometimes 
just an “hello” in English. The people welcomed him even though he was unable to speak their 
language. An old leper, unable to run down to the airstrip with the rest of the community, 
always sat in the doorway of his hut just to receive a friendly wave from the pilot.

In contrast, another missionary hiked in to visit us. We were not at home when he got 
there. When we arrived, we found, much to our surprise, that the tribal people had done 
contrary to their usual practice and had not fed the visitor. When we inquired from our tribal 
friends why they had not offered him something to eat, they replied, “He didn’t smile at us, 
and he wouldn’t speak to us.”

If we want people to accept us, we must show ourselves to be friendly, interested, and 
interesting. Perhaps this sounds as if we are trying to “sell ourselves to the people.” Rather 
than view it that way, however, admit that very few of us seek out those whom we consider to 
be boring or those who show little or no enthusiasm for the things we consider to be import-
ant. We feel unacceptable and, therefore, uncomfortable. Let’s face it; we won’t have people to 
teach if they don’t “like” us and if they keep away from us.

Be interested in them
Drop in often to see the people when they are in or around their homes. Show interest in 

the things that the people are interested in. Make an effort to see where they work and how 
they do their work. Visit them when they are playing or relaxing. Go hunting or fishing with 
them.

Short, frequent visits are often best in the beginning when one is still very limited in the 
language. Even though we may not be able to say much in the early stages of language learn-
ing, we can build bridges of friendship and draw the people to us in many different ways. 
Interest in their crafts, recreation, and daily activities should be genuine and enthusiastic. 
People all over the world respond to those who accept them and evidence appreciation for 
their abilities. Our conduct must be genuine; otherwise, our friendliness will be hollow and 
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easily recognized as hypocritical. Our facial expressions and general attitude are often more 
important in demonstrating our true attitudes than even our words.

Be interesting to them
Their desire to visit us also needs to be encouraged. We may play a musical instrument, 

sing, tell stories, or do other things which will interest them and cause them to consider us 
as enjoyable company. We were never lonely when we were living among the Palawanos. We 
enjoyed showing them photographs of our family and our homeland. We also showed them 
pictures of other lands and talked about the grandeur and wonders of the world.

Such activities, if carefully planned, will not only be enjoyable for them and us but will 
also provide opportunities to prepare the people for evangelism. While the pre-evangelism 
period is rightly considered as the time when we prepare ourselves to do our work, sufficient 
time and thought are not always given to ways in which this time may be used to prepare the 
people to appreciate us as those who really care for them personally, to help them relax in 
our presence, and to encourage them to feel confident to ask and answer questions and have 
discussions with us.

It is important to include both young and old, male and female, in your circle of interest 
and friendship. The servant of the Lord should be like his Master and show love to, and 
interest in, everyone.

I would encourage you to create a friendly environment and make the people aware that 
what you plan to teach is something which is relevant and extremely important. Build slowly 
toward evangelism, generating excitement and enthusiasm about the teaching which you plan 
to give them.

Genuine Interest

It is a challenge for us to be genuinely interested (let alone fascinated) by the things the 
people are interested in. Year after year the Gerai love to talk about what stage the rice 
has reached in its growth process. You can see the gleam in their eyes when they report 
that the “needles” have emerged from the soil. I found that I needed to ask the Lord to 
make me genuinely interested and to genuinely enjoy talking about this year after year.

It really is impossible, I have found, to fake genuine interest. The more my mind was 
engaged in my own interests, the harder it was to be engaged in their interests. 
Distraction is a significant problem. With e-mail and so much media access, our minds 
can easily and frequently be on things far away, and view the time needed to develop 
friendships with the people as a waste and a bore.

Recognizing this challenge gives new meaning to the picture of Christ coming to earth 
and taking the low position of a human being and entering into life at its lowest and most 
mundane level.

– Larry Goring, Church Planter & Ministry Leader
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Thought-provoking discussions
Before the foundations can be laid for any great building, much preparatory work must 

be done. The land must be cleared of all obstacles and excavation done in readiness for the 
foundations. This is also a necessary work in preparation for preaching the Gospel. If we lay 
the foundations for the Gospel on the shifting sands of religious and cultural superstition 
and ignorance, then the cunning maneuvers of Satan will soon undermine and destroy the 
building.

In the first part of this book, I emphasized the necessity of preparing the ground and 
then laying solid biblical foundations through teaching Phase 1. It is on the solid foundations 
of truth (John 8:32) that we will begin erecting a new building by teaching systematically 
according to the progressive form taught in the Word of God.

Is there anything you can do during the time of pre-evangelism in preparation for teaching 
Phase 1? Absolutely! As you gain adequate language ability and establish good relationships, 
you can begin preparing the people for evangelism by causing them to think about their spir-
itual condition and religious beliefs.

Make people think
Pre-evangelism is not the time to try to change their thinking or present biblical 

alternatives. This should wait until you have presented the Bible as the authority for all 
your teaching. Nevertheless, you can begin a preparatory work for evangelism by initiating 
thought-provoking discussions, designed to stir the people from their spiritual inertia and 
complacency and cause them to question their accepted cultural and religious presuppositions.

Thought-provoking topics, raised correctly during pre-evangelism, will help to unset-
tle the people’s well-established, religious thought-patterns. If this is accomplished, then 
the people will be more inclined to accept God’s answers in the Bible concerning Himself, 
creation, man, the spirit world, the origin, purpose, and future of human life, the meaning of 
sin and its payment, and many other related subjects which you will present in Phase 1.

As you introduce the following topics, it may also assist you in language and culture study 
by providing religious vocabulary necessary for teaching the Scriptures and by giving a clearer 
insight into the minds and beliefs of the tribal people.

Sample pre-evangelism topics
The following topics are themes for discussion. You should not sit down and simply 

ask about these topics, one after the other. Rather, you should interweave these topics into 
conversation during visiting time spent with the people. Through your culture study, you 
will probably already know what the people believe about these topics. So as you initiate 
discussions about these issues, keep in mind that your purpose is cause the people to question 
the validity of their religious beliefs.
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Creation

 • The world
 ▪ The origin of the world
 ▪ The length of time the world has been in existence
 ▪ The time when the world began
 ▪ The process that took place when the world began
 ▪ Where they were when the world began
 ▪ The basis for their ideas about the origin of the world

 • The stars (Initiate similar discussions about other parts of creation, such as the moon, the 
sun, clouds, lightning, thunder, rain, rainbows, mountains, rivers, rocks, ocean, animals, 
fish, birds, trees, fruit, and flowers.)
 ▪ The origin of the stars
 ▪ The length of time the stars have been in the sky
 ▪ The time when the stars began to exist
 ▪ The maker of the stars
 ▪ The process by which the stars were made
 ▪ The purpose for which the stars were made
 ▪ The basis for their ideas about the stars

 • The orderliness of creation
 ▪ The reason the sun rises and sets each day
 ▪ The reason the moon follows the same pattern year after year
 ▪ The reason the seasons come and go
 ▪ The reason trees bear fruit in one season but not in another season
 ▪ The reason the grain grows in the correct season
 ▪ The reason everything in creation is under control so that the sun and the seasons 

follow an orderly pattern
 ▪ Whether someone is responsible to keep creation under control
 ▪ The identity of the one who is responsible to keep creation under control

 • Bad things in creation
 ▪ The reason some trees have poisonous fruit
 ▪ The reason useless weeds exist
 ▪ The reason thorny trees and plants exist
 ▪ The reason animals kill one another

God

 • God’s existence
 ▪ Whether there is a God
 ▪ The origin of God
 ▪ God’s age
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 • God’s location
 ▪ Where God is
 ▪ Where God lives

 • God’s character
 ▪ Whether God is good
 ▪ Whether God is bad
 ▪ Whether God is always good or always bad

 • What God is like physically
 ▪ Whether God is male
 ▪ Whether God is female
 ▪ The characteristics of God’s body
 ▪ Whether God has a body like ours

 • What God needs physically
 ▪ Whether God has physical needs similar to our needs
 ▪ Whether God wears clothes
 ▪ The kind of clothes God wears
 ▪ Whether God needs to eat
 ▪ The kind of food God eats
 ▪ Whether God needs to drink
 ▪ The liquid that God drinks
 ▪ Whether God sleeps
 ▪ The time when God sleeps
 ▪ The place where God sleeps

 • God’s activities
 ▪ What God does
 ▪ What God’s work is

 • God’s relationships
 ▪ Whether God is married
 ▪ Whether God has children through His marriage
 ▪ The number of children God has through marriage

 • God’s communication
 ▪ The language God speaks
 ▪ Whether they have heard God speak

 • God’s omniscience and omnipresence
 ▪ Whether God can see and hear people all of the time
 ▪ Whether we can hide where God cannot see us
 ▪ Whether God knows what we are thinking
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 • God’s requirements for people
 ▪ Whether God cares about what we do
 ▪ Whether God wants us to do certain actions
 ▪ The actions God wants us to do
 ▪ Whether God wants us to say certain things
 ▪ The words God wants us to say
 ▪ The process by which we know what God wants us to do
 ▪ Whether God has told us what He wants us to do

 • God’s relationship/attitude toward people
 ▪ Whether God loves us
 ▪ Whether God hates us
 ▪ The reason God loves or hates us

 • God’s friends
 ▪ Whether God has friends
 ▪ The identity of God’s friends

 • God’s enemies
 ▪ Whether God has enemies
 ▪ The identity of God’s enemies
 ▪ Whether God’s enemies are stronger than God

 • God’s power
 ▪ Whether God is strong
 ▪ How strong God is
 ▪ Whether God is weak
 ▪ How weak God is

 • God’s immortality
 ▪ Whether God can die
 ▪ The results which would come about if God died

Unseen spirits

 • The existence of spirits
 ▪ Whether there are unseen spirits
 ▪ The origin of the unseen spirits
 ▪ Where the unseen spirits live now
 ▪ The identity of the unseen spirits
 ▪ The names of the unseen spirits
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits have power over what happens to people

 • The leader of the unseen spirits
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits have a leader
 ▪ The name of the leader of the unseen spirits
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 • What the unseen spirits are like
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits have bodies
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits are male or female
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits are big or small
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits are good or bad
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits are strong or weak
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits are stronger or weaker than God

 • The relationship between the unseen spirits and God
 ▪ Whether there is a relationship between the unseen spirits and God
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits are friends with God
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits are enemies of God

 • The abilities of the unseen spirits
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits can see people
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits can hear what people say
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits know what people are thinking

 • The relationship between the unseen spirits and people
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits love or hate people
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits get angry with people
 ▪ The reasons that the unseen spirits get angry
 ▪ The activities that the unseen spirits do when they get angry
 ▪ The process by which the unseen spirits can be appeased

 • The requirements the unseen spirits have for people
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits want people to do certain actions
 ▪ The activities that the unseen spirits want people to do
 ▪ Whether the unseen spirits want people to say certain things
 ▪ The words that the unseen spirits want people to say

Human beings

 • The beginnings of human beings
 ▪ The process by which the first humans came into existence
 ▪ Whether the first humans were created
 ▪ The identity of the one who created the first humans
 ▪ The number of humans who were created
 ▪ The reasons the first humans being were created

 • The first people
 ▪ The identity of the first people
 ▪ The names of the first people
 ▪ The physical characteristics of the first people



1 0 8

CHAPTER 8: PRE-EVANGELISM

 ▪ The physical characteristics of the first people compared to the physical characteris-
tics of people who live now

 ▪ Ways that the first people were different from people now
 • The differences between people groups

 ▪ The reason people are different colors
 ▪ The reason people are different sizes
 ▪ The reason people speak different languages

 • The characteristics of people
 ▪ Whether people are good or bad
 ▪ Whether all people are good or bad
 ▪ Whether some people are good while other people are bad

 • People’s sinful activities
 ▪ Activities which are bad for people to do
 ▪ Attitudes which are bad for people to have
 ▪ The identity of the one who told people what is good and what is bad
 ▪ The reason people act in a mean way
 ▪ The reason people quarrel
 ▪ The reason people steal
 ▪ The reason people tell lies
 ▪ The reason people kill one another
 ▪ Consequences for being bad
 ▪ Consequences for being good

Life after death

 • Sickness and death
 ▪ The reason people get sick
 ▪ The reason people die
 ▪ Whether death can be averted
 ▪ The process by which a person can avoid death

 • Dying
 ▪ The process a person goes through when he dies
 ▪ The place people go when they die

 • The place of the dead
 ▪ Whether there is more than one place of the dead
 ▪ Characteristics of the place of the dead
 ▪ Whether the place of the dead is a good place or a bad place
 ▪ Whether there is a place of punishment
 ▪ Characteristics of the place of punishment
 ▪ Whether there is a Heaven
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 ▪ Whether Heaven is a real place or a spiritual place
 ▪ Characteristics of the pleasures in Heaven
 ▪ The identity of the one who made Heaven

 • The basis of where a person goes when he dies
 ▪ The identity of the one who decides whether a person goes to Heaven or to the place 

of punishment
 ▪ The basis for deciding whether a person goes to Heaven or to the place of punishment

 • The state of the dead
 ▪ The identity of the one who controls the dead
 ▪ Activities that those who have died can still do
 ▪ Whether the dead can hear
 ▪ Whether the dead can speak
 ▪ Whether the dead can see
 ▪ Whether the dead can walk
 ▪ Whether the dead get hungry
 ▪ Whether the dead get cold
 ▪ Whether the dead get tired
 ▪ Whether the dead get lonely
 ▪ Whether the dead get angry
 ▪ Whether the dead get frightened

 • Resurrection
 ▪ Whether those who have died can come back to life again
 ▪ When those who have died come back to life
 ▪ Whether people who are still alive will be able to see those who have died when they come 

back to life
 • Contact between the living and the dead

 ▪ Whether those who have died can make contact with people who are still alive
 ▪ Whether people who are still alive can make contact with those who have died
 ▪ The responsibility of people who are still alive to those who have died

 • Their attitude towards death
 ▪ Whether they are afraid to die
 ▪ The reasons they are afraid to die
 ▪ The reasons they are not afraid to die

 • The authority for their understanding of death
 ▪ The basis for believing the things they say about the dead.
 ▪ Whether they have known someone who has died and then come back to life who 

could explain what death is like
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The purposes for discussing these topics
As you discuss these pre-evangelism topics, keep your purposes firmly in mind. You are 

raising these topics:
 • To gain information which will assist you as you prepare lessons for evangelism.

 • To stir up your hearers’ minds and imaginations to think about God as revealed in creation 
and about other spiritual subjects.

 • To endeavor to show the people how little they actually know about God and the unseen 
spiritual world.

 • To show the people the confusion which exists in the world regarding spiritual matters.

 • To help the people realize the absolute necessity of a divine revelation if they are ever to 
know the truth about spiritual matters which cannot be known by natural observation.

Dos and don’ts for discussions
During pre-evangelism, do not correct the people, irrespective of what they say. If you 

do, they may withdraw, or they may respond by saying what they think you want them to say.
As they answer your questions during pre-evangelism, add further questions, such as, 

“How do you know that what you are saying is really the truth?” If they answer, “Someone 
said it was true,” ask them, “How did that person know? How can you be sure you have been 
told the truth?” The purpose of these discussions is to endeavor to shake their confidence in 
what they have always considered to be the only source of wisdom regarding spiritual matters.

When you are discussing these topics in a group, try to get as many people as possible to 
participate. Do not be concerned, however, if they do not wish to contribute to the discussion. 
While it is good to do everything possible to encourage them to participate in these discus-
sions, it is unwise to pressure them to the point where they will be embarrassed or annoyed. 
Sometimes missionaries bring unnecessary pressure on people who, although listening, do not 
yet wish to expose their thoughts.

Agree with any of their comments which are correct and based on their natural observa-
tion of creation. Creation is God’s voice to the world (Psalm 19:1-6). According to Romans 
1:20, material creation teaches two basic points of doctrine: (1) God is truly God, for He is the 
Creator of all things, and (2) God is almighty. Therefore, agree with the people on whatever 
truth they have learned about God from nature because all people should observe these things 
quite apart from the Bible. During pre-evangelism, however, do not back up these truths with 
Scripture. Wait until you have introduced the Bible and are teaching creation from Genesis 1.

I suggest that it is better if you do not quote or show the Bible at all during pre-evan-
gelism. Although some missionaries validate their presence in the tribe by stating that they 
have come to teach the people from God’s Book, I believe it best not to show the Bible. 
Showing them a Bible without teaching what the Bible is may result in the book itself being 
very mysterious. The Bible could become like a fetish. If you show it, you should teach what it 
is. To explain what the Bible is means teaching about God and how He gave the Scriptures.  
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I believe it is best if the missionary never shows the Bible or talks about it until he introduces 
it as his authority in Lesson 1 of Phase 1. All of the discussions in pre-evangelism are prepa-
ration for the introduction of the Scriptures.

If the people ask you questions relating to spiritual matters which cannot be known by 
simply observing nature, it is better not to answer during pre-evangelism. Should they, for 
example, ask where God is, it is best to say that this question will be answered at a later date, 
or turn the question back to them again by asking them what they think. Another way to deal 
with questions like this is to ask another question, such as “Why do you ask me where God is? 
I am a man just like you. Can you see God?”

Later, when teaching the Scriptures, it is profitable to remind them of the question they 
asked and the answer which you gave. You will then be able to explain, “I did not answer your 
question because no one can know where God is unless He tells us. He has told us here in His 
Word that He is everywhere.”

Avoid quick, unauthoritative answers
Prior to and throughout all stages of your teaching, encourage a spirit of inquiry, 

expectancy, and excitement. At the same time, beware of prematurely satisfying their desire 
to learn by giving little pieces of biblical information before you actually begin teaching the 
Word of God.

Quick answers and fragments of scriptural truths, without the proper Bible background, 
may give your hearers the false idea that they now know what Christianity and the Bible teach. 
They will probably not understand, but they will think they do. They may verbally accept Chris-
tianity without a true heart understanding, or they may become apathetic. Worse still, they may 
outrightly reject the Bible and refuse to be taught any more, thinking that they already know 
what the Bible teaches. A little information at the wrong time can cause immovable barriers. 
Quick “fixes” can immunize people against accepting the truth.

Furthermore, it is unwise to give doctrinal information from the Bible before we have 
introduced the Bible as our sole authority and basis for our teaching. If we do, then we may 
appear to be projecting ourselves as the authority and source of spiritual truth. The people 
may conclude that we are claiming to be the masters of truth, just as teachers of other reli-
gions, witchdoctors, and all other spiritual charlatans claim. The people may then be forced to 
choose sides between following their former teachers and following us. Their decision at this 
point will not be whether or not they will believe the Bible, but whether they will believe and 
follow us, accept some other religious teacher with whom they may have contact, or cling to 
their old culture and religion.

It is better if we order our ministry so the people will realize that we are not asking them 
tobelieve or follow us. So before you give any answers to spiritual questions, you will first need 
to introduce the Bible as the source and authority for all of your teaching and be ready, at that 
time, to begin teaching the Scriptures. When the tribal people do finally make a choice, it 
should be based on a genuine understanding of the Word of God and its authority as God’s 
voice in the world. So during pre-evangelism, do not claim to be the authority. Rather, merely 
raise topics that cause them to think about their beliefs.
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If you are persuaded you should let them know that you do have the answers, then tell 
your listeners that, when you are proficient in the knowledge and use of their language, you 
will tell them the correct answers. Explain to them that the answers you will give are not 
your own but have been taught to you by someone who knows the answers to everything. This 
should suffice until you begin evangelism.

People who have had some Bible teaching from other sources may have scriptural 
comments when discussing pre-evangelism topics. Should they do this, ask them, “How do 
you know what you are saying is true?” If they answer that a certain missionary said it or 
a particular mission or denomination teaches it, ask them, “How can you know what the 
missionary or mission is teaching is really the truth?”

Remember, we are raising these discussion topics in order to help them realize the absolute 
necessity of a divine revelation. If they believe Christian doctrines because some missionary 
said it (even if that missionary happens to be you), it is not biblical faith. They must know and 
depend on the Word of God alone.

You may illustrate the necessity for an authoritative revelation by talking about a town or 
city which most of the people have never seen, but which some of the people have visited. I 
used Manila as an illustration.

I asked, “What is Manila like?”
One man answered, “Well, I don’t know. I’ve never been there.”
“But what do you think it is like?” I asked.
I got them talking about what they thought the city of Manila might be like, and then I 

asked, “But how can we really know what Manila is like?”
Since one or two of the local tribal people had been to Manila, I said to the others, “Don’t 

you think the best way to know what Manila is really like would be to ask those who have 
been there? They have seen it. You can try to imagine what Manila is like, but wouldn’t it be 
better to ask those who have actually seen it? They can tell you the truth.”

Apply this by asking them, “Were your forefathers or any of you alive when the sun, 
moon, stars, and earth first appeared? Did the Muslims, the Catholics, or anyone who is now 
living see all things when they began? Is there someone here who has died and come back to 
life who can tell us the truth about death and what happens after death?”

Through this type of illustration and questioning, try to show your hearers the great 
necessity for an authoritative revelation from someone who was there and saw what happened, 
someone who really knows. We need to get underneath their superficial answers and cause 
them to wonder, question, and doubt their present beliefs. I found that the people began to 
question themselves, “Yes, how can we be really sure? This is what we’ve been told and always 
believed, but how can we really know?”

Man’s futile reasonings
Endeavor also to get the people to consider just how untrustworthy man’s natural ideas 

and unfounded imaginations are regarding the form, nature, and character of God. In Psalm 
50:21, God says to the wicked, “You thought that I was altogether like you.” Apart from a 
divine revelation, man will always create gods which think and act like man.
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Illustrate the impossibility of knowing God by natural intuition or perception by asking 
them questions about one of your family of whom they have no previous knowledge through 
photographs or verbal description. Choose a close relative, such as your father, mother, 
brother, or sister, who is quite unlike you in build and coloring. If you choose a close relative, 
the tribal people will be more likely to presume that the person about whom you are question-
ing them looks like you do.

I used the illustration of my mother. I chose Mum because she was short in comparison 
to me.

I asked them, “What do you think my mother is like? Is she tall or short?”
“Oh, she’s tall.”
“Is she dark or fair?”
“Ah, she is probably fair like you.”
I went through a series of questions like these. I then said, “You are trying to determine 

what my mother is like by looking at me, aren’t you? But you can’t be sure that you are right. 
You are only reasoning according to what you see. How can you know what my mother really 
looks like? There is only one way. I can tell you. I’ve seen her. I know her.” And I told them 
what she looked like and showed them a photograph.

Conflicting views
As you have discussions with the people about their beliefs, if they have conflicting 

ideas, bring this to their attention. Remind them of these contradictions just prior to 
beginning evangelism. Don’t make them feel that they are being ridiculed, but point out the 
inconsistencies in their thinking in order to alert them to their need of a definite revelation 
from God.

Keep an account of any particular topics which they find baffling and for which they seem 
to be seeking answers. This list of topics will be particularly helpful in arousing and holding 
the interest of the people when you begin evangelism.

Use every opportunity
Utilize every possible opportunity to discuss the suggested subjects with the people. Even 

short contacts need not be wasted. We need to be constantly alert for ways of stirring up 
people’s minds to consider spiritual subjects in preparation for evangelism.

For example, you may be giving a tribal person a drink, or you may be with a group when 
they are getting their water supply. Initiate discussions about who the giver of rain is, or what 
would happen if there was no water. If they acknowledge that God is the giver of water, agree 
with them. But if they do not know who the giver of rain is, then leave the issue unanswered. 
You will teach the answer later through the creation story. On the other hand, they may give 
some spirit the credit for rain. In that case, ask them how they know that they are correct in 
their belief.

Use everyday, ordinary opportunities. For example, you and the people may be eating 
fruit which has seeds. Taking a seed in your fingers, ask someone, “What type of tree will 
grow if I plant this seed? Is it possible for a totally different kind of tree to grow from this 
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seed?” No doubt, they will assure you that it is an impossibility. A conversation such as this 
about seeds lays the groundwork for what they will be taught in Genesis 1:12 regarding each 
seed reproducing only after its own kind.

Medical work and first aid can provide opportunities to question them about the wonders 
of the human body and its maker. One of the basic truths of Scripture is that “the life of the 
flesh is in the blood” (Leviticus 17:11). After giving first aid to someone who has cut himself, ask 
questions about blood, such as “Why is it important to prevent excessive bleeding?” Without 
any reference to Scripture during this time of pre-evangelism, explain that the life of the body 
is in the blood. The birth of a child provides a natural opportunity to ask questions about who 
created and gives life to every person.

We had a constant flow of visitors to our home in Palawan. Some stopped in on their way 
to or from their gardens. Others came to trade or ask for medical assistance. We also visited 
the people in their homes. There were always opportunities to prepare the way for the teach-
ing we planned to give.

Use natural events
Tribal people are very aware of nature because their lives are so closely related to it. The 

testimony of God through creation is usually evident to tribal people even before we come to 
live with them. During this time of pre-evangelism, it is important then that we make proper 
use of God’s voice through creation to stir the people’s minds and consciences in preparation 
for the teaching of the Scriptures.

One beautiful night, up in the mountains of Palawan, overlooking the moonlit Sulu Sea, 
I had an excellent opportunity to direct the attention of my tribal hosts to the power and 
wisdom of God evident in creation. I had spent a number of days with the Palawanos while 
building a house. The Scriptures had never been taught in that area, and we planned to move 
there so we could begin teaching the people. The native house in which I was staying didn’t 
have any walls, so the panorama of the star-studded sky was clearly visible. How beautiful it 
was, and what an opportunity to ask the tribal people questions.

“How far are the stars away from us? How big are they? How many are there? Where did 
they come from?” We also talked about the moon and how it reflects the light of the sun. In an 
informal way, I was preparing them for the teaching of Genesis 1.

I recommend that this type of casual, unstructured teaching which we begin in preevan-
gelism be continued in evangelism and maintained when teaching the Church. Preevangelism 
activities should pave the way for future evangelistic meetings, and the form used in the 
evangelistic gatherings should be the basis for the way in which church meetings will be 
conducted.

Jesus used every opportunity
The Lord Jesus taught people at every opportunity. It didn’t matter who they were, where 

they were, or what time of the day it was. He taught Pharisees and Sadducees in the temple 
or the synagogues, Nicodemus during the night, the rich in their luxurious homes, a sinful 
Samaritan woman at midday by the side of a well where she had come to draw water, and 
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the crowds by the lakeside while He sat in a boat. The Lord taught His disciples on the 
mountainside, in a boat while crossing the lake, in an upper room, walking through the streets 
of Jerusalem, and in the garden when His enemies were about to arrest Him. The Lord Jesus 
even spoke words of truth to Pilate whose prisoner He was, and He counseled the women who 
wept for Him as He made His way to Calvary.

The Lord Jesus asked questions, answered questions, rebuked, encouraged, and offered 
salvation. He spoke words of forgiveness to the repentant and prophesied coming judgment 
on all who, like Jerusalem, refused His words of wisdom and truth. He never missed an 
opportunity to speak as God’s messenger to the world and to God’s people.

“For the Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which was lost” (Luke 19:10). “I am 
the good shepherd. The good shepherd gives His life for the sheep” (John 10:11). Jesus, the Good 
Shepherd, commissioned all who serve Him by preaching His Word, “As the Father has sent 
Me, I also send you” (John 20:21). The work of a shepherd requires a 24-hour vigil to care for 
and protect the flock. The missionary’s role as a shepherd begins while the sheep are yet “lost,” 
for it is through the missionary that the Chief Shepherd seeks out and draws the lost sheep to 
Himself.

The Apostle Paul used every opportunity
The Apostle Paul also exemplifies the diligence and unceasing protective care which the 

missionary must have for all who are under his ministry. He reminded the Ephesian church 
elders, “You know, from the first day that I came to Asia, in what manner I always lived among you” 
(Acts 20:18). “Remember that for three years I did not cease to warn everyone night and day with 
tears” (Acts 20:31). When writing to the Thessalonian believers, Paul likened himself and his 
companions to a gentle mother caring for her children (1 Thessalonians 2:7).

We, too, need to be constantly alert for ways of stirring up people’s minds to consider 
spiritual subjects. Natural events will provide openings for us to initiate discussions relating 
to God and spiritual matters.

Satan has used every opportunity
In many unevangelized societies, Satan, with his varied deceptions, has had a head start 

of thousands of years over the message of the Gospel. The world is asleep in the lap of Satan, 
and he will do all he can to keep it there (1 John 5:19). Satan does all in his power to keep 
his captives satisfied and totally committed to the particular system of lies to which he has 
cunningly bound them. He does not want people to think or consider biblical alternatives. 
If people begin to reason logically and consider their need for answers different from those 
which they have already accepted, there is a good possibility that the truth, when heard, 
will take root, grow, and finally replace the ignorance and lies through which Satan formerly 
controlled their lives.

Because Satan has been present in every culture long before the messengers of the Cross 
and because he works relentlessly to hold and bring everlasting destruction on his prisoners, 
it is imperative that every missionary be dedicated to his task 24 hours a day. Otherwise, 
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valuable opportunities to undermine Satan’s kingdom and prepare people for God’s Word will 
be continually lost.

Challenge the lies of Satan
What a formidable enemy Satan is! Is it possible for his power to be broken over the 

people to whom God has sent you? Yes, but only through the power of God! Nevertheless, 
God has chosen to do this work through His dedicated servants. In total dependence on the 
Lord give yourself wholeheartedly to be used as an intercessor on behalf of those to who 
you have been sent. Call constantly on the Lord to demonstrate His grace and power in and 
through you on their behalf. Seize and utilize every opportunity to bring into question the lies 
of Satan that have blinded their hearts and minds to the truth (2 Corinthians 4:1-7; 10:3-5).

Use the time during pre-evangelism, before you begin teaching the Scriptures, to wage 
a definite campaign against Satan and his whole deceitful system. I suggest that you do this 
astutely in the beginning and only more openly when well into evangelism. It is unwise to 
openly attack people’s religious beliefs before they have been given an alternative through 
understanding biblical Christianity. Nevertheless, during your contacts with the people while 
in pre-evangelism, carefully build their understanding, interest, and desire to know and to 
learn. By doing this, your daily visiting times will easily lead into the more formal teaching 
sessions of evangelism.

Begin pre-evangelism sessions
Throughout pre-evangelism, especially after you have gained language and culture 

fluency, you should use everyday casual visits with the people to prepare them to hear the 
message that you have come to tell them. In addition, two or three months before you plan to 
begin evangelism, I suggest that you start to have regular pre-evangelism meeting times with 
the people.

When you know that you will soon be ready to begin evangelism, start to extend your 
daily, casual visiting times in their homes into longer and more definite pre-evangelism meet-
ing times.

In the beginning, do this on a weekly basis and then more often as you draw nearer to the 
commencement of evangelism.

Purpose of pre-evangelism sessions
Pre-evangelism sessions, if conducted correctly, can be a wonderful precursor  

to evangelism.
Many people groups are totally unaccustomed to meeting as a combined group or sitting 

quietly and concentrating on information being given by one person. Pre-evangelism sessions 
give the people the time to adjust to being taught in a group setting.

Children, especially those who may never have gone to school, find this particularly diffi-
cult and their antics can be very distracting and trying to all the adults. You will need lots of 
tact and patience to deal wisely with young and old to prepare them to listen well and to digest 
what they will hear in Phase 1. I found it helpful to speak directly to the children explaining 
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to them why they should listen carefully to God’s message. In addition, I made the adults 
responsible to help keep the children under control.

Without the learning period of these earlier sessions, distractions during Phase 1 lessons, 
particularly in the early stages, can totally disrupt the teaching program. It helps if the people 
are already aware how they should act in a public meeting situation.

A further reason for these pre-evangelism sessions is that they help alleviate the possibility 
of your hearers going through information overload at the beginning of Phase 1. This problem 
can be largely forestalled by using these earlier sessions to teach the people the geographical 
and cultural setting of the Bible stories.

Furthermore, and most importantly, these pre-evangelism sessions can be utilized to 
cement what you initiated in your visitation times. Added emphasis can be placed on the 
importance and the absolute necessity of having a trustworthy and all-sufficient answer to the 
many unknowables that you have discussed with the people over the preceding months.

Reach everyone
Initiate your discussions with the group in such a way that you are preparing all ages to 

listen to the message of the Bible. Aim questions and statements at all different age groups. 
Explain everything on a level which includes all the children whom you consider old enough 
to understand the Gospel. Direct some of your questions to the children. If the missionary 
includes everyone from the beginning, all ages will gradually become accustomed to taking 
part by answering and asking questions.

Cultural restrictions may limit who will become actively involved in public discussions. In 
some societies, it is not customary or allowable for the women to take part in such discussions, 
or it may be unacceptable for the children to speak. If this is the case, take steps to involve 
these people at a different time when it is culturally permissible for them to participate. Lady 
missionaries and missionaries’ children may need to spend time separately with the tribal 
women and the young, initiating discussions and encouraging the women and children to 
participate.

Time of day for pre-evangelism sessions
While casual visits may be made any time of the day when there is some form of activity 

in or around the people’s homes, most cultures have a daily time or times when visiting is 
acceptable and often expected. This culturally acceptable time for visiting will probably be the 
most suitable time for pre-evangelistic sessions and for future evangelistic meetings.

The time most suitable for them may not be the most convenient time for you or your 
family. It is vital that you adapt to the tribal schedule so that the people will be able to meet. 
To schedule sessions when the people usually eat, rest, work, or go fishing is unwise. It would 
also be unwise to schedule meetings during the time of day when it usually rains.

A missionary in Papua New Guinea found that the most suitable time in the tribal people’s 
daily routine was early in the morning. During this time, just after they had awakened, the 
people sat around their smoky fires to talk and eat before going to work in their gardens.
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The Palawanos with whom we worked usually went to work in their rice fields or gardens 
quite early in the morning, before the heat of the day. At about 10 o’clock, they would begin 
to return home, carrying rice, vegetables, and fruit gathered from their fields, gardens, or the 
jungle. On their way home, they would collect their bamboo water containers which they had 
left at the streams on their way to the fields in the morning. Others would carry limbs of trees 
for firewood. They would arrive home with everything they needed for their first meal of the 
day. Following their meal, they would sit or lie around the floor, talking or sleeping. By about 
1 p.m., most would have eaten and rested, but it would still be too hot to return to work in 
the fields. Later in the day, during the monsoon seasons when it rained in the afternoons, the 
people would go fishing for their evening meal. They would net the fish which were swept 
helplessly down the raging streams caused by the flash floods which generally reached our 
part of the river from 3 to 5 p.m. All things considered, the most suitable time for the people 
to gather together for meetings was about 1 p.m.

Location of pre-evangelism sessions
After having responded to the Lord’s call “Go ye” and after having arrived on the 

mission field, some missionaries take the attitude, “Well, here I am. I have obeyed the Lord’s 
command, and I have arrived. Now it is the responsibility of the people to come to me to hear 
what I came to tell them.” This attitude is wrong. The command to “Go” is still relevant, even 
after the missionary has arrived in a foreign country.

While there may be situations when it is preferable for the people to gather at the 
home of the missionary or in a specially-erected building, it is usually better to conduct 
pre-evangelism sessions in the people’s homes or wherever the villagers most naturally 
and commonly gather. It may be under a large shady tree in the center of the village or at 
the town plaza during the hottest time of the day. It may be in the home of the chief or 
some other influential village leader after the day’s work has been done. The locale may 
change according to the seasons and the work being done by the people. During harvest 
time, it could be at the edge of their fields where they gather to rest and eat during 
the hottest time of the day. Scattered communities will often congregate in weekly  
market places.

Broaden the people’s understanding
Most tribal people are locked into their own small geographical and cultural world 

with no one to help them see the real outside world. Therefore, utilize the whole of the pre-
evangelism period, and especially the pre-evangelism sessions, to expand the people’s minds 
and imaginations. Begin during pre-evangelism to prepare them to understand the stories 
of the ancient, historical Bible world and to come to terms with the complex, modern world 
which threatens to engulf them and their culture.

Use pictures as educational tools
Well-chosen, clear pictures are of great assistance in this important and necessary 

preliminary work of expanding their perception to assimilate the multiple cultural differences 
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depicted in the stories of the Bible. The appropriate picture introduced at the right time during 
the pre-evangelism sessions will also be of great assistance as you ask questions and channel 
conversations into a particular topic you wish to discuss as you prepare them for the teaching 
of the Word and as you challenge them to think about their religious presuppositions.

Magazines, such as National Geographic, are an excellent source for pictures. Picture 
books of your own country and other countries are also very useful. Large-sized posters and 
pictures are often obtainable through travel agents or from some embassies. Colored pictures 
are best. Cut-out pictures from magazines should be clear, simple, and uncomplicated. Cut 
away complicating details, for example, a tree behind an animal which appears to be growing 
out of its back. We found it best to sort the pictures according to their subjects and paste them 
into scrapbooks or, if too large, onto cardboard or cloth. It is preferable to have smaller books 
covering the same subject rather than one large scrapbook, because it is then possible to hand 
smaller books to different people in the group so they won’t need to crowd around one book. 
If there is only one, they may lose interest because others are taking too long to look at it, or 
they may snatch the book away because they consider it their turn to see it.

The collecting, cutting out, and pasting of the pictures into scrapbooks is a project which 
you may ask Sunday schools and youth groups to do as a way of sharing with you in your 
missionary work. If you pass this responsibility on to others, be sure to explain the type of 
pictures you need and how they are to be sorted; otherwise, the books prepared for you may 
be of little use.

Gather pictures of nature for scrapbooks. Topics should include the stars, moon, sun, 
lightning, rainbows, majestic mountains, great rivers, trees, flowers, animals, birds, and fish. 
Use these pictures as you channel the conversation into the particular topic you wish to discuss 
as preparation for the time when you will teach the doctrinal truths revealed through the acts 
of God in creation.

Pictures of the wonders of nature (such as, Niagara Falls, the Grand Canyon, snow and 
ice, the ocean) are useful if you want to direct their attention to the glory and power of the 
Creator. Guiding them to think through how the wonders of nature came into existence helps 
prepare the way for the future teaching about the omnipotence and omniscience of God as 
revealed in Genesis 1. For example, after showing them a picture of one of the wonders of 
creation, ask, “When do you think that this great and wonderful part of the world came into 
existence? Did someone create it?” If they answer you, then ask, “How do you know that 
your answer is true?” Leave the answer until you have introduced the Scriptures and can 
teach authoritatively about creation. Do not give them only your word to believe. During 
pre-evangelism, only speak of God and His omnipotence if the people, of their own accord, 
have already acknowledged Him as the almighty Creator. If they have not, wait until you 
have introduced the Bible as your authority and source of your knowledge of God and His 
attributes.

Pictures of great buildings and modern inventions, such as cars, airplanes, ships, subma-
rines, and rockets, can acquaint the people with the modern and complex world in which 
they live.
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The world religions are another good topic for scrapbooks. During preevangelism sessions, 
show pictures of religious buildings and objects of worship held sacred by the Hindus, 
Buddhists, and Muslims. Use the pictures to initiate discussions about the beliefs that other 
people have concerning God and other spiritual matters. Include the beliefs of other tribes 
near and far, as well as the beliefs of Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists. Tell them that people 
all over the world believe there is a God because of the created things which they see about 
them, but they have many conflicting views concerning Him. Show appropriate pictures as 
you explain about idol worship, about animals that are worshiped as God, about different 
types of sacrifices, and about the various ways that people have of appeasing and worshiping 
God and the spirits. Make clear that these are some of man’s ideas and imaginations about 
God and spiritual beings which they are unable to see.

For example, I said to the Palawano people at this stage, “You see your cow over there. 
Do you think that cow could be God?” They really thought that was a ridiculous suggestion. I 
continued, “Well, some people honor the cow as being God.”

They said, “Oh, no. Nobody could believe that.”
I replied, “Yes, they do, and many of them are educated people.”
I then showed them some pictures of the magnificent buildings in India and asked, 

“Could you erect buildings like these?”
They answered, “No.”
With a smile, I said, “Well, maybe the people in India who claim that the cow is God are 

right after all. They are able to build magnificent buildings. Maybe they are right about the 
cow. Do you think that you had better treat your cow better in the future?” I soon assured 

Collage Pictures

In preparation for teaching on creation, we made up separate collages for the different 
things in creation, such as plants, birds, insects, fish, and animals. As the base for the 
collages, we used long sections of craft paper which we joined together. The collages 
varied in length from 6 to 15 feet. We cut pictures out of National Geographic magazine, 
Big Backyard magazines and other magazines which had vivid pictures. We glued the 
pictures onto the craft paper.

We showed the collages, discussed them with the people, and left them pinned up 
where everyone could see them for a few days.

In discussing the collage pictures, we would explain, for example, “You yourselves know 
the many names of birds. And in this area there are many types. But in our place, there 
are many more types of birds that don’t live here. And in other places of the world, there 
are types of birds that don’t live in our place. There are many, many kinds of birds. Some 
of them are black or white or red or yellow or green. Some of them stay on the ground. 
Some of them make their nests in trees or in huge cliffs. Some of the birds in our place 
make their houses on the beach in the sand. There are many, many types of birds.”

Even though we could only show a limited amount of each species in each collage, the 
people were amazed at the variety.

– Paul and Linda McIlwain, missionaries in Papua New Guinea
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them that I did not believe that the cow was God, but I did not tell them at this stage what I 
did believe about God.

I then talked with them about the contrasts between the beliefs of the Hindus, the 
Muslims, and the Catholics concerning God, using pictures of temples and mosques to hold 
their attention and illustrate what I was speaking about.

After this, I asked the people, “How can we know the truth? Is the cow God? Are 
the Roman Catholics right? Are the Hindus right in their beliefs, or are the Muslims 
correct? Were your forefathers right? How can we know the truth concerning God? What 
happens after we die? Maybe you can tell us, Grandfather. Have you died and come  
back again?”

“No, I’ve never died and come back,” the old man sitting close to me answered.
“Neither have I,” I said as I continued to challenge their thinking about how to  

know truth.

Use pictures of modern Israel
Show them pictures of modern Israel, such as Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth, the Sea of 

Galilee, and the Jordan River. Show these pictures simply as places of interest. Do not refer to 
Israel’s connection with the Bible at this stage because you have not yet introduced the Bible.

The tribal people may have heard the name of Israel mentioned on radio. Some of the 
Palawanos had listened to English news programs even though they could understand very 
little English, and they had heard the name of Israel and other countries mentioned. They 
were very interested to learn something about these countries.

As you show them pictures of modern Israel, point out the contrast between the largeness 
of Jerusalem and the small tribal villages, the mud-brick houses in Israel and the bamboo and 
timber tribal houses, the dry barren terrain of Israel and the fertile jungle areas where most 
tribal people live, the robes worn in Israel and the very different attire worn by the tribal 
people. Similarities between the tribal culture and those of Israel are useful points of interest. 
The Palawanos seemed to be more fascinated by similarities than they were with those things 
which were in contrast to their own culture. The people do not need to know at this stage why 
you are putting particular emphasis on the culture of Israel.

Use pictures of ancient Israel
In addition, after you have talked about modern Israel, begin to talk about ancient Israel. 

Show pictures of ancient Israel, including stone houses, walled cities, wells, different types of 
clothing, robes, and veils, earthenware household utensils, writing materials such as scrolls 
and seals for documents, animals such as sheep, donkeys, camels, and horses, chariots and the 
armor and weapons of Roman soldiers. Because you have already introduced modern Israel, 
you can use this as a basis for explaining to the people how the Israelites did things in ancient 
times. Apply the teaching principle of moving from the known to the unknown in every stage 
of your teaching. If you educate the people regarding unknown areas of biblical culture during 
pre-evangelism, it will save time and be far less confusing during evangelism when you tell 
them the stories of the Bible.
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Introduce biblical culture foreign to the people’s way of life by pointing out contrasts 
or similarities between the local methods of doing things and those of Bible times.  
The Palawanos carry drinking water to their homes in sections of bamboo. When someone 
was passing our house on the way to get water, it was a good opportunity for me to say to 
them, “Using bamboo as a water container is a good idea because bamboo is plentiful here in 
Palawan. It is easy to make into a water container and is very clean. But in other countries, 
they do not use bamboo to carry and store their drinking water. When I was a boy and lived 
out in the country, we had large galvanized tanks in which rainwater was collected.” At this 
point, I would show a picture of a large tank alongside a country house in Australia. Continu-
ing on, I might say, “Many years ago, and today in some remote areas of the land of Israel, 
(point out Israel on the world map), they collect water in wells which they have dug in the 
ground. They carry the water from the wells to their houses in large earthenware jars which 
they have made from clay, hardened in ovens. They are like the ones in this picture.” While 
showing Palawanos a picture of water jars, I would also explain how water jars are made.

Other aspects of Bible culture can be introduced in the same way. For instance, you can 
introduce the spears, shields, and armor used in Bible times by first making reference to the 
local weapons.

When introducing the culture of Bible lands during pre-evangelism, do not show Bible 
story pictures. Wait to show them as something new and interesting during evangelism. If the 
people are shown Bible story pictures during pre-evangelism, the pictures may become so well-
known and commonplace that they will no longer be useful evangelism teaching aids.

Show pictures of lands surrounding Israel
Show pictures of countries which are part of the Bible story, such as the Red Sea, the 

Sinai desert, and the lands and culture of Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Turkey, Greece, and 
Italy.

There are many Muslim people living close to the Palawanos so it was easy for me to 
direct the Palawanos’ attention to Muslim countries by asking, “Do you know where the 
Muslim religion began?” This opened the way to begin showing pictures of Muslim countries 
and the people who live there.

Display pictures
Do not display all your picture scrapbooks at the same time. After you have used a 

scrapbook to target the subject you want the people to think about, place it where the people 
can look at it and hopefully be reminded of the subject which you emphasized through the 
pictures. Release a new book before the interest in the first one begins to wane. I suggest you 
take the new book to the pre-evangelism sessions and also to the tribal homes. Choose a book 
which covers the particular subject you plan to discuss on that occasion.

In the same way, after you have used a poster to draw their attention to some subject, 
put it on the wall where the people can see it. Don’t put all your posters up at the same time. 
Display only a few at a time, and do it in keeping with the particular subject which you want 
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to discuss with them. Change the posters often so they do not become so familiar that the 
people begin to ignore them.

Besides helping to prepare the people for evangelism, pictures will assist you as you elicit 
new vocabulary for your immediate use as well as words necessary for your future teaching of 
the Scriptures.

Use maps as educational tools
Reading maps will be a new skill for most tribal people. It is helpful to teach them how 

to read maps during pre-evangelism sessions. This will assist them to comprehend the shape 
and size of the world and prepare them for when you use maps in telling the story of the Bible.

Printed maps last much longer if they are pasted onto thin cloth and covered with plastic 
as further protection. If you are drawing your own maps, do so with indelible ink on cloth. 
It is important that maps are large enough so that even those toward the back of the group 
can clearly see the details. The advantage of drawing your own maps is that they will be much 
clearer without all the details normally included in printed maps but quite unnecessary for our 
purposes.

Introduce maps in the following way:
1. Draw a simple picture of the tribal village or the most important part of the village on a 

chalk board or on paper. If possible, draw the picture detail by detail as the people watch.
 ▪ Begin by drawing the house where they are gathered at the time. State clearly that 

the house you are drawing is the one in which they are meeting. You may want to 
introduce a little humor by drawing a stick figure of the owner. (A decision will 
need to be made whether stick figures or some other form of art will be used by the 
missionary. It is good to keep to one art form so that, even if the people are unable to 
read the picture in the beginning, they will eventually learn.)

Literacy Program Helps to Accomplish Pre-evangelism Goals

Materials which have been gathered and prepared for literacy programs can be helpful 
during pre-evangelism. Pictures gathered for literacy can play a dual role, in beginning to 
expand the worldview of the people to include new concepts and ideas and in developing 
their understanding of the wider world and the scope of history.

Post-literacy Scripture-related reading materials, such as, “Animals of the Bible,” “Plants 
of the Bible,” “How the Jews Lived,” and other such reading material in the language 
provides an excellent complementary element to the Bible teaching, encouraging a 
wider background and a deeper under-standing of the context of Scripture.

The literacy program itself, in opening the world of reading and writing to previously 
illiterate peo-ples, is a huge step in expanding their worldview, greatly increasing their 
capacity to understand and assimilate new concepts. The written word itself becomes 
another whole realm of communication of spiritual truth from God to them.

– Linda McIlwain, Literacy Consultant
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 ▪ After drawing the first house, ask, “Whose house is the nearest to the one we have 
already drawn?” Add it to the drawing.

 ▪ Continue to draw houses, rivers, mountains, and any other distinct landmarks, 
moving in a widening circle until the local area has all been included.

 ▪ Keep the people involved fully by asking for help point by point. To make it more 
interesting, you may invite some of the people to actually help do the drawing.

 ▪ Leave the picture map in a place where the people can still view it.
2. Draw another map of the village, but use symbols instead of pictures.

 ▪ Draw a map of the same area as covered with the picture map. Use a new piece of 
paper or the chalk board. Use a symbol, such as a square, to mark the first house 
which was drawn in the picture. Place the symbol in the same position where it was 
placed on the picture map.

 ▪ Use a house symbol to mark each house.
 ▪ Continue adding all other details in the same order as used in the picture.
 ▪ For all future maps, use the same symbols as you used on this symbol map of the 

village.
3. After the village map is completed, show them a map of their district, state, or province.

 ▪ A printed map may be used, or you may draw this map.
 ▪ Point out their village and any other geographical data which will be of interest to 

them.
4. Show them a map of their country.

 ▪ Highlight their district on this map.
 ▪ If they know the name of their capital city or any other town, river, mountain, etc., 

be sure to point to these on this map.
5. Show them a map of the world.

 ▪ Highlight their country and district on the world map.
 ▪ They will also be interested if the missionary points out his homeland.

6. Draw a simple, undetailed map of Bible lands.
 ▪ Include on the map of Bible lands all the countries that will be covered by the 

complete story of the Bible. This would include Egypt in the south to the Black Sea 
in the north, and from Babylon in the east to Spain in the west.

 ▪ Since this map will be used as the main teaching map, make sure it has a clear outline.
 ▪ Mark only the main towns and details necessary to tell the story of the Bible. 

(Although all the lands covered by Paul in his missionary journeys are to be included 
on this map, avoid unnecessary details by omitting the names of the cities he visited. 
You should add these when they are needed in Phase 3.)

 ▪ Write both the modern and biblical name on the countries included in the map. It 
is important that the people realize that the Bible countries are real countries which 
remain until today.
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7. Highlight on the world map the area covered by the map of Bible lands. Do this by color-
ing the section.
You should use these same maps that you introduce during pre-evangelism later when you 

teach the story of the Bible. The people will already be familiar with them. Eventually, these 
will be the same maps that the tribal believers will use when they have evangelistic outreach.
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Six months before Fran and I were married, Fran’s father kindly offered to build a house 
for us. The portion of land chosen for the planned house needed a great deal of preparation. 
Fran’s father and I worked hard to remove the large eucalyptus trees growing on the land. 
When this was completed, a bulldozer was brought in to excavate the site and prepare for 
the foundations. Finally, we began to dig the trenches and prepare the levels for the concrete 
footings which would support the foundations. Because I was ignorant concerning the 
necessary depth and width for the trenches and because I was impatient and excited about our 
approaching marriage, the work of preparing the ground to begin the foundations seemed to 
be endless. I wanted construction to begin quickly. I couldn’t wait to see the house completed. 
Were it not for the stringent requirements and checks by the city building inspectors, I would 
have had the construction begun before everything was properly prepared.

As you approach the time when you will begin evangelism by teaching Phase 1, Genesis 
to the ascension for unbelievers, you will need to ask yourself if you have completed all that 
is necessary for preparation to begin teaching the Scriptures. It is easy to be pressured into 
teaching before you or the people are ready to begin. What then are the indications that it is 
time to begin evangelism?

Language
Before beginning to teach the Word of God, you must first be able to understand, converse 

fluently, and reason clearly in the tribal language.
In the first part of this book, we discussed how vitally important it is for us to preach 

a pure Gospel in order to avoid confusion in the minds of our hearers concerning faith and 
works. Even if our understanding and presentation of the Gospel is flawless, however, our 
hearers are still likely to misunderstand the message of the Bible if we begin teaching before 
we are competent in their language. These two – an unscriptural presentation of the Gospel 
and insufficient fluency in the receptor language – are the greatest contributing factors to the 
confusion among so many indigenous people regarding the Christian message of salvation.

Several things may pressure you to begin teaching before you are sufficiently experienced 
in the language. For one, you may feel constrained to begin teaching because of the great need 
of the people about you to hear the message of salvation. I well remember the burden and 
frustrations I felt when studying language in Palawan. At times, I broke down in tears and 
cried out to the Lord to hasten the day when I would be able to teach His Word to the people 
all around me who so desperately needed to be taught the truth.

Added to this may be the tribal people’s insistence that you tell them the real purpose for 
your coming to live with them. The people recognize that you have come to live among them 
in conditions very difficult for you and so unlike your homeland. They want to know why you 
have chosen to come to live among them.

A further pressure is the fear of what Christians at home will think if you do not soon do 
what they have sent you to do. They are supporting you in prayer and finances, and they want 
to see that you are preaching the Gospel.

Preparation and Guidelines 
for Teaching the Scriptures 
Chronologically
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Nevertheless, despite these pressures, beware of rushing into teaching before you can 
communicate precisely the message of the Scriptures.

The following section from an article written by Doug Schermerhorn, a mission-
ary in Panama, tells of the Emberá tribal people’s misunderstandings because he and 
his co-worker felt constrained to begin teaching before they were able to do so in the  
tribal language.

“In February l982, Jamie Enemark and I moved into the village of Nuevo Vigia. 
One year ago, we first approached the village about the possibility of living there. Both 
Jamie and I were excited. We were new missionaries and did not know what we were 
going to face in the coming months.

“There were several professing believers who wanted Jamie and me to teach them. After 
all, was not that the reason we had come? Neither of us spoke the Emberá language, and so 
we were forced into teaching in Spanish, even though we knew that they would not clearly 
understand. This was a very difficult time for us as we realized that we were not communi-
cating, but yet we were trying our best to fulfill what they had asked of us.

“As we progressed in the Emberá language, while still unable to teach in it, we were able 
to ask more questions to find out what they understood from our teaching. The following is a 
conversation I recorded between Cesar Contrera and me in March l983.

“ ‘Does God have a father?’ I asked.

“ ‘I don’t know,’ he replied, ‘ but He must have had one since Mary is His mother.’

“I then asked him about the creation of the world.

“ ‘God made the world,’ he began, ‘and everything in it. According to the Bible, it was 
all ocean and dark when He first made it. Then He separated the waters and made land.’

“ ‘And the light?’ I asked.

Language Ability

Clear teaching of the lessons demands a high level of language ability. It is not merely a 
matter of being able to prepare a written draft of the lesson and stand up and present it to 
the people. A teacher must also be able to constantly transition from presenting the narrative 
to explaining and applying the truth in an expository way. Because all languages do this 
in different ways, the teacher must be able to understand and use the natural discourse 
features of the language in order to avoid confusing the message.

A high degree of language ability is also needed for the teacher to comprehend, answer, 
and discuss questions that the people may have and to be able to discern the true level of 
comprehension and possible areas of misunderstanding. Opportunities to discuss the lesson 
and give further explanation are often available outside the formal lesson teaching time, 
and can be vital for some individuals to understand the truth. In order to take full advantage 
of these opportunities, a teacher must have a high degree of communication ability in the 
language.

– Linda McIlwain, Culture and Language Acquisition Coordinator
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“ ‘Oh, it was dark until Jesus came because it says Jesus is the light,’ he answered.

“ ‘Then there weren’t any people before Jesus?’ I queried.

“ ‘Well, there must have been, but they must have been different. I really don’t know,’ 
he added.

“ ‘And the flood?’ I inquired.

“ ‘It was some time after Jesus, but I don’t know when,’ he answered.

“As we learned more and more, we realized how confused they really were. Salva-
tion, to them, was basically giving up their sins, trying to do what is right, and going 
to meetings. ‘I used to be a believer’ is a common statement heard among the Emberá 
people. Their basic reason for becoming believers is to rid themselves of their present 
problems. Their relationship to God is not what concerns them but, rather, how to live 
in peace in this life.”
Once these two missionaries had learned enough of the Emberá language, they began 

teaching the Phase 1 outline. What was the result?
Doug wrote, “It is hard for the Emberá people to believe and leave their system of works 

behind, but we are encouraged as we see men and women really trusting in Christ for their 
salvation.”

Culture
Awareness and insight into the tribal culture should accompany language fluency. We 

especially need to be cognizant of their basic religious and spiritual beliefs so that we can 
anticipate possible misinterpretations and syncretism which may result from our teaching 
and, thus, be able to perceive the appropriate corrective teaching.

Although understanding culture is important, however, beware of the extreme of with-
holding teaching until you are fully aware of all the intricacies and meanings of their cultural 
and religious beliefs. If, during teaching, you continually question the people and listen care-
fully to the elicited and spontaneous responses of your hearers, you will continue to gain new 
insights into their culture, better understand their thinking, and be able to give whatever 
supplementary teaching is necessary in order to correct possible distortions of your message.

The people
During pre-evangelism, you have been deliberately preparing the people to hear 

the truth from God’s Word. You have worked to gain acceptance and to make the  
people think. 

To determine whether the people are ready for evangelism, consider the following 
questions:

 • Do the people welcome you to join in with their general conversations and activities, or 
are they reticent and unwilling for you to participate?
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 • Does a general hush come over a group when you approach, or do they welcome you and 
then carry on just as they would normally?

 • Has there been a growing freedom among the people to discuss their own spiritual beliefs 
with you?

 • Does there appear to be an increasing willingness to question the foundations and authority 
for their cultural and religious presuppositions?

 • Are the people increasingly free to admit their lack of knowledge regarding spiritual 
matters?

 • Is there a growing interest in knowing who God is, where He is, what He is like, and the 
answers to other questions which you have raised during pre-evangelism?

 • Do they speak more freely of and draw your attention to the wonders of nature?

 • Has it dawned on them that the spiritual questions you have asked them cannot be merely 
answered by human intelligence or natural observation but must come from a higher and 
greater intelligence outside of the human race?

Although I would urge you to do all you can to prepare the people for evangelism and 
not to begin until you observe some of these visible signs that they have responded to your 
preevangelism ministry, bear in mind that people and cultures differ. Some express verbally 
and overtly their feelings while others carefully hide them. Therefore, if you have done 
whatever you can to prepare the people for the introduction and teaching of the Word of 
God but they show little enthusiasm, do not be downhearted or look on the mere outward 
appearance.

Culture and Language Acquisition – Becoming and Being

To devote yourself to the careful study of the lives of the people is to give priority to 
the context (the “nest”!) into which God will give birth to His church. Given this eternal 
purpose, your study becomes much more than the tedious gathering of cultural data and 
meaningless facts. Knowing the soil and demonstrating God’s genuine interest in them 
by loving and learning is the first important ministry of church planting.

Culture and Language Acquisition is primarily a time of learning – of coming to a point 
of knowing and understanding the language and culture of the people. But the greater 
test will be our going beyond knowing and understanding to becoming and being; 
becoming and being someone that you are not now; changing some things about 
yourself for the purpose of reaching the people God loves. Christ himself is the foremost 
example of this and is a pattern for us.

The process we often refer to as “culture study” is really a study of how we might become 
“incarnate” (real people in the flesh) among the people we have come to reach – laying 
aside privileges of status, taking on new forms – becoming that usable instrument that 
God wants.

– NTM Culture and Language Acquisition Manual (2004)
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The Lord Jesus said of the coming Kingdom of God, “It is like leaven, which a woman took 
and hid in three measures of meal till it was all leavened” (Luke 13:21). This may also be the case 
with the work of God in the lives of the people whom you have tried to stir up to consider the 
necessity for a revelation of truth from God. Move ahead into evangelism, trusting the Lord 
to use His Word to break down their hardness and cause them to see their need of the truth 
of God.

Feeling unprepared
Before we leave this question of when to begin, I must give a serious warning. Some 

missionaries, although prepared in every way to begin teaching, do not feel that they are able 
to do the job. They lack confidence for the mammoth task ahead. They feel totally inadequate 
to communicate in another language the teaching from Genesis to the ascension.

An illustration comes to my mind. While teaching my daughter and son to drive, I noticed 
that, whenever they approached a crowded intersection, they would begin to feel inadequate. 
They worried and wondered if they would be able to handle the car with so much traffic going 
in different directions. When they mentioned this to me, I answered, “Don’t worry about the 
situation ahead. You cannot drive there until you get there. By the time you get there, it will 
probably be altogether different from what you see now, for the cars ahead of you are also 
moving. Give attention only to what you should be doing now and leave future decisions until 
you need to make them.”

Yet another illustration comes from my own experience. When I first learned to drive a 
car and needed to drive a long distance, it seemed to me to be a formidable undertaking. “How 
could I drive so far?” I reasoned. But then I realized I could only drive meter by meter, little 
by little, and, if I continued to do so, then eventually I would arrive at my distant destination.

This is how we need to approach the teaching of Phase 1. Certainly there is a lot of 
material to cover, and it will take months before we arrive at the conclusion. But if we teach 
carefully, little by little, dealing with each section and problem as it arises, making sure that 
we teach each part clearly so that it is comprehended by the people, then eventually we will 
successfully teach through to the end. As the old adage says, “Don’t cross your bridges till you 
come to them.”

Above all, remember that your feelings of inadequacy do not hinder the might and power 
of God’s Word working through you, if you, by faith, look away to His complete sufficiency 
through the Holy Spirit who lives within you. “Not that we are sufficient of ourselves to think of 
anything as being from ourselves, but our sufficiency is from God, who also made us sufficient as minis-
ters of the new covenant” (2 Corinthians 3:5-6).

This dependence on the Lord must never lead to carelessness on our part but to increasing 
diligence and effort to be a workman who meets the Lord’s approval. “Be diligent to present 
yourself approved to God, a worker who does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of 
truth” (2 Timothy 2:15).
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The where and how of evangelistic meetings
What and how we teach the Word of God and how we relate to the people we are 

planning to reach are all vitally important if we are to successfully evangelize. But there are 
other important factors we also need to consider. The times we choose to meet, the location 
of the gathering, and how frequently we decide to meet will all have a great impact on our 
evangelistic outreach, either for good or for bad.

When to meet
Toward the end of the time of pre-evangelism, you began pre-evangelism sessions, 

meeting with the people when it was most convenient for them. During these sessions, you 
asked questions, discussed meaningful topics, and enjoyed happy companionship with the 
people. I recommend that you use that same time of day to teach Phase 1.

It is best if you move from pre-evangelism sessions to evangelism without any break 
between them. You do not want the people to think that you have changed from your infor-
mal form of visiting and are now beginning church services.

Where to meet
You conducted the pre-evangelism sessions in the place where the villagers most naturally 

and commonly gathered. Continue to meet in that same place.
If evangelism is primarily done in the home of the missionary or in a church building, 

then some of the tribal people will probably believe they have joined the religion of the 
missionary and have become Christians because they are coming to the missionary’s home or 
into some special building. This is especially true where the people have been “missionized” 
but not truly evangelized.

By going into their homes, sitting where they sit, and communicating within the 
framework of the tribal culture, we are showing them, by example, that the message of the 
Scriptures is meant to be taught and practiced within the structure of their culture. We 
should not act in any way which would make the tribal people believe that the message of 
the Bible is an extension of Western civilization and belongs to our culture or that Chris-
tianity is something which needs to be practiced only in certain places or at certain times 
during the week.

Church Buildings

If the people are putting pressure on you to build a church building before they are 
believers, perhaps you could encourage them to construct a school building for literacy. 
You could meet there while you are teaching Phase 1. Resist the pressure to “have a 
church.” Having a church may soothe their consciences, for they would think that they 
were pleasing God. You can help avoid this misconception simply by avoiding having a 
church building.

– Mike Henderson, missionary to the Aziana People, Papua New Guinea
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By going to them where they are, we are setting a good example for those who will be 
the future believers. We are showing them the importance of reaching out with God’s Word 
into the homes of the unsaved. Our life and work will be far more effective if our ministry is 
conducted where and when the people normally gather according to their own culture.

The importance of going to people when and where they usually gather was impressed on 
me when I was visiting a mission station deep in the rugged mountains of Papua New Guinea.

For a long time, the missionaries had been conducting weekly meetings in a small build-
ing behind one of their homes. They had done all they could to get the people to come to the 
meetings, but few attended.

On the night of the meeting, the missionaries lit a lamp and took it to the meeting place. 
After a wait of fifteen minutes or so, some young unmarried men came and shyly entered the 
room. A short time later, some young single women arrived. Soon after, some of the boys 
stood up and ran outside, only to quickly return. This was followed by lots of giggling from 
the girls, and some of them also went outside for a short time. As I sat watching, I wondered 
if they would ever settle down so that the teaching could begin.

Since I did not understand the situation, I began to question the missionaries concerning 
their meeting strategy. After some discussion, during which time the young people continued 
to charge in and out of the building, it was evident that, as sincere as the missionaries were, 
they were not evangelizing the people when and where they would normally gather. I knew 
that, in this tribal culture, the men usually slept in a community house, separate from their 
wives and families. Therefore, I asked the two missionaries if it was acceptable for them to go 
to the men’s community house. They assured me that it was permissible. I then suggested to 
them that, instead of having the meeting in the building which they had erected, it might be 
better if they were to go to the men’s house where a large group of men were already gathered.

The question arose, “How then could the girls be taught the Word of God?” The girls 
were not permitted to enter the men’s house, and the missionary men could not enter homes 

Teaching Locations

Family, clan and other social subgroups among the people are an important 
consideration regarding where to meet. It is important to find neutral ground for 
teaching.

In some villages, social restrictions mean that some individuals would never enter the 
house of certain other individuals. When we taught in the Gerai tribe in Indonesia, we 
began our teaching in two longhouse “public” locations. Later we tried to combine the 
two groups into one. The result? The group that was displaced almost entirely stopped 
coming to the teaching because the meeting location was no longer neutral.

It is also important to use a teaching location that is large enough to accommodate 
anyone who might want to attend. Certain individuals may only come if they can come in 
late and if they can enter in a way that does not embarrass them.

– Larry Goring, Church Planter & Ministry Leader
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if only women were present. Through further discussion, it was decided that the girls could be 
taught in the houses of some of the men who had decided to live as a family unit with their 
wives and children rather than in the community house with the other men.

I encouraged these two young missionaries to try this new approach that very night. After 
explaining the new arrangements to the girls who were present, we picked up the lamp and 
headed for the men’s house, preceded by the excited boys. We could hardly find a place to 
sit when we entered the men’s house, and it wasn’t long before other men from surrounding 
family houses joined us. It was close company, but the time and location were ideal for teach-
ing.

How often should we teach?
Teach as often as the people are willing to meet and be taught, daily if possible. 

There is much material to be presented to and learned by the people. The more frequently 
they meet, the sooner you will be able to teach everything you plan to from the Old and  
New Testaments.

Our attitude toward gathering for meetings will greatly affect the attitude of the people. 
If we repeatedly cancel meetings, the people will follow our example. If, on the other hand, 
we show that the teaching of God’s Word takes top priority in our daily schedule, the people 
are likely to be influenced by our zeal. In addition, if they have learned to accept, respect, and 
maybe even love us, they will not want to disappoint us by being absent.

Because of the great spiritual need of the lost, we ought to be eager to teach God’s Word 
as often as possible. Furthermore, because we never know when, through some problem or 
difficulty, we may have to leave an area, we need to make good use of our time and do all in 
our power to teach the people the Word of God.

I remember how sad I was when we left Palawan, but my heart was lifted in thankfulness 
to the Lord that, by His grace, I had labored diligently day and night to give the people the 
message of the Gospel and to teach the believers the truth. There was much more which 
needed to be done, but, as the plane flew out of our station, I looked down at the houses 
scattered in the valley below and worshiped and thanked the Lord that, by His grace, I had 
fulfilled my responsibility as an ambassador of Jesus Christ.

We found it helpful to make it clear to the Palawanos that we would not be 

Scheduling

Before you start the teaching program, consider the people’s schedules. Are there 
gardening events or other major events that could distract them and disrupt teaching for 
long periods of time?

Consider also your schedule as missionaries. What other projects are in your daily 
schedule that may interrupt teaching? What will be coming up in the next 6 to 8 months? 
When you start teaching, you want to be able to continue teaching till certain phases are 
finished.

– Mike Henderson, missionary to the Aziana People, Papua New Guinea
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living with them forever. Early in our teaching ministry, we emphasized to the  
Palawanos that:
1. God’s message is the most important message in all the world.

2. God had sent us to them with this message.

3.  There was a great deal which God wanted to teach them, and it would take a lot of time to tell 
it all to them.

4. There were many more people to whom God wanted us to take His message.

5.  We planned to stay with them approximately three years, after which we would go to tell 
others.

6. Therefore, it was important that they give time every day listening to God’s Word to 
them.
By frequently reminding them of these points, the importance of taking time to listen to 

God’s Word really gripped the Palawanos.
Situations vary, so you will not tell the people where you work the same thing that we 

told the Palawanos. Nevertheless, it is important that you communicate to them that you do 
not plan to settle down and become the permanent teacher or pastor of the church. Handle 
this carefully, because it can be disappointing to some tribal people to realize that you plan to 
move someday.

The fact that we are transient does not mean that there must be a time when we completely 
relinquish responsibility for the churches raised up through our ministry. The apostles never 
ceased to take responsibility for their children in the faith (Acts 15:36; 2 Corinthians 1:23-
24; Galatians 4:19-20). In spite of our move out of the area in Palawan where there were 
established churches, for a time we were able to make monthly visits to teach and encourage 
the believers and instruct the church leaders. And when we were no longer able to visit them 
regularly, we were confident that other missionaries had taken over that responsibility.

What form should evangelistic meetings take?
Maintain the dialogue approach which you established during pre-evangelism. There are 

many benefits when the people ask and answer questions, discuss the Scriptures being taught, 
and express their views during evangelism. By maintaining a dialogue approach during 
evangelism, you will find that:

 • Their interest level will be higher.

 • They will be more relaxed.

 • They will learn more quickly.

 • When they become believers, they will be well prepared to function according to New 
Testament body principles.
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Some of the people, through preoccupation with other activities, shyness, or slowness of 
mind, will need direct encouragement from the missionary to listen and participate.

While my wife and I were visiting in Senegal, a missionary asked us to accompany him 
to his evangelistic meeting with a group from the Budik tribe. The meeting was held at night 
outside the people’s mud-brick houses. When he began speaking, some of the young women 
had their backs toward him. They were chatting and giggling and were obviously preoccupied 
with some task.

This missionary asked many questions to gain and hold the interest of the people and to 
ascertain whether or not they clearly understood his teaching. Both men and women answered, 
but these young women, busy with their work, seemed to be oblivious to the teaching. They 
were engrossed in their own conversation and activity.

Finally, the missionary directed a question to them. They didn’t hear him imme-
diately, so he asked them again. This time, some looked around. Still not receiving the 
response he wanted, he asked with a smile, “What are you doing over there anyway?” 
There was a lot of laughter from the girls but still no answer. Wanting to make sure 
that they, too, were listening, he moved over to where they were. This amused the  
whole group.

The girls were preparing vegetables for their families’ late evening meal. The missionary 
commended them for their conscientiousness, encouraged them to listen while they worked, 
and then returned to his teaching.

Authoritative evangelism
There is a common form of Bible study where each person gives his own ideas about the 

portion of Scripture under consideration, following which, the leader summarizes the different 

No Longer Resident among the Ata People

The Ata church leaders were very involved in the decision about when we missionaries 
should no longer be resident among them. We wanted them to sense the point when 
they would be ready to handle each aspect of the work, and we discussed openly with 
them that we would not want them to ever feel as though they had been abandoned.

The time came when they did indeed express that they felt confident in their 
understanding of God’s Word and that, in reliance on the Holy Spirit, they would be able 
to continue on in their responsibilities to feed and shepherd the churches in their care.

They also shared with us the ongoing role they would like us to play in their development 
as a mature church. They asked us to commit to visiting at least every 6 months for 
the first couple of years to provide further teaching from sections of God’s Word not 
yet covered in the Phase teaching, and also to be an encouragement to the elders. In 
the absence of any other avenues open to them, they also asked for some continuing 
practical help in the area of ensuring that they could obtain the printed materials that 
they need, such as literacy primers and Bible lessons. These conditions we were only 
too happy to agree to, and it has been a joy and privilege to visit them regularly in the 
ensuing years.

– Paul McIlwain, missionary to the Ata People, Papua New Guinea
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thoughts and interpretations given by those present. This is not what I am suggesting when 
advocating a dialogue approach. Any method of teaching which fails to give authoritative 
answers from the Word of God is not biblical.

Anyone who teaches God’s Word is to speak as God’s ambassador, not in order to bind 
people’s consciences to him or his interpretation, but in order to present the Scriptures as the 
final authority.

During pre-evangelism, you initiated discussions to ascertain the religious and cultural 
beliefs of the people about God and spiritual matters. This type of discussions should not 
continue into evangelism. If the people continue to express their own religious beliefs during 
evangelistic meetings, I recommend that you gently remind them that the purpose for meet-
ing is not to compare their beliefs with the teaching of the Bible, but rather, to listen to God’s 
Word which is the only reliable source of spiritual truth. To do this, you may need to remind 
them of the topics you discussed with them during pre-evangelism, of what other people, 
tribes, and religions believe, of the confusion in the world regarding spiritual matters, and 
of the fact that only God can give the answers and that He has done so in the Bible. These 
reminders will help reinforce the reason for gathering together which is to hear what God 
says, and not what they or anyone else thinks is the truth.

Keeping all of this in mind, we need to be constantly alert during evangelism to learn new 
things about the culture and beliefs of the people. Many times, the people do not really open 
up and reveal their true beliefs until the truth of the Scriptures begins to take effect in their 
lives. Maintain a balance between allowing the people to freely express themselves and an 
authoritative ministry in the power of the Holy Spirit which declares God’s truth regardless 
of what anyone says or thinks (1 Thessalonians 1:5; 2:4-5).

The Bible – the sole authority
One way in which you can emphasize that you are not the authority and that all 

your knowledge of spiritual things comes only from the Bible is to always keep an open 
Bible before you when teaching. Even if there is not a translation in the vernacular, it is 
a good practice to keep a Bible in the national language, or even in English, open 
before the people. Quote the actual Scriptures when teaching, and point to the verse  
being taught.

I recall one group of Palawanos, approximately thirty people plus a dog or two, crowded 
into a small, rickety house. It was hard to even find a space to sit down. When reading, I sat 
at one end where all the people could see me, and the Palawanos crowded around on either 
side. When I referred to the Scriptures, I put my finger on the verse being taught. Bossing, the 
headman of the group and grandfather to many, usually sat near my side. He often leaned over 
to peer at the verse which I indicated, viewing it intently and almost with a look of awe, even 
though he was unable to read.

I continually reminded them that I could not have known about God or the answers to 
spiritual matters unless God had written them in the Bible. If they asked me a question which 
needed to be answered at that time, I would find the verse in the Scriptures and point to it 
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when answering. If I knew that the Scriptures gave no answer to the question being asked, 
I simply told them that. At times, when someone has asked me a question, another has been 
heard to say, “He doesn’t know the answer. He has to look in the Bible.”

This is a good example to set right from the beginning of evangelism. When the tribal 
people are born again, they will follow the example which we have given by word and action, 
and they will point to the Scriptures alone as the sole authority.

Some dos and don’ts for evangelism
Having made basic decisions about where, when and how frequently to meet as explained 

earlier in this chapter, we also need to think about other issues such as how we will actually 
conduct the meetings. Should we teach people to sing hymns during evangelism and lead them 
in prayer? What sort of atmosphere should we aim at creating in our evangelistic meetings so 
the Word of God will have maximum impact?

Traditional evangelism
Gospel meetings traditionally open with a few hymns or choruses, a Bible reading, and 

a prayer. Although most Christians seem to think these things are necessary for a successful 
Gospel meeting, we do not find the traditional Gospel meeting anywhere in the Scriptures. 
Of course, this does not immediately condemn such activities, but the fact remains that neither 
by a scriptural command nor by the example of the Lord Jesus or the apostles have we been 
guided in our evangelistic methods. They are purely traditional. Traditions are not necessarily 
wrong, but they should be carefully considered to see if they are helpful or detrimental. Our 
traditional methods of evangelism often cause misunderstanding and confusion in the minds 
of unsaved people.

Rituals and ceremonies are an important part of the religious activities of dead religions. 
Tribal people believe their traditional rituals are a vital means of appeasing the gods or spirits 
and a way to build merit, attain wealth, and retain health.

Because most missionaries attach little importance to ceremony as they conduct evange-
listic meetings, it does not usually occur to them that the people will probably interpret their 
evangelistic methods as something essential to Christianity and, therefore, absolutely neces-
sary if one is to appease the Christian’s God. Nevertheless, this is often how people who are 
steeped in the ritualism of a superstitious society, where every part of life has some religious 
significance, interpret traditional evangelistic methods.

When the missionary leads in singing, his thoughts are on the hymn’s message 
to the unsaved. When he prays, he is thinking of the need of those before him and 
the power of God to convict and save their souls. When he teaches the Scriptures, his 
faith is in the truth and power of God’s Word to bring people to salvation. The mission-
ary does none of these activities to gain merit with God, but people who, their whole 
lives, have tried to build merit through repeated religious ceremonies find this difficult  
to understand.

Because they have no concept of the holiness of God and man’s sinfulness and inability to 
please God, they can only interpret the missionary’s activities during the Gospel meeting as 
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merit-making ceremonies similar to their own rituals. Even if the hymns and choruses chosen 
do convey the Gospel message, the danger of the people thinking that, through singing, they 
are pleasing God far outweighs any truth they may learn through the message of the hymn. 
Even if the missionary explains to the people that the things they do when attending the 
Gospel meeting will not help them to be saved, many will still misunderstand.

The Buddhist religion, like all religions of men, is based on personal merit-building. 
While traveling in Thailand, a missionary began to witness to a Buddhist man sitting beside 
him. Because the Thai man showed interest and willingness to listen to the message of the 
Bible, the missionary spoke to him at length. When the missionary finally finished, however, 
the man said, “The most wonderful thing to me is that my son is a Buddhist priest.”

Why had this Buddhist man listened to the missionary so tolerantly and with apparent 
interest? Was it because he was really interested in what he was being told? No! He listened to 
the missionary, not for his own benefit, but for that of the missionary. Just as he was gaining 
merit by all that he did and by his son being a Buddhist priest, so he thought the missionary 
was accumulating merit for himself by speaking about his Christian God. The Thai man inter-
preted the missionary’s efforts in light of the beliefs of the Buddhist religion where everything 
is done in order to add to one’s own personal merit.

In locations where the false gospel of salvation by works has been taught, the tradi-
tional Gospel meeting is often misunderstood. Because the people have associated being 
a Christian with church attendance and religious activities, they immediately think 
that going to the Gospel meeting helps to make them Christians. The Gospel meet-
ing provides a false religious atmosphere. Many people feel they are Christians or will 
soon be Christians because they attend the meetings of a mission or denomination. 
Therefore, it is better if people are not made to feel they are “attending church.” Conduct 
evangelism meetings in the same informal way as you did the pre-evangelism  
visiting sessions.

Some missionaries may not see this as a problem because they reason that, as the people 
continue listening, they will eventually understand the truth and be saved. Although it is true 
that some may be saved, many more will be given a false sense of security by their “going to 
church,” and they will not have open minds to receive the true message of the Word of God. 
All involved in Christian service know that many false “professors” within the church have 
been lulled into a feeling of acceptance by God because of their faithful church attendance. 
We as missionaries are responsible to guard against such false security by carefully examining 
our evangelistic methods and by considering alternative methods more in keeping with the 
Scriptures and less likely to be misunderstood and used by Satan to deceive mere “professors.”

A missionary working in Papua New Guinea wrote about the need for missionaries to be 
alert and wise in their evangelistic message and methods:

“Even when the missionary is able to preach a message of God’s hatred of sin and 
judgment, the response is often, ‘What shall I do? What shall I give?’ Religious ritual is 
common in many tribes, so in the minds of tribal people, the missionary’s new message 
must call for a new ritual. People ‘ have their heads washed’ (baptism), they ‘eat the flesh 
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and drink the blood of their ancestor’ (communion), they ‘pay money’ (the offering), they 
sing the new songs, and they listen to much ‘church talk.’ They think, ‘So this is the ritual 
we should have been doing all along! We must learn to read from a black book, too!’ It 
would be very easy here in Papua New Guinea to begin a Sunday gathering with tradi-
tional church activities, but this is surely not that for which we are aiming.

“There is an added danger in Papua New Guinea in that many people are already look-
ing for the proper ritual to bring in a state of material prosperity. The people reason, ‘Judging 
from his possessions, the missionary must know the secret of material wealth, and the key 
must lie in his religion, especially his rituals.’ To them, God not only created the heavens and 
the earth, but He is also busy making clothes, radios, tinned meat, cars, and so forth which 
the missionary is supposed to bring to Papua New Guinea.

“This calls for a careful presentation of the Gospel. If anything is assumed, it must be 
that people will probably misunderstand, rather than understand, our message.”

Don’t create an artificial religious atmosphere
The Holy Spirit only uses truth. The work and power of God are not dependent upon a 

manmade religious or spiritual climate. Jesus and the apostles spoke God’s truth in normal, 
everyday situations. They did not create an artificial setting so people could “feel” God. They 
trusted in the power of the truth of the message they were speaking. Paul said to the believers 
in Colosse that the Gospel had come to them “as it has also in all the world, and is bringing forth 
fruit, as it is also among you since the day you heard and knew the grace of God in truth” (Colossians 
1:6).

In Palawan, I was told from many sources that a powerful witch doctor was planning to 
ambush and kill me, so I decided that it might be wise to confront him in an open and public 
place before he surprised me somewhere along the jungle trail.

We met, and he was quite cordial although he looked fearful and embarrassed in the first 
few moments of our meeting. When I faced him with the allegations that he planned to kill 
me, he denied them all.

For the next few hours, I talked to him and questioned him, but I did not offer him 
any biblical answers or personal opinions (just as I suggested for pre-evangelism). I asked 
him many questions relating to creation, unseen spiritual powers, man, and life after death. 
Finally, taking up the Scriptures, I briefly introduced them as God’s revelation and answer to 
all the questions which I had asked him and for which he had no definite answers.

He seemed to be amazed that I had a book given by God which contained all of the 
answers to the difficult questions which I had asked. It was then that he made the startling 
announcement, “I will tell all of my people to follow you.”

His surprise was even greater when I quickly responded, “No! That is not what I want. 
They now follow you, and you are not God. It is no use for them to follow me, for I am not 
God either.”

Surprised at my refusal, he asked, “What then do you want?”
“I came to this island of Palawan, not to get people to follow me, but to make known to 
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all Palawanos this message which is written by God. I just want to tell you all God wants 
you to know. Therefore, I would like you to gather your people in your house and allow me to 
carefully explain God’s message.”

He looked at me doubtfully and queried, “Is that all you want?”
“That is all I want,” I reassured him. “I won’t ask you to do anything else. You can smoke, 

chew your betel nut, fix up your fishing nets, weave baskets, make blow-guns, or do whatever 
you want to do while you listen to God’s words.”

I emphasized smoking and chewing betel nut because many Christians (including some 
missionaries) wrongly think that God will be offended if people smoke or chew betel nut 
while His Word is being taught. Thus, they have often forbidden such activities in evangelistic 
meetings. They do this because most meetings for the unsaved are conducted in the church 
building which is considered to be a place set apart for the worship of God. This is the very 
reason why evangelistic meetings are best conducted in homes or public places so the unsaved 
will not be forced to comply with the Christian standards or way of acting. Missionaries ought 
to give God’s message to the unsaved within the normal cultural atmosphere of public meet-
ings. Missionaries should not try to create a “Christian” setting by insisting people sit in pews, 
sing, stand up, sit down, close their eyes to pray, keep quiet without comment or question, and 
do or not do all the traditional things which we accept as normal conduct in Gospel or church 
meetings.

Leading the unsaved in prayer
Traditionally, in most evangelistic meetings, someone will lead in prayer. In essence, they 

are inviting unsaved people to join with the saved in praying to God. This is unscriptural! 
“The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination to the LORD, but the prayer of the upright is His 
delight” (Proverbs 15:8). “One who turns away his ear from hearing the law, even his prayer is an 
abomination” (Proverbs 28:9). When evangelizing, neither Jesus nor the apostles were ever 
recorded as having prayed with unsaved people.

The Lord Jesus said, “No one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6). Prayer 
must be in Jesus’ name. When believers pray, they “enter the Holiest by the blood of Jesus” 
(Hebrews 10:19). Unbelievers cannot come to God in Jesus’ name, nor do the children of God 
have the power to bring the children of Satan along with them into God’s holy presence. The 
unsaved must be taught that, because of their sin, they are shut out from the presence of God 
and that only through Christ and His death can their sins be forgiven and they be reconciled 
to God. How can we invite them to pray with us before they believe and are reconciled?

Praying is commonly used by Satan to make unsaved people feel and, therefore, believe 
that they are accepted by God. In spite of the impossibility of unbelievers entering God’s 
presence by prayer, some Christians even encourage or teach them to pray before they are 
saved. This actually hinders people from facing their great need of true godly repentance and 
accepting Christ’s saving work on their behalf.
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Don’t create false security
Some who do not see the seriousness of the issues involved will probably think that this 

is merely splitting hairs. Those, however, who are aware of the false security which these 
activities have given millions throughout the organized church worldwide will readily agree 
that these matters need to be carefully considered. Anything done in Christian service which 
Satan may use to make people feel accepted by God and, therefore, hinder them from facing 
the reality of their lost condition would be best eliminated from our evangelistic methods.

Some young Palawano men were conducting an evangelistic outreach from their local 
church to a village of unsaved people. These young evangelists were welcomed every week by 
the unsaved people of this village. The people gladly sang the hymns and joined in prayer and 
the reading of the Scriptures. They listened attentively to the Gospel messages, but there was 
no evidence of repentance. No one made a verbal profession of faith in Christ alone as their 
hope of salvation.

The young Christian evangelists didn’t know what to do. These unsaved people seemed 
happy and secure. Their spiritual eyes were blind to their need for spiritual sight because they 
believed they could already see (John 9:40-41). They thought of themselves as already “in 
God.” (This term was used continually by unsaved religionists in Palawan.)

One day, the young men who were conducting these meetings asked for my advice. I 
encouraged them to discontinue all singing and praying in their meetings because I knew that 
the majority of the people were trusting in doing these things, believing that, because of these 
activities, God would accept them.

When the young men first considered this suggestion of eliminating all singing and pray-
ing from their evangelistic meetings, they were confused. They wondered how they could 
conduct meetings without these activities. All Gospel meetings they had previously attended 
followed the pattern modeled by the previous missionaries with singing and praying.

From the Scriptures, I explained to the young men that their responsibility was to simply 
teach the Word of God to the unsaved and that singing and praying should only be included 
in meetings of the children of God. I told them, “Just gather the people together and teach 
them God’s Word. This is what Jesus and the apostles did whenever they taught. They did not 
first ask the people to sing and join in prayer.”

I also advised these men to temporarily withhold the Gospel. I explained, “The unsaved 
people you are teaching have heard the Gospel many times, but it has never meant much to 
them. They are quite satisfied to go through the form of meeting, singing, praying, and listen-
ing to the message because this makes them feel they are accepted by God. What they need 
at this stage is to be taught God’s holiness, what His Law requires sinners to do if they are to 
be pleasing to God, and their own sinfulness and inability to perfectly obey all the words of 
God. They must be prepared in this way; otherwise, they will not see their need for the Lord 
Jesus and the Gospel.”

As I talked with these young men, they understood the reasons for omitting singing 
and praying from the meeting. The next time they visited the village, they deliberately left 
their hymnbooks at home. When they met with the people, they read God’s Word and then 



1 4 2

CHAPTER 9: GUIDELINES 
FOR EVANGELISM

continued immediately teaching the people, emphasizing the holy and righteous character of 
God and the need for everyone to repent, that is, to agree with God that they were sinners and 
were justly condemned.

Just after the men began to teach, some of the people interrupted and asked, “Aren’t we 
going to sing and pray?”

“No, we are not,” the young men answered. Then they explained why they had decided 
not to sing and pray anymore in the evangelistic meetings. They told the people, “God has 
never asked Satan’s children to sing about Him. God doesn’t accept the singing of those who 
are not His children. He tells only His own children to sing praises to Him.” (See Ephesians 
5:18-20.)

“Neither does God ask you to pray to Him. You cannot come to God and talk to Him, 
because your sins are still between you and God.” (See Isaiah 59:1-2; Ephesians 2:11-13.) “We 
prayed for you before we left our village, and the believers in our place are also praying that 
you will realize that you are sinners who can never please God.”

In response, these unsaved people asked, “What then does God want us to do?”
“Just listen to and take notice of God’s message to you in His Word,” was the  

reply given.
What was the result of this different approach? Because the people were stripped of the 

religious activities in which they had previously trusted, they were startled into a realization 
of their lost condition before God.

Many Palawanos who were unwilling to forsake their animistic beliefs and Satanic 
worship were nonetheless ready to adopt the outward display of Christianity because they 
thought singing, praying, and meeting would help them to please God. A Palawano witch 
doctor who had attended the traditional Gospel meetings continued to pray and sing hymns 
many years later while still practicing his sorcery. Passing his hut at night, on my way home 
from teaching the Scriptures to his neighbors, I would hear him singing the hymns which he 
had learned many years before we had arrived.

Christians were not sent into the world with rituals. We were sent with the message of 
God’s Word. God has “committed to us the word of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:19), and 
that is all we need. Jesus’ ministry and the apostles’ practices when evangelizing should be 
our prototypes. Their emphasis was on God’s Word and the responsibility of all believers to 
preach it to all people everywhere (2 Corinthians 4:1-7). Nothing else was given by God, for 
nothing else is needed.

Those involved in evangelistic meetings
The goal of all missionary endeavors should be to plant indigenous, self-propagating 

churches. This can only be accomplished through the teaching of God’s Word and the 
proclamation of the Gospel. Therefore, all missionaries located at the scene of an evangelistic 
outreach, whenever possible, should be present at evangelistic meetings. If there is already 
a local Christian church in the area, then the believers should also be encouraged to get 
behind the outreach to the community and to be present at all meetings. A crowd will help 
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to draw a crowd, and unbelievers will feel much less conspicuous if they can melt into a large 
congregation.

It has greatly surprised and disappointed me on quite a number of occasions when visiting 
mission stations to see missionaries sitting at home or doing other projects which could have 
been done at another time, while their colleague went alone, night after night, to teach evan-
gelistic lessons. Some had the attitude that the teacher’s ministry was to evangelize, whereas 
their ministry was concerned with a different part of the work altogether. This approach has a 
number of negative repercussions:

 • It portrays to any local believers and certainly to the unbelievers that the evangelistic 
meetings are not the main purpose for all the missionaries present in their community. 
The people could well question the motives of those missionaries who do not attend the 
evangelistic meetings. They could also wrongly interpret priorities. For example, if the 
missionary who does not attend the meetings is the one who does medical work, then 
the people may assume that the missionary considers it more important to meet physical 
needs than to address spiritual needs. Missionaries should demonstrate by their presence 
in evangelistic meetings that nothing has greater importance than the people coming to 
Christ.

 • Missionaries miss out on showing friendship and individually welcoming people on their 
arrival for the meeting.

 • While one can pray for a meeting even when not in attendance, the burden to pray will 
probably not be as intense unless the missionary is right there, sitting alongside unbe-
lievers whose only hope of salvation from Hell is for them to be enlightened by the Holy 
Spirit.

 • There is no greater joy in this world then to see a sinner turn from all others and trust only 
in the Lord Jesus. The absent missionary will miss out on seeing this miracle first hand 
and also the opportunity to immediately worship God for His gracious work of bringing 
the lost to Himself.

 • The failure to accompany fellow missionaries in their evangelistic outreaches can also 
kill the teacher’s motivation. How hard it would be for the Bible teacher to see his fellow 
workers relaxing at home while he goes out, maybe in the dark and rain, to teach the 
Word of God.

 • It is a poor testimony to the local believers when some of the missionary team do not 
demonstrate by their actions that there is nothing more important or pressing than the 
work of bringing the Gospel to people who have never heard of Christ.

 • The example set by missionaries who don’t attend the evangelistic meetings could have 
a long-lasting effect on the future church. When those being evangelized are saved and 
taught that the local church is responsible for future evangelism, those not responsible for 
the actual teaching may think that they too have no need to be involved in the work of 
evangelism.
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Team teaching
Missionaries with a particular tribal group often work as a team. The team on a mission 

station may be husband and wife, two or more singles, or two or more married couples. 
Participation as a team is an important part of preparing lessons and of teaching lessons.

It is best if all team members critique the lessons before they are taught. This will promote 
unity and give each member the opportunity to contribute to the lesson. Team members need 
to realize that they will be teaching for the team and be open to the guidance and suggestions 
of their fellow workers.

The sample lessons reflect that the Bible teacher represents the team. For example, I used 
the word “we” when the teacher is referring to himself to show that he is also referring to the 
whole team. When the missionary teaches, he needs to speak for the team, including other 
missionaries even if they are not actually teachers.

Regardless of who comprises the team, working together to teach each lesson is an 
extremely profitable method of teaching.

Even those who do not have the ability to teach one complete lesson can participate in 
team teaching. I suggest the teacher give opportunity to teach a small portion of the lesson to 
new missionaries who may not yet be fluent in the language or tribal believers who are new 
to the teaching role and perhaps nervous and lacking teaching skills. The new missionary or 
inexperienced tribal teacher could read a portion of the lesson which has been written out. He 
could also ask questions, note the reactions and comments of the people, and anticipate any 
likely misunderstandings or misinterpretations of the hearers due to an overemphasis, a lack 
of explanation, or any other deficiency in their colleague’s teaching methods or lesson content. 
It is a tremendous incentive for a new missionary or inexperienced tribal teacher to have part 
in the evangelistic outreach.

Questions to Consider about Team Teaching

•  Will you teach together as a team?

•  Who will take what part of the lesson?

•  Will you alternate teaching, with one person teaching one week and another teaching 
the next week?

•  Will only one team member be the main teacher?

•  If you have one main teacher, what part will the other team members have in the 
teaching sessions?

•  How will team members remind the speaker to raise his voice, or speak more clearly?

•  How will the other team members help to keep distractions to a minimum (e.g., 
handling sleepers, disrupters, crying babies)?

•  What will you do if the main teacher is sick?

– Mike Henderson, missionary to the Aziana People, Papua New Guinea
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Many times, when two or more able teachers are on a team, they can take turns in the 
primary teaching role. George Walker and Bob Kennell described their teaching approach 
with the Bisorio tribe in Papua New Guinea in the following way:

“Although our ministries overlapped, basically I (George) prepared the Bible lessons, and 
Bob did the Scripture translation. We then took turns teaching. For a while, when Bob was 
really pressed in the area of translation, I taught two lessons to his one. Later, that switched 
to where Bob was teaching two to my one, so that I could keep up with preparing the Bible 
lessons.

“I would stand up and teach, using the Bible lesson and the translated Scriptures we had 
at the time. As I was teaching, Bob would be in the crowd with pad and pencil, taking notes 
and making sure I was getting across the points in the lesson. He watched for facial expres-
sions and recorded the comments the people were making. After I finished the lesson, Bob 
would get up and give a review of approximately ten minutes, hitting the highlights of that 
particular lesson. He would also comment on the responses the Bisorios had made, ‘That’s a 
good thing you said there; but no, it was not like that; it was like this....’ ‘Now everybody, 
remember that....’ We were constantly reconfirming and keeping the fog cleared out. When 
Bob did the teaching, I would do the observing and review. When we did these immediate 
reviews, we were catching the people right then and there in their areas of need before the 
lesson was ended and set in their minds.

“When we sat in the audience, if we noticed the people were not getting the point or if 
the teaching was unclear, we had the opportunity to stop the ‘teacher’ and ask for clarifica-
tion. We had the liberty to interact or emphasize a point that was being shared.”

The teaching ministry of the missionary wife
Some missionary wives become frustrated because they are not always able to have, 

what they call, a “real ministry.” They seem to think that, in order to be involved in a 
worthwhile ministry, they must be teaching a class of women or children. In some cultures 
and circumstances, this may be necessary, but, as has already been stated, this is not the ideal 
method for evangelistic or church meetings. It is far better to teach family groups together.

What then can a missionary wife do to have a vital teaching ministry? The wife’s teaching 
role on the mission field should be complementary to her husband’s. One way she may be 
involved in her husband’s ministry is by attending all the meetings when he is teaching. If 
tribal mothers and their children are expected to attend meetings, then surely the wife and 
children of the missionary should also attend. Through being there, she will be aware of the 
current teaching being given to the people. As she visits or is visited by the people, she can 
ask questions, answer questions, and discuss with them the things they are learning from the 
Word of God. She may do this even in her own home when she is baking, preparing meals, 
doing medical work, trading with the people, or teaching literacy.

Some women are so bound to their family and household chores that they do not have 
time to assist in teaching God’s Word. This is a poor example for the tribal women who will 
be the wives of the future church leaders. Missionary husbands are often to blame for this 
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when they do not pull their weight by assisting and relieving their wives of some household 
duties which hinder them from having time to take part in the ministry of God’s Word. It 
is important that men be not only zealous for their own teaching ministry but also for the 
particular and important contribution which their wives can make to the work of evangelism 
and nurturing of believers.

If it is cultural for a woman to do so, a wife can further assist her husband by asking 
questions during the teaching sessions. These questions may be agreed on with her husband 
beforehand, or they may be some that she sees as necessary for clarification while her husband 
is teaching. If the missionary’s wife sits with the tribal women and asks questions, they, too, 
will be encouraged to participate.

My wife was fully involved in my ministry in this capacity. She was particularly helpful in 
alerting me to areas which needed greater clarification. Fran was made aware of these needs 
by chatting with the women who were attending the meetings. During the literacy classes 
which she taught, she included subjects which related directly to the things being taught in 
the meetings. Fran greatly enjoyed these times in which she could help to establish people in 
the knowledge of the truth.

All believers involved after the meeting
Following the meeting, all missionaries who know the language and any local believers 

can be involved in discussing the lesson with the unsaved. By asking questions and reviewing 
the lesson, they help to recap and cement the truths introduced during the teaching session.

Participating in this way allows all local believers – men, women, teenagers and children 
– to be involved in assisting in the evangelistic effort. A time following the meeting can be 
organized to give opportunities for the local believers to sit and discuss the lesson just taught 
with one or a group of unbelievers. It is usually advisable for women to talk with women and 
men with men. Teenagers will probably feel much more comfortable discussing questions or 
the subject just covered in the lesson with someone of the same age group.

Teaching aids for evangelism
Teaching aids are excellent tools which will assist your hearers to understand the Word of 

God. Used wisely and at the appropriate time, teaching aids will have great impact and hold 
the attention of the varying age groups.

Although I believe teaching aids are invaluable, a missionary’s attitude toward the people 
is even more important than the actual visual aids. Be sure to make everyone feel welcome and 
included as you teach. Do not simply rely on teaching aids to hold the people’s interest. Be a 
good teacher.

One consideration as you develop teaching aids is whether they can be reproduced for use 
by the tribal teachers for use in other areas or whether it will be necessary for you to provide 
the teaching aids for them. Remember, you are not planning to settle down and become the 
permanent teacher. The following article considers some other areas which you should take 
into consideration.
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Pictures
During pre-evangelism, you used pictures of nature, Bible culture, and Bible lands. These 

pictures can continue to be useful when teaching Phase 1 for evangelism.
Bible story pictures which emphasize the main characters, cultural details, and especially 

the central teaching in the story are particularly helpful for Phase 1.
If you paste pictures onto thin cloth, they will be far more durable and less likely to tear. 

Laminating pictures is another way to make them durable.
Whatever Bible pictures you choose, be sure they are biblical in content. Some so-called 

Bible pictures for children show large animals sitting on the deck of Noah’s ark or show a 
giraffe’s head and neck protruding out of the window of an undersized ark. Whether for 
children or adults, Bible pictures should be realistic.

Be aware that the picture may sometimes be a distraction rather than a help. If the people 
discuss the picture instead of listening to what is being taught, it is far better to put it out of 
view. But in most cases, pictures, whether cutouts, flashcards, or flannelgraph, will be effec-
tive visual aids if they are biblical, realistic, and shown at the appropriate time.

Be sure everyone can see the pictures. When showing pictures to a group, you may need 
to pass them to those who are shy and always on the outer part of the circle. If possible, leave 
the pictures posted up in the meeting place so the people can look at them and be reminded 
of the truths of Scripture.

Pumé Believers as Part of the Teaching Team

The Pumé believers were involved on evangelistic outreach with us missionaries. 
After I had taught a Phase 1 lesson, I would ask one of the believers a question about 
something I had taught in the lesson. For example, I might ask why Abel was accepted 
and Cain wasn’t. As the believer replied, he would further clarify and review what I had 
just taught. For the people, hearing the truths come from their own people brought 
weight and credibility to the message.

After the meetings, the believers would have a relaxed time of interaction with 
individuals regarding the material that had just been taught. The believers would ask 
what those attending had learned. They would find out, for example, what the people 
understood about the one door on the ark or what they had understood about God’s 
hatred of sin. These one-on-one visits lasted about 30 to 45 minutes. The village being 
evangelized saw immediately that this was a very serious matter because everyone, 
including the ladies, was involved in making sure the truths of the lessons were clearly 
understood.

The tribal believers also were involved by team teaching with us missionaries. Although 
these believers couldn’t read yet, their knowledge of the Phase 1 material was such that 
they could effectively teach on much of it by memory. They were each assigned a section 
to teach, and they enthusiastically tackled their assignment. This sent a strong signal to 
the unbelievers that their own people had come to believe God’s Word.

– Merrill Dyck, missionary to the Pumé Tribe, Venezuela
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In the lessons, I have suggested ideas for pictures and when they could be used. Below is 
an example of the teacher instruction note in the lessons regarding pictures. 
 

G   Teacher: Show a picture of Solomon’s temple.
 

 
Use pictures when appropriate in the lesson, not limiting your use of the pictures to only when 
suggested by the teacher instruction notes.

Maps
Display the simple, undetailed map of Bible lands which you introduced during pre-

evangelism. Use it continually during Phase 1.
Keep the world map used during pre-evangelism on hand and refer to it when needed.

Teaching Aids for the Tribal Teachers

It is not necessarily right to say (or infer) that the people we work with must be able 
to reproduce all the teaching aids we use. At the same time, neither is it necessarily 
right to say (or infer) that we should never use anything which they cannot reproduce. 
The main issue is whether or not the tribal church will be somehow paralyzed in their 
evangelism because of an incorrect assumption that without the aids we used they 
cannot evangelize. In other words, if we have used teaching aids which they are unable 
to reproduce in our absence, and they somehow see those things as indispensable to an 
outreach, then we have created a problem.

The answer, I believe, is to work through those issues with the tribal church in subsequent 
out-reaches while we as missionaries are still with them. They need to believe, first of 
all, that they can reach out and share God’s Word without extra teaching aids. On the 
other hand, their attempts to teach can be helped by teaching aids just as much as ours 
can be. So, in looking forward to a time when they will no longer be resident there, the 
missionaries need to work with the tribal church to decide:

•  Which teaching aids are really helpful for the tribal Bible teachers – some of the things 
we have felt to be helpful may not suit their style.

•  Which teaching aids will they be able to use practically – obviously in some places, the 
tribal people will not be able to use videos, while in other places, videos could be a 
successful tool because many people have VCR’s in their homes.

• Which teaching aids will the church be able to access for themselves – making or 
buying them.

•  What avenues can be established for either the no-longer resident missionaries 
themselves or other missionary personnel to assist the church with those teaching aids 
which are considered important, but which they cannot get on their own.

– Paul McIlwain, Church Planting Consultant
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In the lessons, I have suggested in teacher instruction notes when to use maps.  
For example:

It is important that the maps are large enough to be seen by everyone.

Slides and filmstrips
Some missionaries have found colored slides of Bible stories to be an effective tool for 

teaching and review. (Slides can also be made into filmstrips.)
A missionary in Thailand took slides of things such as local scenery, animals and flow-

ers, etc. He showed these slides during his teaching series on Genesis 1, with the hope 
that, as the people saw these familiar objects each day, they would be reminded of the 
spiritual truths illustrated through the slides.

An interesting way of reviewing what has already been taught is, one night a week, to 
present slides which go back over two or three stories.

Robin Griffith wrote about the advantages of preparing a taped commentary to go with 
filmstrips.

“For some filmstrips, I have prepared taped commentaries. By doing this, the narrative 
could be thought out ahead of time and done correctly. Then, when it is being played and 
questions are asked about the filmstrip, I do not lose my train of thought, which easily happens 
when I do not use a tape. Taped sound effects, such as sheep bleating, can also help to intro-
duce unfamiliar subject matter. There is another practical advantage of taped commentaries.  

G    Teacher: Point to the land of Canaan on the map.

Review Chart with Chronological Pictures

When we taught the Ata people in Papua New Guinea, we made a review chart of all the 
chronological pictures which we planned to use in Phase 1. We used the largest size of 
line drawings of the picture set. We covered the pictures with contact paper, and taped 
them together in chronological order in a long strip. We made wooden handles for each 
end so that the strip could be rolled up like a scroll.

In each picture we had colored an important feature that we wanted to stick in the minds 
of the people. For example, in the picture of Adam and Eve when they made fig-leaf 
coverings, we colored just the coverings to remind the people that Adam and Eve had 
tried to make themselves acceptable to God. In the picture of Abraham about to sacrifice 
Isaac, we colored the ram, to highlight God’s provision.

During the Phase 1 teaching we went through the review chart at least three times a 
week after a lesson, looking at each picture that had already been taught, and asking the 
people what it reminded them of from God’s Word. Later on, we had some of the men 
stand up front and hold up the chart and ask the questions about each picture and help 
the others to answer. This was a good way to include the people and train them for the 
future.

– Paul and Linda McIlwain, missionaries to the Ata People, Papua New Guinea
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Once or twice, some bugs attracted by the light of the filmstrip projector decided to explore 
my vocal organs with disastrous results! One time, I lost my voice for the rest of the evening 
and was not able to continue my oral commentary. Tapes certainly help in such situations.”

Movies
Movies are useful primarily for review. It is unwise to show a movie before actually 

teaching the story from the Scriptures. Although the people may be entertained if the movie is 
shown first, the doctrinal points and spiritual significance of the story will not be prominent.

Be certain that any movie used is according to the Word of God and neither adds to nor 
detracts from the Scriptures.

Tape recordings
The missionary should record all of the lessons as he teaches the people. Having the 

lessons recorded will enable him to check for weaknesses and areas which need improving in 
his vocabulary, pronunciation, illustrations, story-telling techniques, teaching methods, and 
doctrinal emphases.

These recordings can also be used to:
 • Bring regular attenders who may happen to be absent for one or more sessions up-to-date.

 • Teach those who through sickness, distance, or some other problem cannot regularly 
attend the classes.

 •  Teach newcomers the portions which they missed, bringing them up-to-date with the 
regular class.

 •  Assist new believers when they begin an outreach to unsaved people.
Quite a number of missionaries have bought small battery-operated or hand-cranked tape 

players to hand out to the people, but, in other situations, the people have wanted to buy their 
own battery-operated audio players or recorders.

In 1985, Merrill Dyck, working in Venezuela, wrote:
“One morning, Pancho, a Pumé tribal man, arrived at my door. He wanted his father, 

an elderly man who could not attend the meetings, to be able to hear and understand the 
truth from God’s Word. Pancho had been sharing the Word with his father, but he felt his 
teaching was ‘way off.’ I asked him if his father would be willing to listen to God’s Word 
using a tape recorder. Pancho immediately responded that he would go ask his dad (who lived 
about four miles away) and come back to let me know. That evening, Pancho was back. His 
dad had said that a tape recorder would be okay.

“Having seriously considered the use of tape recorders earlier, I had sent for ten of the 
‘crank’ models from Gospel Recordings. But, until this time, we had never been quite serious 
enough about it to put any tapes together. Now, however, it seemed the Pumé would have an 
interest in using tape recorders. We suddenly began to realize what a tremendous tool they 
would be. Let me explain why. The Pumé live in groups of about four to ten families. Each 
group lives separately, about three to five miles from other groups. In our teaching program, 
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we had been zeroing in on one particular group. With the use of tape recorders, the Word of 
God could reach each village.

“I talked to Ramon, the first Pumé believer, about it, and he liked the idea at once. He 
was more than willing to help me teach the taped lessons. So we began! We followed closely 
the detailed lessons that Trevor McIlwain wrote on Genesis. I would teach a point, and then 
Ramon would expound on the same thing. Moving on, I would teach the next point, and 
Ramon would again emphasize it. We sought to make the taped sessions as alive as possible, 
using many down-to-earth illustrations just as I would in a regular teaching situation.

“It wasn’t long before a Pumé man from an upriver village asked for a tape recorder to 
listen to the Word. About a week later, one of the village chiefs from yet another village came 
to us, desirous of listening to the taped lessons. Presently, the Word is going out by tape to 
three villages.

“Once each week, I visit these three villages in person to teach and obtain feedback. I 
spend a good deal of time questioning them to see where they are in their understanding. 
Their answers have clearly indicated that they are learning.

“The tape recorder has been, and continues to be, a real help in getting the Word out to 
the Pumé people. We are thankful that we came upon this tool to help in spreading the Word.”

Jason and Shirley Birkin evangelized and established churches among the primitive, 
nomadic Tala Andig tribe in Mindanao in the Philippines. Tape recordings and hand-
cranked tape players were an effective way to teach these people who were constantly on the 
move. Jason taught the people whenever they visited and stayed overnight, but the majority of 
his evangelistic teaching was not in person. Jason recorded the lessons on tapes and gave them 
to the people to take with them. The Lord used His Word heard in this way, and many Tala 
Andig people are now children of God.

By recording all your teaching of the seven phases, a library of tapes will be built 
up. These recordings will be of great assistance to the tribal church in their evangelistic 
outreach and as they teach the Scriptures to new and mature believers.

A number of missionaries have reported the benefits of keeping all their teaching on tape. 
Using these, the people have been able to hear the teaching of the various phases already 
covered, not just once or twice but repeatedly in their own homes.

Tape Recordings

Tape recordings of your teaching sessions will help tremendously when the new 
believers begin to teach. The believers can review the tapes as part of their preparation. 
The tapes can also be used as backup when the new believers teach somewhere else. By 
using the tapes as backup, there is less chance of a wrong emphasis getting through.

– Mike Henderson, missionary to the Aziana People, Papua New Guinea
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Object lessons
Object lessons are helpful tools to capture the people’s attention and illustrate biblical 

truths.
While visiting John and Kay Tallman, who worked with the Fore tribe in the highlands 

of Papua New Guinea, the value of objects as a teaching aid was clearly demonstrated to 
me. The Fore people could not grasp the truth that all mankind was brought into death by 
being broken off from a meaningful relationship with God through Adam’s disobedience. I 
suggested that John break off a small limb of a tree and use that as an illustration.

When the teaching session began, two old men sitting in front of me were mumbling 
softly to one another, picking their toenails, scratching, and apparently paying little attention 
to what was being taught. To my left, about six women were sitting with their children and 
small babies. They seemed to be far more interested in their babies than the Word of God.

While I was observing the poor interest of these old men and mothers, they suddenly sat up 
and began to pay attention. The old men craned their necks to get a good look at what the speaker 
was holding, and they listened intently to what John was saying. The women forgot their babies 
and also leaned forward to see and hear. What made the difference? John had picked up the piece 
of pine tree which he had broken off and brought into the house where we were meeting. After he 
completed his teaching point, John laid the limb back down on the floor. Almost immediately, 
the old men and the women drifted back to their preoccupation with the things close at hand. 
Five minutes later, John again picked up the piece of tree, and the same renewed interest was  
clearly obvious.

In the lessons, I have suggested in teacher instruction notes some possible object lessons. 
For example:

Drama
During a story or in between stories, skits can assist in making the story more clear and 

vivid. Drama can hold the attention of the hearers and grip their imagination in a far greater 
measure than merely listening to a verbal account. Nevertheless, it is important to stay within 
the bounds of Scripture and what is culturally acceptable to the hearers. Drama may not be 
an acceptable form of communication in some cultures, but, even if it is not normally used, 
its understanding and appreciation can often be developed. The tribal people can be slowly 
introduced to simple drama, and then its use can be increased if it proves to be acceptable and 
useful.

G   Teacher: To illustrate what death means, bring to the teaching session a branch that 
you have broken off of a tree. (For even greater impact, at the point when you are ready 
to teach this, walk outside of the meeting place, break off a limb and bring it back to 
show the people.) Use this branch which is broken off from its source of its life to illustrate 
that Adam would be separated from God, the source of his life, if he disobeyed God. Just 
as a branch cannot continue to live once it had been separated from its source of life; 
likewise, if Adam disobeyed God, he, too, would be separated from God, the source of 
his life.
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Bob Kennell and George Walker effectively used simple skits to help portray Bible stories 
when teaching the Bisorio tribe in the Sepik region of Papua New Guinea. George wrote the 
following suggestions about skits:

“Drama is an option in teaching. It is not a must. For some tribes, drama may not even 
be an option, but for many, skits can aid the people in understanding the truth of the Bible 
lesson. Remember, however, it is not we or our skits that will accomplish the impossible in 
tribal lives. It is the Lord! Rely on Him to apply the truth of His Word to hearts and lives. 
Do not rely on your skits.

“As you do the skits, be creative under the Lord’s direction. Always be wellprepared. 
Props should be ready. Parts should be well-known. “You and your co-workers will undoubt-
edly be the main actors in the skits.

Even co-workers who are not yet fluent in the language will be able to take part in some 
skits. When you need more actors than your missionary team provides, you may find some 
among the tribal people to fill in the gaps. Usually, 14- to 17- year-olds are able and willing, 
once they see how to do the skits.

“To do effective skits, you do not need elaborate props. Keep them basic and simple.

“Once the props are in place, set the background for the story in the people’s minds before 
acting it out. Explain who is who and what is what. Make sure they are clear on the setting 
before acting out the skit.

“As you act out the skit, trust the Lord to help you make it alive. Say your lines with 
meaning. Use facial expressions and mannerisms the tribal people would use. Use their 
idioms. Communicate in their terms.”
At the close of a skit, or even between the different acts, give teaching and explanation. 

It is vital to give adequate interpretation of dramatic presentations in case the people have 
misunderstood or misinterpreted the drama. Tribal people are superstitious and deeply 
impressionable. The tribal missionary needs to be constantly on his guard, wise in how he uses 
drama, and always cognizant of the people’s true feelings and thoughts.

Even if you do not use skits as a teaching aid, making the story live by voice and body 
expressions will hold the people’s interest and portray the story more graphically. Although 
care should be taken not to go beyond the bounds of Scripture, use your imagination to visu-
alize the most likely emotional actions and reactions of the biblical characters. If the people 
in the story were afraid, surprised, amazed, angry, or joyful, display these expressions in a 
cultural manner. Rather than just sitting, stand up and move around, depicting the actions 
of the characters from the story you are telling. This will add life and feeling to the historical 
account. For example, when you tell how Adam and Eve hid from God when they heard His 
voice calling, “Adam, where are you?” portray Adam and Eve’s embarrassment and efforts to 
hide from God by holding up your hands and cowering against the side of the building like a 
person trying to hide. When telling the story of the offering up of Isaac, take a knife and lift 
it up just as Abraham did in readiness to kill Isaac.
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Chronological chart
For teaching the Palawanos, we prepared a chart of names in chronological order. This 

chart included the names and events to be taught in Phases 1 and 2. We used white muslin 
cloth (known as calico to the British and Australians) for the chart, and we printed the names 
with an indelible, felt-tipped pen.

Make the chart from one long piece of cloth and attach it to the wall in the place where 
the meetings are held. If the building is narrow, the chart may need to be divided into two or 
more sections and placed in their correct order, underneath one another, on the wall. For our 
chart, my wife made loops at the ends and at regular intervals along the chart so that it could 
be easily tied to the wall.

Make the printing large enough so that all will be able to see it clearly.
Unroll the chart as the chronological story is taught. Keep only the section already taught 

and that being currently taught in the view of the congregation.
In the lessons, I have suggested in teacher instruction notes when to display names on the 

chronological chart. For example:

Chronological chart referred to in the lessons

Although the stories of Melchizedek and Hagar and Ishmael would not ordinarily 
be told in Phase 1, it is important to include these stories when teaching people from 
Muslim background. Teacher notes in the lessons explain more about adjusting the lessons  
for Muslims.

In non-Muslim settings, the stories of Melchizedek and Hagar and Ishmael will be added 
in Phase 2. This chronological chart will also be used for teaching Phase 2. So when you make 
the chart, you may either write the names on the chart and explain to the people that these 
stories will be told at a later date or you may leave a blank space on the chart and write the 
names in just prior to teaching Phase 2.

G   Teacher: Point to the name, “Joseph,” on the chronological chart. 

God 
Father 
Son 
Spirit

God’s  
Angels

Lucifer

Adam 
Eve

Lucifer 
(Satan)  
and the  
angels who  
followed  
Lucifer  
(demons)

Cain 
Abel 
Seth 
Enoch

Noah 
Shem 
Ham 
Japheth

Babel Abraham 
Sarah 
Lot

Melchizedek 
Hagar 
Ishmael

Isaac 
Esau 
Jacob 
Joseph

Moses 
Aaron 
Joshua

Judges Saul 
David 
Solomon

Kings 
Jonah 
Prophets

John 
Mary 
Joseph

Jesus 
The 12 
apostles

Paul The  
Church
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Not all people understand the linear concept of time as it is taught in the Scriptures. The 
chronological chart introduces the biblical view of time and slowly establishes this view as you 
continue using it throughout the teaching of the Old and New Testaments. Even so, some 
missionaries have felt it important to educate the people regarding time prior to introducing 
the chronological chart.

Time Plank

When we taught the Ata people in Papua New Guinea, we made our chronological chart 
in the form of a “time plank.” It was about 24 feet long and had places slotted for all the 
names on the chrono-logical chart. The names were on small pieces of plywood. As we 
came to the different names, we just hung them in their correct places.

We used the “time plank” to teach the idea of time. We had marked off the years in lots 
of ten from the beginning to the current time. At the beginning of the time board, we 
had a section painted black which was before the start of the years. We did this to show 
that there was a beginning and something existed before the beginning. (We planned to 
hang the names God, Father, Son, Holy Spirit and God’s angels and Lucifer in this section 
as we came to them in the teaching program.)

A week or so before we began teaching, we nailed the “time plank” up in the village 
meeting house where the teaching would be held.

In introducing the “time plank”, we said, “See this. We call this ‘the time board.’ It signifies 
years. How many years do you think have passed from the very beginning to now? Were 
your grandparents alive at the beginning? How about your great-grandparents? Were 
your big men here? No. The time before the beginning was before your big men or our 
big men.

”We pointed out the current time period on the board. We also pointed out different 
times of signifi-cance to the people, such as when white men first arrived in PNG, when 
cars were first made, when white people first arrived in Australia and America. The 
people were amazed that the events which they considered significant was all close to 
the current time period on the time board when compared with all the rest of time – 6000 
years on our time board. They said, “Look at all that time there we know nothing about.”

To introduce the concept of years, we used small pieces of wood (toothpicks). We 
bought 6000 toothpicks. We bundled them in groups of 10, 50, 70, but left most loose in 
a plastic bag. When together like that, 6000 toothpicks looked quite impressive.

We explained, “This is an example of years.” We showed toothpick. “This one toothpick 
marks 1 year.” We showed, one at a time, the bundles of 10, 50, 70. “This bundle of 10 
here is like 10 years. This bundle is like 50 years. This bundle is like 70 years – as many 
years as a man’s life.

”We then spread a piece of plastic on floor and discussed time. “OK. How many 
toothpicks should I throw down to be equal to how many years have gone by since the 
beginning?” We began to throw down bundles, explaining in terms the people could 
understand how many years each would be equal to. When we threw down 10, we said, 
“The school boys are just infants.” When we had threw down 20 toothpicks, we said, 
“Some of the young men like Savole are not born yet.” When we threw down an-other 10 
“years,” we said, “I am not walking. I am still a baby. And some of you like Ela and Loram 
are still young children.” When we had thrown down 60 toothpicks, we said, “OK. 60 
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A prophetic chart
As you teach Phase 1, I recommend you use a chart which lists Old Testament prophecies 

concerning Christ. (See chart below.) As you teach the life of Christ from the New Testament, 
you will fill in the fulfillment of each prophecy, thereby reinforcing the truth that God does 
everything that He says He will do.

toothpicks have gone down, and Ataxa and Lelekala have not arrived yet. Only Ue and 
Kakalo and La’ia and Mixe were here with their fathers and brothers.” We threw down 40 
more, and explained, “There, 40 more go down and 100 years have been marked. None 
of you have arrived yet. Your mothers and fathers are young. What do you think? Have we 
arrived at the beginning yet? No! How many more matches do you think we will throw 
in?” We threw down handfuls of toothpicks until all 6000 were lying on the plastic on the 
floor. Then we said, “That is how many to mark all the years that have passed since the 
beginning. It was an extremely long time ago.”

This “time plank” engendered much discussion as the people realized how much time 
was covered and the huge gaps in their knowledge of the past.

– Paul and Linda McIlwain, missionaries to the Ata People, Papua New Guinea

What God said about the Deliverer He would send How God’s Word Came True

Isaiah 9:7 David’s descendant Matthew 1:1

Isaiah 7:14 Born of a virgin Matthew 1:22-23

Micah 5:2 Born in Bethlehem Matthew 2:1

Hosea 11:1 Be brought out of Egypt Matthew 2:14-15

Isaiah 11:2 Some of His characteristics Luke 2:52

Isaiah 53:4-5 Suffer for others John 10:11

Psalm 41:9 Betrayed by a friend Mark 14:10

Zechariah11:12-13 Sold for 30 pieces of silver Matthew 26:14-15

Psalm 27:12 Accused by false witnesses Mark 14:56-57

Isaiah 50:6 Smitten and spat upon Mark 14:65

Isaiah 53:7 Silent when accused Mark 15:3-5

Isaiah 53:3 Rejected by the Jews Mark 15:9-14

Psalm 69:4 Hated without a cause Mark 15:10

Psalm 22:16 His hands and feet pierced Mark 15:24

Psalm 22:18 His clothing gambled for Mark 15:24

Isaiah 53:12 Die with the wicked Mark 15:27

Psalm 22:6-8 Mocked and insulted Mark 15:29-32

Isaiah 53:9 Buried with the rich Mark 15:43-46

Psalm 16:10 Rise again Mark 16:6

Psalm 68:18 Go back to Heaven Acts 1:9



Preparation and Guidelines for  
Teaching the Scriptures  
Chronologically

1 5 7

Write the Old Testament prophecies along with their Old Testament references on the 
chart. The New Testament references may be written in later when you come to their fulfill-
ment, or written in beforehand and covered until you reach their fulfillment in the New 
Testament. As you write in the fulfillment or disclose it, your hearers will see how all of the 
Old Testament references were slowly fulfilled through the events in the life of Christ.

The Old Testament references are arranged to coincide with their chronological fulfill-
ment in the lessons on the life of Christ.

Make the chart large enough to be clearly seen by the whole congregation. Smaller charts 
can also be made to carry and use in house meetings. If you have a regular meeting place, 
leave the chart up on the wall so that the people can constantly refer to it. It will be a constant 
reminder of the main events which you have taught from the life of Christ as well as a testi-
mony of the faithfulness of God to do all that He says.

In the lessons, I have suggested in teacher instruction notes when to display each fulfill-
ment on the prophecy chart. For example:

Bible translation
While most missionaries are in favor of the translation of the New Testament, some are 

content to settle for Bible stories, written in the missionary’s own style, as the only literature 
to cover the teaching of the Old Testament. I recognize the usefulness of Bible stories, but, in 
light of the importance of the Old Testament Scriptures, I believe, wherever possible, the Old 
Testament Scriptures should be translated.

Although missionaries may never have the time to translate the complete Old Testa-
ment for the tribal church, they should endeavor to give the believers as much Old Testament 
translation as possible. Paul clearly stated that the Old Testament Scriptures are relevant and 
have also been provided by God for the Church. We who are living in the last days still need 
the Old Testament Scriptures, for they are God’s voice now as much as when they were first 
written (Romans 15:4; 1 Corinthians 10:6, 11).

“All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable” (2 Timothy 3:16). There-
fore, Paul charged Timothy as a New Testament church builder, “Preach the word!” (2 
Timothy 4:2).

This same responsibility has been given to us. Missionaries are to commit the Word to 
faithful tribal people who have the ability to teach others. But this charge cannot be given to 
the tribal church leaders regarding the Old Testament Scriptures if they are not translated 

A   Tell them that God’s words written by David were fulfilled. 
Then read Psalm 41:9 and Mark 14:10 to them. 
Then point to the Prophetic Chart and write Mark 14:10 opposite Psalm 41:9. (See 
example below.)

What God said about the  
Deliverer He would send How God’s Word Came True

Psalm 41:9 Betrayed by a friend Mark 14:10
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into their own language. They will have no authority to say, “Thus saith the Lord.” It is not 
right to elevate our rendition of Old Testament stories to a place of equality with the trans-
lated New Testament Scriptures. The phrase, “The Word of God,” should only be used when 
referring to Scriptures translated from those originally given through inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit.

Furthermore, through the Old Testament Scriptures, the Holy Spirit will be able to 
continue teaching the functioning tribal church. He will lead them deeper and deeper into 
previously unseen treasures of truth in a way which will be impossible if they only have stories 
from the Old Testament. The growth, faith and walk of the believers will be limited, apart 
from a translation of at least the major portions of the Old Testament.

Just as it is not good to teach doctrine divorced from its God-given historical setting, so 
it is equally unwise to depend only on stories which lack the doctrinal content, interwoven, 
many times very subtly, into the Scriptures through the chosen words of the Holy Spirit.

To only provide a book of Old Testament stories for the tribal church is to deny 
them and succeeding generations the opportunity of hearing God speak through the Old 
Testament Scriptures, just as He has spoken to us. Our book of stories will never carry 
the same authority as the Scriptures. Scripture tells us that all who enter God’s family 
have been “ born again, not of corruptible seed but incorruptible, through the word of God which 
lives and abides forever” (1 Peter 1:23). God’s power and life are inherent in His Word. The 
Holy Spirit will own His written Word in every generation (Acts 20:32).

Although it is important to have Scriptures for every teaching phase, it is not essential, 
nor is it usually possible, to have a completed translation before evangelism begins. For evan-
gelism, Phase 1, it is only necessary to translate the selected portions specified for the lessons 
for the Old and New Testaments. (These Scripture portions are listed at the beginning of each 
Phase 1 lesson. These Scriptures are also listed separately in the Appendix to Volume 2.) If 
the translator covers only these portions, he should be able to supply the Scriptures for reading 
during the teaching sessions. Additional portions may be added as they are needed for the 
successive phases.

Bible Translation: Its Place in Church Planting

Over the centuries Bible translation has played a key role in the spread of the Gospel. 
Saving faith comes through hearing and understanding the Word; Bible translation 
makes that Word available in a form that is understandable. When no Scripture base 
exists in the language where a church is to be planted, Bible translation is a fundamental 
part of the church planting process.

How God communicates with man

In ancient times God frequently spoke His Word orally; sometimes directly, sometimes 
through prophets or others. Today, however, what we know of God and His truth 
we know from the written Word. When we teach, preach and tell the story, we are 
expounding from that inspired written truth. Early on in our presentation of that truth, we 
work hard to establish that the authority of our teaching is the written Word of God (for 
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if not, how does it differ from any other story that has been passed down through the 
ages?).

The Word of God translated into the vernacular of the people is the visual evidence of 
that truth. We demonstrate our claim that God earnestly desires to communicate with 
man when we do the difficult work of Bible translation. When we lay aside that difficult 
work and fail to produce the evidence of that claim, we cast doubt on the very truth that 
we teach.

A view from the hearer’s bench

Under pressure to begin “the ministry,” those who undertake the challenge of cross-
cultural church planting frequently concede that it may be a “workable” option to begin 
without a Scripture base, or to use an English or trade language Scripture base. From the 
standpoint of the message teller, this option seems workable. First, he is confident that 
the text he holds in his hands is indeed God’s Word. He feels confident that he can make 
proper application of that Scripture; and he may even be optimistic regarding his ability 
to deliver the message in the vernacular.

But is this arrangement really “workable” from the standpoint of those who are to receive 
the mes-sage? Are these assurances in the mind of the well-intentioned message teller 
necessarily passed along to the hearer? Probably not.

To the hearer, the message is new, somewhat strange, and probably comes in a rather 
disconcerting mixture of grammatical and cultural irregularities. As church planters, we 
pray that the hearers will understand this message, that they will believe it and commit 
their lives to it. But if the message is unclear, the response will not be decisive. How is the 
hearer to study and ponder the claims that God makes on his life? In fact, how is he even 
to remember that truth that he heard last night, last week, or last year?

To make this message a part of their lives, tribal hearers will need every benefit available 
to them. They need the opportunity to study, to ponder, to see the Holy Spirit use His 
Word to cleanse, convict, and direct. We know the central place of God’s written Word 
in our own growth and development as believers. Should we expect that tribal believers 
need the written Word any less?

Telling the story

Recent emphasis on storytelling as a method of evangelism and teaching has alerted us 
to some-thing that seems to be universal across cultures – people enjoy and generally 
learn better from narra-tive (story-style) teaching. The example of Scripture itself not only 
adds weight to this emphasis but is no doubt the foremost example of it.

Good storytellers make good Bible teachers, and we should enthusiastically tell and 
teach the wonderful Gospel story. But our enthusiasm should genuinely be for the story 
itself and for the stories as told in the written accounts of Scripture. It’s the Scripture that 
gives accuracy and authenticity to the story we tell.

Effective translations of the Scripture with all of the drama and spice of the original really 
do com-municate the full impact of these fascinating narratives. What a powerful sword 
in the hand of a teacher is an effective translation in the language of the people, available 
at the time when people are first introduced to the Scripture and to the chronological 
story of the Gospel of Christ.

– Larry Goring, Church Planter & International Ministry Leader



1 6 0

Preparation and Guidelines 
for Teaching the Scriptures  
Chronologically

CHAPTER 10: DEVELOPING 
AND TEACHING PHASE 1 
LESSONS

The chronological Bible lessons that I have developed for this series cover the key 
Scriptures and emphasize the truths necessary for each particular phase of the chronological 
teaching outline. The lessons have been written as a teaching manual for missionaries working 
with tribal people.

Although designed for tribal people, the lessons can be easily adapted for use in any 
culture, in any setting, and with all ages. I have used the same chronological approach in 
Australia for home Bible studies and for religious instruction in schools. The same approach 
has been used to teach youth groups, adult and junior Sunday school classes, daily Bible 
classes in schools for missionaries’ children, and as the major course for Bible institutes. This 
lesson material has been taught by foreign and indigenous Christian workers in many coun-
tries around the world and has been translated into nearly 200 languages. Translations into 
other languages are presently in progress. 

Guidelines for adapting
These lessons have been prepared first and foremost for missionaries. They were written 

to guide missionaries step-by-step as they write Bible lessons in other languages, first for 
themselves and then for believers as they reach out in evangelism.

It is important that you don’t merely read the lessons and then lay them aside as you 
prepare your own lessons. If you do this, there is a great danger that you will omit vital 
truths that need to be taught and that you will miss important teaching goals. While 
critiquing teaching materials prepared by missionaries, it has been obvious to me that 
many had read the lessons, put them to one side, and then depended on their memories to 
recall the points of doctrine to be given priority.

I recommend that missionaries follow the lessons in the Building on Firm Foundations 
series closely to keep headed in the right direction. Check the lessons you prepare against the 
chronological Bible lessons. Check point by point to make sure you have included the correct 
emphasis and that you have covered all of the different truths taught in the lessons.

Dialogue teaching style
Not only do the chronological Bible lessons show what to teach, they also show how to 

teach. On a number of occasions when conducting seminars, missionaries have requested that 
I demonstrate the teaching style which I recommend by teaching them as if they were tribal 
people. Therefore I wrote the lessons as though I were actually addressing a group of tribal 
people in Palawan, an island of the Philippines.

I have deliberately written in dialogue form. Throughout the lessons you will see 
that I constantly encourage the people to think about something or to respond to a ques-
tion. Of course the people’s responses are not actually included in the lesson text. 
Nevertheless the dialogue style is clear, and you should be able to adapt that style 
for your teaching situation. It is important that we do not preach but rather teach. 
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Our style should not be stiff and stilted but lucid, free and spontaneous. Because most 
who use these lessons will be teaching as a member of a team, the lessons have been written 
in the plural form, except for an occasional personal illustration. Note that I used the word 
“we” in the lessons to show that the teacher is referring to himself as well as the whole team.

Don’t rush
Even though the lessons are written as though I were actually teaching the tribal people, 

you should understand that I have not included all the reiteration and expansion of each 
point which I would normally give when teaching. I have tried to include only that which is 
necessary to clearly demonstrate how to teach each part of the chronological outline. I have 
left it up to the teacher to emphasize, illustrate and expand the thought until he is satisfied 
that his hearers have clearly grasped it.

Prepared with Transfer in View

A primary reason for revising the Building on Firm Foundations (2005) series was to make 
the lessons easier to transfer into indigenous languages. Although the lessons have 
always been an excellent resource, certain language features used in the original lessons 
hindered the process of adapting the concepts into other languages.

With input from missionaries who had adapted the original lessons along with the 
guidance of Carol Kaptain, a translation consultant, we established a list of criteria to 
follow, with the intent of making the lessons easier to adapt. Among those were the 
following:

• To change idioms to words with more literal meaning

• To clarify ambiguous constructions

• To use complete sentences

• To rewrite complex constructions (sentence level and paragraph level) so that the meaning 
would be clearer

• To reduce the use of passive voice

• To cut down on the number of rhetorical questions

• To make sure logic progressed from the generic to the specific

• To cut down on the wordiness and repetition

• To delete theme lines from the lesson text, making sure the theme was embedded in 
the text.

As part of the revision process, Carol Kaptain reviewed each lesson as it was revised, 
looking at it from the viewpoint of transfer. Others reviewed the lessons from other 
perspectives. And of course, Trevor McIlwain, the author, was fully involved in the 
process.

By following the above criteria and having the lessons checked specifically for translation 
issues, the revised lessons are easier to transfer into other languages.

– Ruth Brendle, Editor of the BOFF revision (2005)
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The necessity for repetition and expansion of these clear, simple points will differ accord-
ing to the ability of your hearers to clearly comprehend the concepts being propounded. 
Therefore, don’t rush the teaching. Some teachers hurry through in order to cover a lot of 
material in one lesson. They give many points but communicate very little truth.

Take your time in teaching. Instead of watching the clock, watch your hearers and gauge 
the length of your teaching sessions by their reactions and general attitude. Be sure your 
listeners are thinking each point through logically with you. In the lessons, you will find that, 
by illustrations, explanations and questions, I constantly appeal to the people to think through 
each new concept.

Lesson goals
The primary goals of Phase 1 lessons are for the hearer:

 • To know the basic historical facts of the story of the Old Testament and the Gospels

Translation versus Adaptation

Should these lessons be translated literally?

• Literally as to the meaning, but not literally as to form. Translation is the transfer of 
meaning.

How does the translation of these chronological materials differ from Bible translation?

•  There are many similarities, but one primary difference is the degree of liberty that the 
translator has with these materials to contextualize and adapt to the local culture.

•  Contextualizing and adapting to the local culture has to be done carefully so that the 
meaning and purposes of the book are adequately communicated.

In what ways should the text be adapted to the target culture?

•  Illustrations: It is more important that the point of the illustration be made than to 
translate the illustration itself. (In translation terms, the grounds of comparison must be 
in focus).

•  Formatting: The material should be checked to see if layout features such as indenting 
and boxes communicate what they were supposed to communicate. If necessary, adapt 
layout and order of presentation so the target readers will find it easy to understand.

• References to other cultures which may be confusing or misleading in the target culture 
should be adapted.

• References to other religions which may be offensive in the target culture should be 
adapted.

What essential elements need to be most carefully transferred in order to accomplish 
the intended purpose of the books?

•  Ideas that form the essential core of the chronological presentation should be 
carefully adhered to. These core items are presented in the introduction and reiterated 
throughout the lessons.

• Repetition of biblical themes should be maintained. The “redundancy” has a purpose.
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 • To see the wonder of the nature and character of God revealed through His acts down 
through history and through His Son, Jesus Christ

 • To recognize that because of their sin they are separated from God

 • To repent as they see the great contrast between themselves and a holy God

 • To realize the impossibility of them ever pleasing God by their own efforts

 • To understand and believe that God has made a way for them to be restored to a right 
relationship with Himself through the Deliverer

 • To trust in Jesus Christ as their personal Savior
In order to accomplish these goals for the hearer, the teacher will need to tell the Bible 

story clearly and, while doing so, to emphasize the doctrinal themes important for evangelism. 
These doctrinal themes are exemplified through the actions of the characters and the historical 
events in the Bible.

These doctrinal themes are of great importance. Many missionaries have told me that, 
prior to being introduced to this particular outline, they had already taught many of the Old 
Testament stories. But they had not previously seen, and therefore had not emphasized, the 
important points of doctrine which are embodied in the historical incidents recorded in the 
Bible.

Through the stories and the individual incidents chosen and recorded by God in the 
Old and New Testaments, the Holy Spirit has continually emphasized doctrinal truth by 
the actions and words of God, Satan, and man. The teacher’s responsibility is to teach 
and expound these stories in such a way that each of his hearers will not only remember 
Bible history but will also come to a clear understanding, first of the nature and character 
of God, then of himself (that is, the hearer’s own true nature and character as God sees 
him), and finally, of Satan as revealed by God through the Scriptures.

Doctrinal themes emphasized in Phase 1
The doctrinal themes which are emphasized through Phase 1 are those which will show 

people they are sinful, condemned, and helpless before God, their holy and righteous Creator 

Doctrinal Theme Line Removed

Those who are familiar with the original version of the Building on Firm Foundation 
lessons will notice that the revised version no longer lists the doctrinal themes on a 
separate line in the lessons.

The theme line was never intended to be spoken, but some missionary and tribal 
teachers were confused, thinking they needed to “read” the theme because it was written 
in the lesson text. Therefore, the theme lines have been removed from the lesson text. 
The doctrinal themes, however, are still included as integral parts of the lesson text.
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and Judge, as well as those which will generate repentance and faith and bring complete 
dependence on the Lord Jesus Christ as the all-sufficient Savior.

The themes are constantly repeated throughout the Phase 1 lessons. This is the main 
strength of the chronological teaching. Unbelievers are not immediately or easily gripped 
with the attributes of God and most of all they don’t readily see how who God is relates so 
importantly to them.

The doctrinal themes to be emphasized in Phase 1 are:
1. The person and character of God

 • God is supreme and sovereign.
That God is supreme and, therefore, sovereign is probably the most important, 

initial truth that people need to understand. This truth is foundational to all other 
doctrines concerning God and all other spiritual matters, and it should be continu-
ally emphasized so that man will realize his true position in relationship to God and 
all other created beings. Before a person can by saved by trusting in Christ alone for 
his salvation, he must recognize that there is someone above him who has the right 
to tell him what he should and should not do. This One, his sovereign Creator, also 
has the right to condemn him to everlasting punishment because of his disobedience.

God’s sovereign position is evidenced in the biblical record by His authority over 
Satan, man, and all creation. None can prevent or question what He does. He is the 
great Initiator. He is the Alpha and Omega, working all things according to the 
counsel of His will. He is not like any creature, for He cannot be deceived, bribed, 
appeased, or manipulated.

This type of supreme being is foreign to the mind of the animistic tribal person 
who spends his entire life trying to deceive, manipulate, bribe, or appease the spirits in 
an effort to keep in an agreeable relationship with them. The animist lives in constant 
fear of spiritual powers that do not have any right to control him. These Satanic spirits 
have usurped the place and authority of God. They are impostors, for God alone has 
the right to rule over man. We must show that God has the leading role in the history 
of the world. He directs the course of history, and He has the final say in the life of 
every spirit and every human being. He controls the future of planet earth and the 
universe.

The supremacy and sovereignty of God is constantly emphasized throughout 
the Phase 1 lessons for evangelism. God showed His supremacy and sovereignty 
over Lucifer and the angels that rebelled against Him by removing them from their 
former positions of honor in Heaven and the service of God. Later, when Adam 
and Eve rebel, God shows His sovereignty and supremacy by removing them from 
the garden in Eden. Other significant demonstrations by God of these same attri-
butes were in His dealings with Cain, the people in the days of Noah and rebellious 
Pharaoh who dared to defy God by refusing to release the Israelites.

We must teach the Scriptures in such a way that people will be aware that God 
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is not, as the animist thinks, a mere distant, silent observer to world events and their 
own personal lives, but He is an active, living, present Person who is vitally interested 
in all that they are and do. He must be seen as He really is, their almighty Creator 
and sovereign Judge to whom they will give account for all they do and say.

Since He is supreme, He must be shown through His actions in history to be 
always victorious, regardless of the strength or countless number of His adversaries. 
He overcomes all who oppose Him. He is always victorious. He stands supreme and 
gloriously sovereign as the almighty God.

 • God communicates with man.
God is not silent. He speaks to every person. We must impress on our hearers 

that God not only has spoken but also that God is speaking. The Bible is not just a 
record of what God said to people in the past. It is also God’s voice to us in the pres-
ent. Even when God has not actually spoken with an audible voice, He has still made 
known His will by His actions or by some other means. (See Hebrews 1:1.)

While it may not always be very clear when this aspect about God has been 
stressed in the Chronological Bible Lessons for Phase 1, nevertheless, this is the 
whole point and emphasis of every lesson. God has spoken and is now speaking. If 
He is not speaking to us, there is little point in even considering the message of the 
Bible.

 • God is everywhere, all of the time. God knows everything.
These themes are embedded into every part of the story of the Bible (Hebrews 

4:13). If taught correctly and impressed on your hearers, these truths can be a power-
ful instrument in the hands of the Holy Spirit to bring deep conviction of sin. Most 
people, until faced with the fact of God’s constant presence and perfect knowledge 
of their every thought, word and action, are only concerned with keeping up appear-
ances before their fellow man. Therefore, as Scripture says, “There is no fear of God 
before their eyes” (Romans 3:18).

Examples of God being there and seeing and knowing are abundant in every Bible 
story. For example, the Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth in 
Noah’s time, and God knew of Israel’s plight as they toiled in slavery in Egypt. These 
points are great teaching opportunities, for through these events you are able to impress 
on your hearers that the God who was is the God who is. God saw, and God sees. 
God knew, and God knows. No one can escape from this everpresent, all-seeing and 
all-knowing God (Psalm 139:1-18).

 • God is all-powerful.
That God is almighty and should therefore be worshipped and feared has little 

impact on godless, unbelieving mankind. The power of nature and the ability of 
man to control and make his own “world” are far more significant to the majority 
of people than the power of God. But the theme of God’s almighty power is clearly 
written in all human history and clearly declared in the Bible’s account of creation 
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and history. God’s mighty power is evident in His destruction of the human race by a 
global flood and the overthrow of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. The Lord said 
to Pharaoh, “For this purpose I have raised you up, that I may show My power in you, and 
that My name may be declared in all the earth” (Exodus 9:16).

If clearly expounded and applied to your unsaved hearers, the account of God’s 
mighty power demonstrated time and time again in Old Testament history and in 
the life of Christ will be used by the Holy Spirit to humble their proud rebellious 
hearts and lead them to repentance.

 • God is holy and righteous. He demands death as the payment for sin.
We must teach that God Himself is the standard for goodness, and, therefore, 

anything which disagrees with or is contrary to what He is, is sin. Anything less than 
what God is, is unacceptable to God.

God’s holiness and righteousness are most clearly revealed in history through 
His consistent attitude of judgment on man’s deviation from His holy standard. God 
will not overlook sin. All sin must be paid for. “The soul who sins shall die” (Ezekiel 
18:4). Furthermore, because God is righteous, He will never lower His standard of 
holiness nor accept anything less than the full, righteous payment for sin.

As was mentioned earlier, the animist constantly endeavors, and feels he succeeds, 
in appeasing, bribing, and manipulating the spirits. Therefore, the animist must see 
from the historical accounts of the Scriptures that God is a holy and righteous God 
who demands full payment for sin. He will never allow any man to approach Him 
unless the complete and righteous demands of His law are fully paid. He will not and 
cannot be manipulated.

Even though the righteous demands of God’s law could only be provided through 
the blood of Jesus Christ, God still accepted sinners who came to Him in faith 
during the time prior to the cross because Christ’s death was, even then, a present 
reality to God (Revelation 13:8). Nonetheless, during the Old Testament dispensa-
tion, worshipers had to be reminded of what was so clear to God. Worshipers had 
to be constantly reminded that their acceptance by God was not at the expense of 
justice. God demanded the death of the sinner. Animal blood could only act as a 
temporary covering for sin. There could be no complete satisfaction for the offerer 
before the cross. There was always a consciousness of sin. Death, the wages of sin, 
was constantly portrayed by the death of innocent animals which had to be without 
blemish as a picture of God’s unwillingness to accept anything less than a perfect 
payment for sin.

The first recorded example that we have of a man bringing an animal sacrifice is 
the one Abel brought. Abel’s sacrifice must have been on the basis of a divine revela-
tion. The first time God gave man permission to kill and eat animals is after the flood. 
Abel would not have taken it on himself to take the life of one of God’s creatures and 
give it as a sacrifice to God unless it had been ordered by God. Abel came by faith. 
Faith requires a revelation from God as its basis. It is mere human presumption, not 
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faith, which acts apart from a revelation, hoping that it will be satisfactory to God. 
This was the way Cain came to God.

Therefore, constant reference is made throughout the lessons in Phase 1 to God’s 
requirement of animal sacrifices because these emphasized God’s holiness and righ-
teous demands for the death of the sinner as the payment for sin. Animal blood could 
not be a replacement for the death of the sinner, but it was a constant reminder that 
nothing less than death could satisfy God’s holy and just demands (Hebrews 10:1-
12).

 • God is loving, merciful and gracious.
God’s love, mercy and grace shine most brightly against the dark backdrop of 

man’s deliberate and constant rebellion. No sooner had Adam sinned by ignoring 
God’s clear command and warning, but God demonstrated His love, mercy and 
grace. Because of His love, He exercised mercy by withholding the full judgment 
man justly deserved, and He exercised grace by promising a Savior and clothing 
naked guilty man in the skins of animals killed by God Himself. Demonstrations 
of God’s love, mercy and grace are interwoven into every story you will tell. Even 
the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, where God’s wrath is so prominent, portrays a 
merciful, loving and gracious God. God poured out vengeance, yet He delivered Lot.

Even though while teaching the Old Testament, we will not tell of God’s great-
est demonstration of His love, mercy and grace which was through the death of His 
Son, we will constantly emphasize these glorious attributes of God. While faced 
with their sinfulness and a God who demands death as the payment for sin, your 
hearers will also have this hope – that they too may yet experience the love, mercy 
and grace of God.

 • God is faithful and does not change.
God never changes; therefore, His righteous standards never change and He 

always keeps His promises. The Bible stories emphasize that God’s attitude is always 
the same toward the unrepentant and that He is consistently merciful and faithful to 
forgive and save all who put their trust in Him.

The promise of a Deliverer was given soon after man sinned. Even though the 
human race continued to rebel, God never wavered from His plan to provide a way 
of salvation through Christ. Down through the years, God faithfully renewed His 
promises of a Savior. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and David were personally promised 
that their descendant would fulfill God’s promise.

Numerous opportunities are given throughout the Phase 1 lessons to emphasize 
that God remains the same as He was in the beginning and therefore He can be 
relied on to do all that He said He would. If there is the possibility that God will 
change so that He will not carry out His threats of judgment on the unrepentant and 
His promises of mercy for those who trust in Him, then the Bible stories have no 
application and are merely meaningless history of people long dead. But this is not 
so! As you teach, you will be constantly impressing on your hearers that the God of 
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the Bible has never changed and will not change in any of His attitudes and dealings 
with human beings. As He was in the past, so He is today. This emphasis will provide 
the Holy Spirit with powerful truths that will enable Him to produce conviction of 
sin, repentance towards God and then faith in God’s promises of eternal life to all 
who put their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.

2. Man

 • Man is a sinner under the death penalty. He  needs God and is helpless to save 
himself.

Man cannot please God by his own efforts. Only the grace of God can save him. 
The Phase 1 lessons will establish that mankind’s sinfulness before God is based, first 
of all, on Adam’s disobedience to God (Roman 5:12). The illustration of a limb being 
broken off a tree is used to show that Adam, through sin, was separated from God. 
Just as a limb and every twig and leaf dies when separated from the tree, so Adam 
and all his offspring were separated from God and are under the death penalty.

The sinfulness of man is so obvious throughout every stage of the biblical account 
of man’s history. Man’s inability to save himself apart from God’s intervention is 
pictured in the ark as the only way of deliverance from the worldwide flood. It is also 
seen in Lot being rescued by God from the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.

Man’s helplessness in the natural realm is used in the Scriptures to illustrate 
man’s spiritual helplessness and the need of God’s gracious provision for deliverance.

These pictures of man’s helplessness in man’s history will be applied in the lessons 
to remind the hearers that they are helpless sinners under the death penalty and that 
only God can deliver them. The Phase 1 lessons conclude with the wonderful and 
positive announcement that, just as God intervened to rescue believers throughout 
the Bible story, so God has come to man’s ultimate rescue from death for all who put 
their trust in the Savior, Jesus Christ.

 • Man can come to God only according to God’s will and plan.
Because God is holy and supreme, He alone determines the way man can approach 

Him and be saved.
Whatever man does to approach God must be done exactly the way God has 

prescribed. This will be taught many times throughout the Old Testament. After 
Adam and Eve sinned and realized they were naked, they made themselves aprons of 
leaves. God rejected their efforts to make themselves appear acceptable. If man was 
to be clothed acceptably before God, then it had to be done God’s way. God took the 
initiative. He killed animals, made coats from their skins and put them on Adam 
and Eve. Later when Cain and Abel came to worship God, Cain came according to 
his own way and was unacceptable. Abel came by faith, bringing a correct sacrifice, 
and so was acceptable to God. It had to be done God’s way. This same theme is also 
seen clearly in the building of the ark and the Tabernacle.

This important principle in God’s way of dealing with all mankind will be 
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applied to your hearers so they will come to understand that they cannot come to 
God according to their own ideas or the ideas of others. They can only come to God 
through God’s appointed way – the Lord Jesus Christ (John 14:6).

 • Man must have faith in order to please God and be saved.
In Hebrews 11, the Holy Spirit guided the writer to list in chronological order 

many of the leading characters found throughout Old Testament history. The writer 
began with Abel and continued on to list Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, 
Jacob, Joseph and Moses. Finally, knowing that those who could be mentioned are 
far too many, the writer concluded, “…time would fail me to tell of Gideon and Barak 
and Samson and Jephthah, also of David and Samuel and the prophets” (Hebrews 11:32).

As well as mentioning these people by name, the writer pointed out some of 
their most prominent accomplishments. For example, Abel offered a sacrifice that 
was acceptable to God. Enoch was taken to heaven without dying. Noah built the 
ark. Abraham and Sarah left their home to live in a foreign country. Moses stood up 
to Pharaoh and rescued the Israelites. Later in the chapter, the writer listed some of 
the incredible exploits of yet other characters who lived towards the close of the Old 
Testament era. But as great as the accomplishments of all these people were, none 
of them pleased God merely because of the extraordinary feats they achieved. Faith 
in God was what made them acceptable to Him. For “without faith it is impossible to 
please Him” (Hebrews 11:6).

It is vitally important then that we, like the writer of Hebrews, keep the emphasis 
in each story on the faith of those whom God accepted. Even though the faith of the 
leading characters is not usually mentioned in the stories we will be teaching from the 
Old Testament, we will take our model from Hebrews 11. We will emphasize that 
it was faith in God, or the lack of faith in Him, that determined a person’s ultimate 
acceptance or rejection by God (Ephesians 2:8-9).

3. Satan

 • Satan fights against God and His will. He is a liar and a deceiver. He hates man.
Satan and the angels who followed him in rebellion against God were created 

by God and, therefore, are dependent on, and finally subject to, His authority. They 
are the implacable foes of God and man. Satan uses his angels and sinful man in his 
efforts to establish his own kingdom and to try to destroy the kingdom of God.

Even though Satan and his angels are not often mentioned in the Old Testament 
text, it is good to remind our hearers of their continual presence and influence in the 
history of the world. We know from the New Testament that Satan is the “god of this 
age” (2 Corinthians 4:4) so we know he is always present to tempt and guide men in 
their opposition to God and His will.

Even so, God is always triumphant over every endeavor of Satan to destroy God’s 
plans to bless His people and bring salvation to mankind.



1 7 0

CHAPTER 10: DEVELOPING AND TEACHING 
PHASE 1 LESSONS

4. Jesus Christ (New Testament only)

 • Jesus Christ is God.

 • Jesus Christ is man.

 • Jesus Christ is holy and righteous.

 • Jesus Christ is the only Savior.

Keep a balance
We must beware lest we emphasize these doctrinal themes to such an extent that the 

biblical, historical account is forgotten or diminished. Both the historical stories and the 
doctrine taught by them are important.

If the stories are correctly told and expounded, they themselves will become a living, 
vibrant revelation of the doctrines which the people must know even when we do not topically 
state the doctrine.

This is not to suggest that we should tell the stories uninterpreted, hoping that our hearers 
will understand from the biblical text what is so clear to us. As co-laborers together with 
God, we have been given the responsibility to expound and interpret the divine text and the 
recorded history. Like the Ethiopian eunuch, people need Spirit-controlled “Philips” to make 
the scriptural interpretation clear. Keep a balance between storytelling and exposition so that 
one does not overshadow the other.

Teaching the lessons
Faith comes through hearing the Word of God (Romans 10:17). “To hear” in the scriptural 

sense is also “to understand.” As teachers, we are responsible to make sure our hearers clearly 
understand what they are being taught.

Hold their interest
You cannot teach people unless you have their attention. Keep your hearers’ minds active 

and receptive by your use of cultural illustrations, questions, and even humor, as long as it 
does not make light of the Scriptures. Make sure that, at all times, the majority of your 
congregation are actively participating and actually thinking along with you while you are 
teaching. Proceed with calculative precision, establishing each point firmly in their minds.

Dick Sollis, former chairman of the Research and Planning Department of New Tribes 
Mission (now Ethnos360), wrote the following on the subject of communication:

“A professor of communications at Wheaton College advises: ‘Only one-fourth to 
one-third of what is spoken is remembered. Make sure your audience remembers the right 
one-fourth or one-third.’ When we are evangelizing or teaching cross-culturally, it is prob-
able that even less is remembered. How much longer and harder must we then labor and 
prepare to assure that the small percentage understood and remembered constitutes a true 
building block to faith, salvation, or the Christian walk.”
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Use illustrations
The Lord Jesus Christ, the perfect Teacher, used common everyday objects, situations 

and human relationships to illustrate divine truths. His stories, illustrations and parables were 
taken from the normal, cultural experiences of His hearers.

For example, the Lord Jesus spoke of fishermen catching all types of fish and then sitting 
down and sorting them. He talked about farmers sowing, harvesting and storing their grain. 
He spoke of shepherds caring for and seeking their sheep. He told of wayward and faithful sons 
and the natural love of a father. He spoke of a woman losing and searching for a coin. He told of 
children in the marketplace, pretending they are participants in weddings and funerals. He spoke 
of a traveler being beaten and robbed but cared for by a kind Samaritan. He told of a king giving 
a wedding feast for his son and judging and punishing his servants.

The Lord Jesus talked of lilies, grass, vines, corn, birds, fish and animals. He talked about 
rain, floods, winds and fair weather. He spoke of wine, water, bread, old and new cloth, 
houses and candles. All of these and many more natural and commonly seen objects were 
used to illuminate His hearer’s understanding and to help them discern those spiritual things 
unseen by the natural eye.

We, too, should use local objects, cultural stories, and normal, everyday situations to 
illustrate and emphasize the meaning of spiritual truths in the Scriptures.

I have included sample illustrations in the lessons. Illustrations are in a box and identified 
with a candle icon. Illustrations are proceeded by a Lesson Developer note which explains 
what the illustration is about. This is a sample of what the illustrations look like in the lessons:

The illustrations which I have given in the lessons may not fit the culture of your hearers, 
but they will stimulate your imagination to think of more appropriate cultural illustrations. 
For example, I included this illustration in one of the lessons: “You men have hunting and 
fishing to do. You young people like to play and swim.” Because not all tribal people swim, 
you as the lesson developer should use an example of an activity which the people you are 
teaching normally would do.

The lesson developer in a particular work should consider the purpose of each illustration 
and then develop one which is designed specifically for the people being taught. Although the 
illustrations in the lessons can be adapted to fit a particular teaching situation, most of the 
illustrations can be used with only minor adjustments.

Adapt the illustrations to make them meaningful to your hearers. Refer to real things, 

Lesson developer: Use illustrations about what life might be like if there were no trees. 
For example:

D What would life be like if there were no trees? What would you use to cook your food 
if there were no trees for firewood? What would you use to build your houses if there were 
no trees for posts? How would you escape from the heat of the sun if you didn’t have the 
shade of the trees?
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real activities, and real events. For example, a tribal person may be working each day on a 
canoe out in the jungle. Mention his name and use his canoe and his work in preparing the 
canoe to illustrate some point.

Even though some stories told by the missionary may be fictitious and the experi-
ences of the characters may be beyond the everyday probability of the average hearer, 
it is best if everything in the story is culturally and logically feasible. For example, I 
told the Palawanos a story in which the main character went to Manila to see the Pres-
ident. This was highly improbable for many Palawanos, but it was still within the 
realm of possibility, because a few Palawanos had been to Manila. Although fictitious 
stories may be used when illustrating biblical truth, the best illustrations are those from  
real life.

After explaining and illustrating a point, make application to the times and lives of the 
people you are teaching. Interpret all Bible history in such a way that each person will see it 
as God’s message to him. Do not leave it to your listeners to apply the truth to themselves 
and their situation. Apply each truth in such a way that your hearers will be certain that they 
cannot escape the reality of God and the truth of the Bible, either in the present or in the 
future.

Be alert for the unknown
Our familiarity with Bible stories, Bible culture, and biblical concepts makes it very easy 

for us to include details in the lessons which will be unfamiliar to our hearers without first 
giving clear explanation. Therefore, it is important that we introduce each new character, 
unknown object, cultural detail, and doctrinal point with sufficient explanation to make the 
story and truths of the Scriptures comprehensible and meaningful to our hearers.

Keep to the subject
Always hold the central topic clearly before your hearers. Even though you may digress 

temporarily from the main topic, carefully use your diversion as yet another illustration of 
themcentral theme.

Don’t let people draw you into subjects or details which come later in the Scriptures. 
Answer, “That is a very good question. Later on in the story, we will learn the answer to that 
question.”

BOFF Books Form Base Curriculum

The BOFF books form a base curriculum which was written as an example of how it 
would be taught to the Palawano people – who were South East Asian and predominantly 
animistic. Anyone undertaking the project of lesson development needs to have thought 
through how they will contextualize the material in the light of the worldview beliefs and 
religious influences in the target culture.

– Paul McIlwain, Church Planting Consultant
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Unnecessary details
Some teachers, in their zeal to be good teachers, crowd their lessons with many 

unnecessary details. While some interesting details should be included to give life and reality 
to the story, such details should never take center stage and so overshadow the more important 
aspects of the story or its spiritual message.

We should be careful lest we become overzealous in our efforts to get people to remember 
historical details of the story of the Bible. One missionary told me how, when he first began 
to teach, he insisted that all his hearers should remember what God created on each succes-
sive day of creation. After some time, one old man told the missionary, “Forget about me. If 
remembering all of those details is necessary, then I am certain to fail.”

Some Bible teachers find it very hard to follow the biblical principle of progressive teach-
ing. In their eagerness for people to know all the truth, these teachers forget the necessity of 
first laying foundations and then building, step-by-step. They find it extremely difficult to 
leave people temporarily ignorant of important teachings which will be taught later.

Teaching is like building. Both take time. A building is completed brick by 
brick, plank by plank, story by story, according to the plans of the building architect.  
Time must be given for concrete to harden, timber to dry, bonding to seal, and paints to dry 
before the builder can proceed with the next stage of the building construction.

The immediate goals for each lesson should contribute step-by-step to reaching the long-
term teaching goals. Therefore, it is important not to crowd all of the long-term goals into 
each lesson. Every story told should move the hearers forward yet another step in their under-
standing of the complete story of the Bible and body of doctrinal truth.

Ask questions to begin each lesson
Tie every new segment of the story back to the portion already taught so that your hearers 

will see the Bible as one harmonious story. At the beginning of each lesson, you will see 
instructions to review the previous lesson by using the questions from the end of that lesson.

In the lessons, the instruction to review looks like this:

At the beginning of each teaching session, review the questions from the previous lesson 
to remind your hearers of the previous story and the doctrinal truths taught through it as 
the basis and introduction for the coming story. To proceed when there is misunderstanding 
or ignorance will only pave the way to greater confusion and possibly, in the end, spurious 
conversions.

Merrill Dyck wrote concerning the teaching ministry with the Pumé tribe in Venezuela:
“On November 8, l982, we began to teach the Pumé people the Word of God. We met 

with them six days a week, hoping to see the Word really take root in their hearts and gain 
control of their thinking. We went through the Old Testament chronologically, hitting the 

D Review Questions from Lesson 6.
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main accounts, and then on through the New Testament, right up to the ascension of Christ. 
We found that it was necessary to do a tremendous amount of review. But the review was 
well worth it, because the people began to understand what was going on.”

Ask questions while teaching
Not only are review questions helpful before beginning a new lesson, but questioning the 

people while you are teaching has many advantages, such as:
 • To help keep them alert

 • To indicate if you are clearly communicating what you intended

 • To make evident to you those who are understanding and those who need supplementary 
teaching

 • To give the people opportunity to express their own thoughts.
You will notice that, within the lessons, I have often asked the people questions but have 

not included the people’s answers. However, in some instances, I have provided a teacher 
follow-up. For example, here is a paragraph from Lesson 7. “God had created so many things. 
Was God tired from creating all that He had created? No! God doesn’t get weary or sleepy like we do.” 
Be aware that you need to pause after asking the question and allow them to answer. After 
they have answered, you can follow up with further explanation from the lesson text.

Do not ask a question and then immediately answer it. If the teacher always does this, the 
people will not even think about a question and will simply wait for the teacher to provide the 
answer. So even though the lesson may show a question immediately followed by an answer, 

The Dilemma of Questioning

It is very probable that the people have never had occasion for the kind of questioning 
we will use in teaching. The type of teaching they are accustomed to would be, for 
example, how an older person would teach a younger person how to make a basket, 
or the way they pass on their secrets about initiation rites, or even the type of teaching 
they may have been exposed to through church or school. If we limit ourselves to asking 
questions only in ways the people are used to, we will be very limited.

This dilemma is similar to the dilemma Bible translators face. How far should you go 
in contextualizing something which is out of the people’s sphere of understanding? 
Concepts such as absolute truth, God’s Word, God communicating with man are usually 
not part of most cultures we target. Neither is the way we teach.

While it is futile trying to determine what is appropriate for every situation, it is often 
possible and appropriate to introduce ways of questioning which have not previously 
been practiced in the culture. Much depends on the kind of relationship which has been 
established prior to the start of formal teach-ing. Much also depends on the teacher’s 
skills.

– Paul McIlwain, Church Planting Consultant
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the intention is that you as the teacher will allow your hearers to answer. This type of ques-
tioning interspersed throughout the lesson is an important part of teaching and retaining the 
people’s interest.

Always allow your hearers to answer any questions you may ask unless, of course, the 
question is rhetorical. Questions in the lessons which are designed specifically to cause the 
people to think, and not to verbally answer, are prefaced with a phrase, such as, “Think about 
this.”

Once you have clearly established the nature and character of each of the actors through 
clear interpretation of the early chapters of the Bible, you can rely more and more on question-
ing as a method of emphasizing the doctrines and individual characteristics of each person. 
After giving a clear account of a particular incident, stop periodically and ask a suitable ques-
tion which will cause the hearers to think of the point of doctrine which is being stressed. 

For example, you may ask questions such as:
 • “Why do you think He did that?”

 • “How did God know what they were thinking?”

 • “Why wasn’t that hard for God to do?”

 • “Do you think God forgot?”

 • “How could Jesus do such a great miracle?”

Through questioning like this, you are teaching them to look carefully at the story and 
the characters to learn what God wants them to know about Himself, themselves, Satan, and 
the Lord Jesus. Be sure to use the questions which are interspersed throughout the lessons to 
cause those you are teaching to carefully ponder what you have just said to them.

Ask questions at the end of each lesson
At the close of each lesson, I have included questions which are designed to review the 

main points of the lesson just completed. These questions in the “Questions” section cover the 
basic historical details of the lesson as well as those points in the lesson which emphasized 
spiritual truths.

In the lessons, the “Questions” section looks like this:

D Questions
1. Many times, people begin something, but then they don’t finish it. Does God 

ever begin something and then not finish it?
No. God always finishes what He begins.

2. God always finishes what He begins. What does this tell us about God?
Because God always finishes what He begins, we know that God never changes. We also know 
that God is powerful. Nothing and no one can hinder God from doing all that He plans to do.
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Note that each question is followed by an expected answer. When a question is 
asked like this, someone may give a very good answer which is different from the one 
in the text. That doesn’t matter. The questions are not simply to get one particular 
answer but to make them rethink the lesson. Agree with the person that his answer 
is right and then rephrase the question so that someone will give the answer for that  
particular question.

Guidelines for questioning

1. Allow the people to answer in their own words.

2. Address some questions to the whole group and other questions directly to individuals. Try to 
involve every person.

3. Show respect by listening to whatever they say.

4. When someone answers, do not immediately agree or disagree with his answer. Ask 
one or two others or ask the whole group if they agree with the individual’s answer.

5. Don’t always correct them immediately if they are wrong.

6. Give them time to think and to discuss important points.

7. If they are unable to reply or if their answer is incorrect, ask them other questions which 
may remind them of the correct answer.

Rhetorical Questions

When asked information-type questions during teaching sessions, the Malinké people 
usually responded with long, awkward silences. Sometimes a brave soul would inform 
the rest, “He’s asking us a question!” At that point, someone might quietly volunteer what 
they hoped was the correct answer that the missionary was looking for.

Faced with these silences, we missionaries often felt like we had failed to communicate 
the mes-sage. We eventually came to realize that there were other culturally appropriate 
ways to discover how much understanding our listeners have, without putting so much 
pressure on them to respond correctly to an information-type question.

Rhetorical questions are commonly used, and they serve, among other things, to 
emphasize or drive home a particular point. Rhetorical questions are much more 
likely to elicit a whole group response. We on the Malinké team found that rhetorical 
questions are very profitable to encourage discussion in a group situation. It is much 
less threatening to the people than when a teacher asks an information-type question. 
Discussion often can be prompted by the timely use of a rhetorical question. Various 
speakers will present their thoughts on a particular point, and the group will arrive at a 
consensus – a correct consensus if the teacher has presented the material well. All of this, 
of course, must be reinforced through follow-up: one-on-one or small group discipleship, 
where the truths from Scripture are discussed in an everyday setting, outside of the 
formal teaching situation.

– Paul Cheshire, Missionary to the Malinké People, Senegal
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8. Do not grill them. The question time should not cause embarrassment.

9. Commend them for correct answers, the part they remembered, or anything else they say 
which is helpful.

10. Give the correct answer as specified in the lesson.

11. Explain the answer in greater detail when necessary.

People’s questions
When you begin teaching the Scriptures, the people will have many misunderstandings 

about who God is, where He is, what He does, etc. Do not be concerned. Continue to teach 
“precept upon precept, line upon line,… here a little, there a little” (Isaiah 28:10). Their knowledge 
of God will grow through the unfolding historical drama because this is the way God has 
chosen to reveal Himself.

Continue to teach the story carefully and prayerfully, trusting the Lord to make 
Himself known in all His glory through the Scriptures. Answer only those questions 
which relate to the subject at hand. If they ask questions which will be answered in future 
lessons, tell them so and leave the answers until then. If what you are teaching makes 
them inquisitive, good. They will be good listeners as you continue to teach.

Forcing mere verbal agreement
Although we should make the message meaningful to the people by pointed questions, it 

is usually unwise to ask people if they accept and truly believe what they are being taught. This 
is especially true early in the teaching program. Questions of this nature may force people 

“Why” Questions

Questions“Why” questions, which are quite natural in English, pose a challenge for 
transfer into other languages.

In many languages, there isn’t just one way to say “why.” For example: “Why did Jesus get 
into the boat?” would be translated differently depending on the answer that is wanted.

•  If the answer expected is “There were a lot of people crowding around him,” the 
question would be posed as “What happened that resulted in Jesus getting into the 
boat?”

•  If “Jesus got into the boat in order to teach the people” is desired answer, the question 
would be, “For what purpose did Jesus get into the boat?”

•  If the question is being used in a rhetorical sense (implication being “He shouldn’t 
have gotten into the boat”), a special construction would be used, such as, “Why (in the 
world) did Jesus get into the boat?”

It is your responsibility as the lesson developer to be sure that the “why” questions in the 
lessons express the correct meaning naturally in the language.

– Carol Kaptain, Translation Consultant
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into a premature decision. They may reject or accept the Bible before they really understand 
its message. The teacher should faithfully teach the Word, allowing time for it to take root 
and grow under the direction of the Holy Spirit. Human efforts to force the new birth result 
in mere professions of faith without true possession of the life of God. Only God can bring a 
soul to understanding and salvation (1 Corinthians 3:7).

This doesn’t mean that we should not exhort people to accept the truth, repent, and believe 
the Gospel. This, too, is the responsibility of the faithful servant of Christ. In most situations, 
however, it is unwise to force people to answer to a human being. The teacher’s responsibility 
is to make people realize that they stand before God and they must answer to God.

If they contradict what you teach them from God’s Word, ask them what God says about 
the subject. The issue is between them and God, not between them and you.

Read the Scriptures
Each lesson should be taught with an open Bible, and the verses should be read to the 

people. Do not merely tell the narrative in your own words.
I believe that the reading of the Scriptures should be tantamount to “teaching.” If the 

Scriptures have been read, then the truth has been taught. You still need to explain it and 
reinforce it, but actually reading the Scripture is a vital part of teaching the Word. A major 
mistake that is made constantly from the pulpit and in the Sunday school class is that the 
reading of the Scriptures is not taken as the first important part of the learning process. This 
is why the reading is often hurried or unclear. And because people don’t think of the reading 
of the Scriptures as teaching, they read a Bible story and then retell it in their own words. It 
is as though God’s Word is not as important as them saying it. The result? The hearers are not 
taught to listen carefully to the reading. Instead, they hang on what the preacher or teacher 
says instead of what they heard read from the Scriptures. They don’t judge the teaching by the 
Word. One of my criteria in writing and teaching is to try to show the importance of listening 
to God’s Word being read.

Our responsibility is to teach the Word of God. Verse-by-verse exposition of the Scrip-
tures is the best way to do this.

In the lessons, I have indicated to the teacher which verses are to be read and when to read 
them by giving the instruction “Read.” This is what the instruction looks like:

E  Read Genesis 2:1.

It is unwise to read the whole section of Scripture which will be taught in the lesson 
before beginning to teach. If you read the whole story before teaching, the story will hold 
no surprises for your audience. One of the most important elements in the art of storytelling 
is suspense, so maintain an air of excitement and anticipation, keeping your hearers looking 
forward to what comes next.

While each story told will have its high point, each lesson is yet another step toward the final 
climax of the story of redemption. The story of redemption begins in Genesis 3:15 and finds its 
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the fulfillment and culmination in the death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Teach the Scriptures as one story, even though you are presenting it in individual lessons.

Teaching Messianic prophecies
The Old Testament Scriptures find their fulfillment in Christ (John 1:45; Luke 24:44-46). 

The Old Testament is like a signpost, continually pointing forward to the coming Redeemer.
In keeping with the progressive development of the story of Christ, when teaching the 

Old Testament Phase 1 lessons, we will continually point forward to the coming Savior. Just 
as the Old Testament believers looked forward to the coming of the Deliverer, teach so your 
hearers will be anticipating and waiting for the disclosure of the Savior’s identity.

The Old Testament contains many prophecies about the coming Deliverer. However, the 
Old Testament does not record His name or title. Therefore, as we teach, we will not mention 
the fulfillment of the prophecies, nor will we refer to the coming Deliverer by His given name 
or titles, the Lord Jesus Christ. Instead, we will not reveal who He is until we reach the full 
revelation of His person and work in the New Testament.

In the New Testament lessons, you will be directed to point back to the Old Testament 
and remind your hearers of the prophecies which pointed forward and are completely fulfilled 
in Christ.

In this way, we will interpret the Old Testament by the New Testament according to the 
way chosen and revealed by the Holy Spirit.

In the diagram, I have given Genesis 3:15 as an example of the way we will teach all the 
Old Testament Messianic prophecies. This promise is regarding the seed of the woman who 
will come and bruise the head of the serpent. When teaching this verse, we will tell our hear-
ers that this promise will be fulfilled by the coming Deliverer, but we will not disclose His 
identity by using His earthly name and titles. In addition, we will not read the actual fulfill-
ment in Matthew 1:23. Later in the teaching program, when we teach Matthew 1:23, we will 
then point back and remind our hearers of the promise given in Genesis 3:15 and emphasize 
the faithfulness of God in keeping His Word.

In the lessons, teacher instructions will remind you when it is time to point back to a 
prophecy in the Old Testament. Instructions look like this:

 
A

Tell them that God’s words written by Isaiah were fulfilled. 
Then read Isaiah 9:7 and Matthew 1:1 to them. 
Then point to the Prophetic Chart and write Matthew 1:1 opposite Isaiah 9:7. (See 
example below.)

What God said about the  
Deliverer He would send How God’s Word Came True

Isaiah 9:7 David’s descendant Matthew 1:1
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Teaching Messianic types
When teaching Messianic types in the Old Testament, we will not point forward to 

Christ. The reason? Because there is no indication in the Old Testament Scriptures that these 
types are actually foreshadowing Christ.

The example of the manna, given in this diagram, is clearly a type of Christ. When teach-
ing about the manna in the Old Testament, we will not point forward and say that a Savior is 

coming, who, like the manna, will provide spiritual food for all who put their trust in Him. 
We will simply teach the story and the details relating to the manna in preparation for the 
time when we teach from the New Testament that Christ is the only spiritual food to give 
eternal life. From John 6:32, we will point back and remind the people of the details concern-
ing the manna in Exodus 16:14-15.

New Testament information added to the Old Testament stories
Throughout the Old Testament lessons, I have included details and information which are 

not included in the Old Testament Scripture text. These added details, gleaned from the New 

Messianic Types in Phase 1

Old Testament The Gospels

THE TYPES 
(Not pointing forward)

CHRIST THE ANTITYPE 
(Pointing backward)

Example
Exodus 16:14-15 

The manna given by God 
to Israel

John 6:32-35 
Christ is the bread of life.

Messianic Prophecies in Phase 1

Old Testament The Gospels

THE PROMISES   
(Pointing forward)

CHRIST THE FULFILLMENT 
(Pointing backward)

Example

Genesis 3:15 The coming Deliverer 
Matthew 1:23
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Testament, throw more light on the story and give a better and more instructive interpretation 
of the words and actions of the characters and, therefore, of what actually took place in the 
Old Testament story.

For example, although Genesis 4:4 does not tell us that Abel came to God by faith, 
Hebrews 11:4 does. By including the information from Hebrews 11:4, we can correctly inter-
pret the actions of Abel in our exposition of Genesis 4. In addition, in 1 John 3:12, we are told 
that Cain “was of the wicked one and murdered his brother.” On the basis of this Scripture, we 
may inform our hearers that Satan led Cain to murder Abel.

It is unnecessary to inform the listeners where these added details are found in the Scriptures, 
unless they specifically ask. The added details are interwoven into the story as part of the exposition.

For the teacher’s sake, however, I have included some cross-references so you will know 
where the information is found in the New Testament. These cross-references are given only 
for your instruction and should not be read to the people.

In the lessons, cross-references are listed in teacher notes. This is what those notes look 
like:

Notice the instruction that you should not read cross-references to the people as  
you teach.

Teacher: As you prepare to teach, read Job 38:4-11, but do not read these verses to the 
people when you teach the lesson.
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CHAPTER 11: LESSON 
LAYOUT

The lessons in the Building on Firm Foundations series have been written as though I 
were actually addressing a group of tribal people. Interspaced throughout the lesson text are 
directives to the teacher, such as outline points, lesson developer’s notes, and teacher’s notes. It 
is important that you understand the purpose for each feature of the lesson layout so that you 
can use the lessons correctly.

The following pages explain each of the elements which we used for lesson layout. 
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These explanations are courtesy of Ruth Brendle.

Each lesson begins with 
preliminary material 
including: 
  
Title

Scripture for the lesson

Lesson outline

This material is designed 
to give the teacher an 
overview of the lesson.

Each lesson includes 
instructions to review 
the previous lesson. The 
? icon is a visual cue to 
indicate that the teacher 
should review by asking 
the questions from the 
previous lesson.

The subheading "Lesson 
Outline Developed" 
signals the start of the 
actual lesson which will 
be taught.

Bible passages to be read 
are signified with the open 
book icon followed with the 
word "Read" and the Scripture 
reference. For teachers 
who need more specific 
instructions, an option could 
be: "Read [Scripture reference] 
from God's Word." The teacher 
would read the passage, not 
the instruction.
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The numbered outline 
points are the main 
outline points in the 
lessons. These are 
greyed, which signifies 
that they are not meant 
to be spoken or read. 
They are full sentences, 
however, in case an 
inexperienced teacher 
does state them. The 
numbered points are 
designed primarily as a 
topic cue for the teacher.

The bulleted points 
are visual cues, but they 
are also an integral 
part of what should be 
communicated in the 
lesson. The bulleted 
points are intended to 
spoken as part of the 
lesson.

The lesson text is the 
development of the main 
points, and bulleted 
points. The lesson text 
is the content of what 
you should teach. These 
lessons have transitions 
and flow which make 
sense in English as an 
example to show exactly 
what to teach and how 
to word it. Remember, 
you should teach this 
material, not merely read 
it.
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Teacher Notes are in a 
greyed box, signifying 
that they are not to be 
spoken. Teacher's notes 
provide information 
and instruction for the 
teacher. For example, 
teacher notes include 
study information such 
as cross-references to 
read in preparation for 
teaching the lesson. 
Teacher notes also give 
reminders to the teacher 
about how to teach.

Teacher "To do" Notes 
are a greyed box, 
signifying that they 
are not to be spoken. 
The pointing hand 
icon is a visual cue of 
an instruction to do 
something, such as 
"point to the map" or 
"display a name on the 
chronological chart" or 
"show a picture."
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Notes to the lesson 
developer are in a 
greyed box, signifying 
that they are not to be 
spoken. These notes 
explain something that 
needs to be considered 
in preparing the lesson 
for the specific audience. 
The Lesson Developer 
notes are not intended 
to be included in lesson 
development, although, 
depending on the 
content of the notes 
and the audience being 
taught, some of the 
information may need to 
be made into a Teacher 
note.

Sample illustrations 
are set apart from text 
in a box, with a candle 
icon. The candle icon 
was chosen because 
candles illuminate, 
and illustrations are to 
illuminate the truth being 
taught in the lesson. 
Adapt the illustration as 
necessary to be culturally 
appropriate.
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Notes about the 
Prophetic Chart are in 
a grayed box signifying 
that they are not to be 
spoken. The star icon 
is a visual cue with 
instructions about using 
the Prophetic Chart.

Each lesson ends with 
Questions. The questions 
are designed to be used 
at the end of the lesson 
to reiterate the truths 
of the lessons. These 
are also the questions 
which the teacher should 
use for review before 
teaching the next lesson. 
The question is on one 
line, with the answer 
following on another line 
and in a different font.
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Adapting the layout
Just as the lessons are samples of what to teach and how to teach, the lesson layout is 

a sample that you could use when laying out your own lessons. The purpose of the format 
chosen, including outlining, visual breaks, font choice, point size and icons, is to make it 
easier to teach the material through visual clues.

You as the lesson developer should choose a format that works best for you and for the 
people you are working with. For some, that might mean a different layout altogether. For most, 
however, the sample layout that we used in the lessons in the Building on Firm Foundations series 
would work very well. If you do make changes to the format for your lessons, keep in mind that 
the goal of lesson layout should be to provide visual cues designed to keep the teacher on track 
and to help the teacher see at a glance what is to be taught at any point in the lesson.

Consider these criteria for visual cues:
 • A serif font is considered easier to read than a san serif. For the sample lessons, “Times 

New Roman” was chosen for text because it is easier to read. “Arial” was chosen for mate-
rial that is primarily for the teacher. If tribal believers will be teaching from your lessons, 
use a font which is familiar to them, perhaps the same font that was used for literacy or 
Bible translation.

 • Use a point size large enough for the teacher to be able to read the material easily.

 • Underlining generally makes text harder to read. In the sample lessons, no underlining is 
used to distinguish point levels.

 • Icons are excellent visual cues. Use large-sized icons so the teacher can see them at a 
glance.

Write out the lesson
I recommend that you write your lessons out in full. Include the outlining, teacher 

instructions, etc. Study the written-out lessons when you prepare to teach, but do not read the 
lesson text to the people. Rather, teach the lesson, referring to the written-out lesson to keep 
on track and to cover all the points.





1 9 0

Preparation and Guidelines 
for Teaching the Scriptures 
Chronologically

CHAPTER 12: BIBLE 
LESSON PREPARATION 
PROCESS

This lesson preparation process grew out of the input of experienced lesson developers and teachers and 
was compiled by Linda McIlwain.

Use this lesson preparation process when following the Building on Firm Foundations 
7-phase teaching plan. These steps are to be followed afresh each time you prepare lessons for 
each of the 7 phases.

A. Initial Study and Preparation

1. Ask the Lord for help, believing that it is His message that you are trying to commu-
nicate.

John 14:14; 1 Corinthians 3:7; Luke 1:37
2. Read Volume 1 of Building on Firm Foundations (BOFF).

Even if you have read Volume 1 previously, read it again before actually beginning 
lesson preparation. It is vitally important that you understand and are convinced that 
the underlying reasons for teaching chronologically are based on biblical principles. 
Only then will you be able to teach with conviction and persist when the teaching 
process may appear long and tedious.

3. Read the introductory chapters to the BOFF phase you are planning to teach.
Note the teaching goals for this particular phase so you can refer back to them 

when you are actually preparing the lessons.
4. Read and study the larger volume of material of which this lesson is a part.

Read all the BOFF lessons for the phase or the book of Scripture you are 
preparing to teach and also read in both the vernacular and your mother-tongue the 
Scripture portions which will be covered in the lessons.

B. Understand individual BOFF lessons

1. Read the BOFF lesson and the Scripture portions for the lesson.
Read the Scriptures in your own mother tongue, the vernacular and the national 

language.
Read through the lesson at least two times and more if necessary. Read several 

lessons ahead of the one you are preparing to teach so that you are aware of what is 
coming up in the future lessons.

2. Identify and think about the goals and themes for the lesson as taught in BOFF.
Note the goals and themes. Refer to them constantly as you prepare your lesson.

3. After studying each lesson, teach it in your mother tongue.
If you have no other opportunity, teach the lesson as daily devotions with your 
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wife, children, or colleagues. If your fellow missionaries are also involved in the 
lesson preparation process, then take turns teaching lessons to each other.

C. Contextualize the lessons in the language and culture.

1. Keep your target audience in mind.
Be conscious of the level of education, capacity for listening to monologue and 

degree of biblical background of your future audience.
You may need to adjust the amount of information to be included in each lesson. 

Divide lessons if they are too long for the intended group or for the length of the 
sessions. However, be conscious that each lesson was written as a unit. If changing 
the length of a lesson is necessary, then consider carefully if the lesson themes have 
been adequately covered. Also consider if the section you have covered can stand 
alone as one narrative unit.

Identify and mark in the lessons those points that could clash with the religion, 
culture or worldview of the people you are planning to teach. Write these in the 
lessons at the point where it would be necessary or most appropriate to address the 
particular barrier.

2. Prepare a lesson outline in the vernacular with lesson development notes.
This lesson outline should include the main content of the lesson, with all 

the major heading points in the vernacular. Include notes to yourself regarding 
illustrations, barriers, teacher’s notes and teaching aides such as dramas, pictures, 
maps, charts, etc, that will be necessary for teaching the lesson. Check to see all that 
has been suggested in the BOFF lesson.

3. Write a fully fleshed-out Bible lesson in the vernacular as a preliminary draft.
Your language ability and cultural understanding should be to a level where you 

can write a fully fleshed-out lesson draft on your own, written word-for-word as you 
will teach it. Although BOFF lessons are not designed for you to translate word-for-
word, they have been prepared with translation in mind. Check each point and the 
content of your lesson alongside the BOFF lesson to make sure you have included all 
the pertinent doctrinal themes, emphases, illustrations and other suggested teaching 
aides.

Put a teacher’s note following the cultural illustrations in the lesson to instruct 
the native teacher to think of other suitable cultural illustrations that will speak 
clearly to his people.

D. Format the lessons

1. Keep the tribal teachers in mind when formatting the lessons.
Lessons should be prepared as though the tribal teacher is going to be the one 

teaching. All teacher’s notes, cultural examples, etc., should be printed in a finished 
form suitable for the tribal teacher to follow. Decisions about formatting should be 
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made in cooperation with tribal teachers as much as possible, considering what they 
prefer and what is easiest for them to use.

The BOFF lessons have been formatted with tribal ministries in mind. In addi-
tion, examples of lessons already formatted by other missionaries may be available.

2. Make decisions early so that all the lessons are consistently formatted.
Consider the following points during preparation of initial lessons so that a 

consistent lesson template is available for all following lessons:
Use of icons: Be consistent with icons. Put teacher’s notes in separate boxes. 

Mark review question headings with a large question mark. Use a book icon to indi-
cate when it is time to read Scripture. Use an eyeball icon or pointing hand to indicate 
when the teacher has to show a picture or use a prop.

Breaking up the text: Use bold headings for each point. Don’t have large areas 
of plain text.

Table of Contents: In a volume with a large number of lessons, the table of 
contents may not only include the title of each lesson but also a brief summary of 
what each lesson is about.

Lesson Outline: It is helpful to have a lesson outline, including major headings, 
at the beginning of each lesson.

Headers and Footers: Include on each page the lesson number, the title of the 
lesson, and the page number.

Other issues to consider: You will need to decide whether or not to add pictures 
(full or in thumbnail) to help the teachers.

It is recommended that you use numbers and not English alphabet letters (a,b,c) 
for lists or outline points.

Some lesson writers have developed a ‘teacher’s page’ to lay out what needs to be 
done in preparation for teaching the lessons, such as gathering teaching aides.

E. Check the lesson with mother tongue speakers

1. Explain the purpose of the comprehension check to your helpers.
The mother tongue speaker’s role (ensuring naturalness and clarity of 

communication), and your role (the authority for scriptural truth or biblical content) 
should be clearly explained. A relationship of trust and openness should be developed 
between you, the lesson writer, and the checkers.

2. Give your helpers a general overview of what the lesson is about.
Explain the general topic and tell the story, giving them an initial overview of 

the material.
3. Teach each point. Don’t read. Teach.

Teach each point carefully, allowing them time to understand and think about 
the subject so they don’t become lost in too much material.
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4. Do a comprehension check.
Prepare comprehension questions about each point in the lesson and then ask 

them of the helpers.
Some lesson writers ask the mother tongue speaker to repeat the points back 

to them while they record them for future reference. If you do this, remember 
that your helper may not yet understand the overall theme or scriptural principles 
being expounded.

5. Identify any communication problems.
Consider possible reasons for any difficulties in communication. Is it because of 

worldview issues, grammar problems, discourse features not being used correctly, 
poor illustrations?

6. Discuss ways to improve communication clarity.
Ask for better ways to say, explain or illustrate the problem areas you have 

identified.

F. Prepare the lesson for teaching

1. Complete the first draft.
This first draft is your preliminary draft including the changes you have made 

after checking it with mother tongue speakers.
2. Share the lesson with your tribal co-workers.

After you have taught more phases, you will be able to check this original first 
draft with more people. This should include reading or teaching the lesson and then 
asking what they understood. Adjustments to the lesson should then be made based 
on their comprehension and suggestions.

3. Back-translate the required number of lessons for your consultant check.
Ask the church planting consultant which lessons to back-translate. If this is the 

first back-translation you have done, ask the consultant for guidance on how literal to 
be and how to handle proper nouns, etc. Send the BTs to the consultant for content 
check and arrange for a translation and comprehension check.

4. Practice teaching the lesson.
Teach the lesson to your partner, or at least teach through the whole lesson on 

your own as practice before teaching it to the whole group.
5. Revise the lesson after teaching.

Almost inevitably, some changes will be necessary after you teach each lesson to 
the people in the vernacular. Because of the burden of the work at this point, it is very 
easy to miss out on this step.

Have a plan for this first revision. Have a partner, spouse and literate tribal 
listeners (particularly those from the lesson checking team) take notes while you are 
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teaching. They should note any mistakes in the lessons or areas which did not clearly 
communicate the thought you intended. Later, you will have to decide the reason(s) 
for this lack of communication and decide whether it necessitates a change in the text 
of the lesson. Consider also the various aspects of your oral delivery.

6. Make decisions about printing, distributing and publishing the  
curriculum.

Include the people as much as possible in the work of printing and publishing the 
lesson materials.

The first edition may be stapled loose-leaf sheets. After lessons have been taught 
a few times and other necessary changes made, they can be printed in a more finished 
form. Initially, Phase 1 and the lessons for the other phases will probably be in small 
booklets. Later, phase lessons may be published in one or several volumes for easy 
storage and portability. Single lessons can be half-foolscap size and larger volumes 
could be A4 size. You should check to see what is most convenient for the teachers.

When there is a local church, then a good model is to pass on the lessons to the 
Bible teachers and maybe to others when they are first taught the material. It then 
immediately becomes theirs, and it is their responsibility to teach it to others. But 
outreach to others should be with accountability to the church and not left up to the 
individual to decide when, where and who he will teach.

G. Extra materials
Consider translating or preparing introductory materials from Volume 1 and the 

introductions to each book of the BOFF series as discipleship tools for the tribal 
Bible teachers.

Always keep in mind whether or not anything you, as the initial church planting 
team, have used is reproducible or accessible by the local tribal church for future 
outreaches. Any extra materials that you use to teach (props for dramas, videos, 
pictures, maps, or others materials) should either be provided by you for future tribal 
church planting teams or be easily reproducible by the tribal teachers.
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Among animistic tribal people who had never before been exposed to the teaching of the 
Scriptures or to the major religions, the initial response to the teaching of Phase 1 has usually 
been remarkable. Thousands of tribal people throughout the world have been enlightened as 
they have come to understand their sinfulness and helplessness to save themselves and have 
put their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ as their Savior.

But, what about places where there has been little or no response? Perhaps you are teach-
ing,people who are self-satisfied or antagonistic because they have been influenced by a false 
religion and have been prejudiced against you and your message through their religious lead-
ers. Or perhaps, for other undetermined reasons, the people show little interest or enthusiasm 
for your teaching. Perhaps they appear to listen attentively, but few respond. What should you 
do?

Differing soils
Just as soils differ greatly in their productivity even though given the same care, cultivation, 

and seed, so nations, tribes, cities, communities, and families will differ in their receptivity 
and response to the Scriptures even though given the same careful preparation and message 
from God.

The Lord Jesus condemned the cities of Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum because, 
although He had done most of His greatest miracles before them, they refused to repent. The 
Lord Jesus clearly indicated that the heathen Gentile cities of Tyre, Sidon, and even Sodom 
would have been more receptive to His ministry than these Jewish cities. The Jews, through 
their long-standing knowledge, yet rejection of the truth of God, were hardened against the 
convicting message of their long-awaited Messiah (Matthew 11:20-24).

The people in Jesus’ own hometown had observed His perfect childhood and, when He 
preached, “marveled at the gracious words which proceeded out of His mouth.” Nevertheless, they 
also rejected Him (Luke 4:22-30). In contrast, the despised Samaritans received Him gladly 
(John 4:39-42).

Before Jesus sent His seventy disciples out to preach, He warned them that some cities 
and some families would be open while others would reject God’s messengers and their words. 
Jesus said to them, “And whoever will not receive you nor hear your words, when you depart from 
that house or city, shake off the dust from your feet” (Matthew 10:14).

Numerous incidents in the book of Acts, especially from Paul’s missionary journeys, 
also demonstrate that some groups of people are more receptive and open to the Word of 
God than others. One outstanding example is the attitude of the Jews in Berea compared 
to the Jews in Thessalonica. “These were more fair-minded than those in Thessalonica, in that 
they received the word with all readiness, and searched the Scriptures daily to find out whether 
these things were so” (Acts 17:11).

God knows beforehand whether or not people will receive His message, and in spite of 
this, He still sends His servants to preach His Word. God sent the Old Testament prophets 
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to rebellious Israel even though He knew that the majority of the people would not repent. 
When the Lord commissioned Ezekiel as His messenger to Israel, He said, “The house of Israel 
will not listen to you, because they will not listen to Me; for all the house of Israel are impudent and 
hard-hearted” (Ezekiel 3:7).

We know then from Scripture that God has sent us to preach the Word and that people 
will differ in their receptivity. Still, the question remains, “What should we do if we find 
ourselves endeavoring to teach disinterested, unreceptive people?”

Examine your ministry and methods
The first step is to try to determine the reason why there has been little or no response. 

Carefully examine your ministry and methods by answering the following questions:
 • How effective was your pre-evangelism in preparing the people through thoughtprovok-

ing discussions? Even before you began teaching from Genesis, were the people aware 
that they needed alternative and more satisfying answers to the mysteries of life than their 
present religious system provided? Were you able to unsettle them so that they came to 
your meetings with inquiring minds? Or did they come with their minds already made up 
that you had little or nothing to offer that they needed?

 • Did you do all in your power to be accepted into the community even before you began 
teaching? Have you maintained a quality relationship with the people so that they look 
upon you as a friend and one from whom they might learn?

 • Did the people understand the individual stories and the story as a whole? If not, was 
it because you taught through the panorama of the Scriptures in Phase 1 too quickly?

 • Did the Scriptures come across to your hearers like mere ancient history or myths of 
another world and another people, quite apart from their present reality?

 • Did you consistently apply the message specifically to the people by using culturally 
relevant illustrations aimed at helping them see that God’s Word is speaking to them 
personally?

 • Did the people have sufficient time to assimilate each story’s application and see the rele-
vancy of the Scriptures to their lives and their world?

 • Were the people sufficiently impressed by the nature and character of God exemplified 
in the stories? Did they begin to fear God and to judge their sin in the light of God’s 
holiness and righteousness? If not, was it because you covered the material too quickly 
for their understanding?

 • Did your hearers feel the fury of God’s Law against themselves as transgressors? If not, 
was it because you brushed over the meaning of the Law, its righteous claims, and its 
words of judgment without helping them make a proper application of the Law to their 
own lives?
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 • Are there cultural or religious aspects in the lives of the people which hinder them from 
understanding or accepting the Bible message? Did you clearly understand and consis-
tently take their culture into account? Did you apply your teaching specifically to the 
foundational precepts of their worldview?

 • Is your ability to speak their language adequate? Could it be possible that your inadequate 
fluency in their language has hindered the people from clearly understanding the message 
of the Scriptures?

 • Did you consistently hold the interest of the people by the effective use of teaching aids, 
such as object lessons, visuals and skits?

 • Did you vary the style and pace of your lesson presentations? Were the people constantly 
alert, wondering what was coming next?

 • Was your teaching style interesting? Did you move around as you were teaching, or did 
you just sit in one place? Were you animated, expressive and imaginative?

 • Did the message of the Bible grip and excite you personally? If it does not excite you, you 
will not be able to teach in an enthusiastic, joyful and vibrant manner, and the people will 
not be gripped by the reality and wonder of God’s message to the world.

 • Did you adjust the length of your teaching sessions according to their attention span? Or 
did you drone on for a set time period, disregarding their boredom and disinterest?

 • Did you involve the people in the lessons by asking questions, allowing them to ask you 
questions, and giving the opportunity for comments and discussion?

 • Did you regularly spend time in the homes of the people, determining their comprehen-
sion of the stories? Did you find out if individuals were appropriating the fundamental 
truths relating to their position as sinners before God? Teaching should not be limited 
to a public declaration of truth. It should also include personal confrontation aimed at 
making individuals see that God is speaking to them personally through His Word.

 • Are there hindrances in your own lives – self-dependence, marriage problems, lack of fellow-
ship between team members, etc. – which may be hindering the work of the Holy Spirit 
through you as His instruments? (See 1 Peter 3:7.)

 • Have you been faithful in praying that these captives of Satan will be set at liberty? While 
methods and techniques are important, we must not depend on them to prepare, convict, 
and lead people to the Savior, but rather on the presence and power of the Holy Spirit.

 • Did you get others involved in praying? Mark Zook who worked with the Mouk tribe in 
West New Britain, explained how the missionary team involved their prayer partners in 
praying for Mouk individuals and families while they were being taught Phase 1, even 
before they had been told the Gospel. Mark wrote, “About two weeks before we started 
teaching Phase I, we sent short biographies of all the Mouk families and single people 
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to individuals in the United States, requesting that they personally pray for ‘their person 
or family’ until the Gospel had been presented to them. This was an effective way to 
get people at home involved through prayer. A number wrote back to us, sharing their 
appreciation of the opportunity to have a personal prayer responsibility for the Mouk.” 
The Lord answered prayer. After Mark taught them chronologically from Genesis to the 
ascension for the first time, more than two hundred Mouk tribal people trusted in Christ.

Review
It is essential to ascertain, step-by-step and point by point, whether the people understand 

the foundational doctrinal themes which we are seeking to establish through the chronological 
teaching program. It is only through questioning and spontaneous feedback that we can be 
sure that they really grasp the truths we are teaching. If vital sections or key points have not 
been grasped by our hearers, it is only logical to temporarily retrace our steps and review. It 
is useless to continue teaching more material if the fundamental points in earlier lessons have 
not been clearly understood by the people.

On one occasion when I was visiting some missionaries in their mountain station, they 
confided that they were downhearted because of the lack of response. They had taught through 
Phase 1 on a previous occasion and were presently teaching it again. At the time of my visit, 
they had reached the end of Genesis, but their hearers seemed disinterested, and they did not 
evidence a recognition of their need before God.

As we discussed the attitude and misunderstanding of the people, the missionary antici-
pated my advice and said to me, “Trevor, whatever you do, don’t ask me to start all over again.”

Well, that was my advice. It is pointless to continue teaching when the people have failed 
to understand some of the most important points of doctrine which are rooted in the early 
chapters of Genesis.

I explained to this missionary that he did not need to reteach in detail all he had covered 
previously. Rather, he needed to go back to Genesis and establish the vital truths which had 
been missed by the people. I suggested that, when he was sure that his hearers clearly under-
stood these basic points, he could move forward again, tracing that particular thread of truth 
until he resumed his teaching at the point where he had left off.

He followed this advice, and blessing followed. People were converted as they understood 
their sin, its results, and God’s solution in Christ.

Adjust teaching speed
What should you do if a group is eager to hear the teaching, clearly understands, is able 

to answer the questions but does not appropriate the truth and judge their inner hearts, 
manner of life, and religious beliefs in the light of the truths of Scripture? I suggest you adjust 
your teaching speed. Reduce the amount of historical material you cover in each session. 
Concentrate on making your hearers realize that what is being taught is God’s voice to them 
in the present and that He expects them to take it to heart. It is far better to slow down 
or review than to rush through the historical story from Genesis to the ascension and find 
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that people have not personally appropriated truth and have failed to comprehend their true 
condition before God.

Unless you have exceptional ability as a storyteller, the second time through the story of 
redemption with unsaved people will not be nearly as exciting or captivating. This is espe-
cially true if the people have understood the historical details but have not comprehended 
the significance and relevancy of the message to them and their world. It is far better to slow 
down long before the historical story is finished than to have to repeat it all later.

On the other hand, we must be careful lest we bore our hearers by slowing down too 
early in the teaching. Even though people may not realize their sinfulness before God during 
the teaching of Genesis, they may when they are presented with teaching about the Law in 
Exodus. My own opinion is that, after teaching the Law in Exodus 20, if a good percentage of 
the people have not begun to appropriate the truth and evidence conviction by their questions 
and statements, then it is time to review. During review, do not reemphasize historical details. 
Instead, apply the truths concerning God, His nature and character, and His attitude toward 
sinful, rebellious man directly to the consciences of your hearers. Review both publicly and 
privately.

Starting again
If you have taught through Phase 1 but haven’t seen the response you expected, you may 

choose to blame the chronological teaching approach and say, “It may work in some situations, 
but it is unsuitable for our peculiar circumstances.”

Should you be tempted to think this way, ask yourself why you taught the Scriptures 
chronologically in the first place. Was it because you were convinced that you were following 
scriptural principles, or was it because you thought of it as another teaching outline which just 
might work?

If you taught on the basis of conviction and faith, believing that teaching chronologically 
is the simplest and clearest way to present God’s Word, then lack of results will not cause 
you to look for another method of teaching. Truth still remains truth even if people reject it. 
Remember, people may clearly understand and come under the conviction of the Holy Spirit 
but deliberately refuse what they have been taught (Acts 7:51-54).

Therefore, if you have completed the overview of the Old Testament and the life of Christ 

The Gerai people needed time

Following completion of our Phase 1 teaching to the Gerai people, interest was very 
high, but the people had not had time to “put it all together.” We reviewed, and then 
started again at the beginning and taught through the Phase 1 lessons again. As we went 
though the lessons, the light seemed to dawn for individuals in the group. It was kind of 
like popcorn popping, not all at once, but a few each day. Eventually around 200 people 
from the group expressed their faith in Christ.

– Larry Goring, Church Planter & Ministry Leader
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and there is no apparent conviction of the Spirit or little response, carefully and prayerfully 
consider the questions listed earlier in this chapter to determine the probable reasons.

After making any necessary changes, begin to teach again, starting in Genesis, trusting 
the Lord to bring spiritual understanding, heart conviction and salvation. Some missionaries 
have found that, even after making necessary adjustments in their own teaching techniques, 
the truth was only recognized by the people after hearing the complete teaching the second 
or third time.

Change locations
It is important to be patient and to be sure that you have done all that you can to reach 

people with the Word of God. However, when they have consistently rebuffed all your efforts 
to present the truth over an extended period, it may be wise to move to another place and give 
others the opportunity to hear. You should not close the door in the place where you and your 
message have been ignored or rejected, but at the same time, you should move on.

A young missionary couple working in Palawan was continually rejected by the people in 
an area where they had lived for a couple of years. They had done all that they knew to make 
friends with the people and to teach them, but the people seemed inflexible in their attitude.

When these missionaries asked for my advice, I encouraged them to move to another 
location. Because they already had an airstrip where they were presently located, I encouraged 
them to return to the village and visit once in a while to see if the people might change their 
minds.

The couple took this advice. They moved to a new village where the attitude of the people 
was almost the opposite from the village where they lived originally. In a short time, there 
were believers and an established tribal church.

Interestingly, the attitude of the previously indifferent group changed. Before they had 
left that village, the missionaries explained why they were moving to another location. They 
explained that, because of the people’s refusal to accept God’s message, they were taking the 
Good News to others who had not yet had the opportunity to hear. The Lord used this to 
startle and wake up quite a number of these people. When the missionaries did return, the 
people listened carefully to the message and were truly converted.

Rejoice in the Lord
When we see little or no results from our teaching, we should carefully examine our lives, 

ministry, and methods and be open to the teaching of the Holy Spirit. At the same time, we 
should be on the alert lest Satan use the situation to discourage and hinder us from faithfully 
fulfilling the ministry committed to us by the Holy Spirit. It is especially easy to become 
disheartened when we hear glowing reports from others who have taught the Scriptures 
chronologically and have seen immediate and amazing conversions.

It is possible, through lack of results, to become downhearted and be tempted to turn from 
biblical methods of teaching or from the Lord’s place for us in His harvest field. Nevertheless, 
we should remember that, in spite of the hardness and obstinacy of people to the Lord’s call, 
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there is always a remnant, be it ever so small, who will turn to the Lord. In that final day, 
when the harvest is all gathered in, there will be those who have been redeemed to God by the 
blood of Christ, “out of every tribe and tongue and people and nation” (Revelation 5:9).

Furthermore, whether or not we actually see the fruit of our labors during our lifetime, it 
is good to remember the Lord’s encouraging promise to Abraham when he was still childless, 
“Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield, your exceedingly great reward” (Genesis 15:1). What-
ever we do should be for the Lord. Nothing done for Him in accordance with His Word and 
in fellowship with the Holy Spirit is wasted time or effort.
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