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1
The Philosophy and Purpose
of Sunday School

B Y  P A M E L A  N I E L S E N

It’s Sunday morning, and there you are with materials and supplies in hand as

you scoot down the halls of your church, headed to your Sunday School classroom,

eager to teach the children in your class. You and others the world over faithfully

teach the Lord’s little ones week after week, often in cramped or difficult settings, with

few supplies and little support in this volunteer service.

Could I interrupt you for a moment to ask some questions? So why do you do

it? What is the purpose of Sunday School? Who is it really for? And what constitutes

a good Sunday School anyway? It’s helpful to stop what we are doing once in a while

to think through the reasons and purpose of our efforts—the why. Often such reflec-

tion aids in refocusing and fine-tuning our efforts so that they are truly worthwhile

and fruitful. Such musing often gives us new perspectives and purpose. This chapter

is designed to make you stop and think about the why of Sunday School. The rest of

this volume is filled with ideas for events, working with special-needs children, select-

ing curriculum, using music, and a host of other practical and useful information.

Historically we know that Sunday School had its beginnings as a lay-led move-

ment to help reign in neglected and needy children in the 1700s. And while today

Sunday School is firmly entrenched in nearly every Protestant congregation world-



wide, there is a lot of talk about the purpose of Sunday School, its structure, and its

audience. Thoughts about these matters seem to vary widely. But as Lutherans, we

are guided in all our efforts by our Confession of faith and understanding of God’s

Word. In many ways that makes us unique, but more importantly, it gives us a solid

foundation for understanding why we do what we do. Sunday School is no exception.

L i f e - G i v i n g  Wa t e r

My home lies near the Mississippi River. Daily I encounter many of the rivers

and tributaries that feed off of this ongoing source of life-supporting water. I think of

the Church and her worship as being like a large, flowing river. This life-giving river

flows out and sustains the lives of God’s people through the Word clearly preached

and through Holy Baptism and the Lord’s Supper offered each Sunday. These feed

God’s people and nourish them for lives of thanks and praise, service and obedience

in the Church and the world.

Every activity of the Church, including the Sunday School, resembles an off-

shoot of a larger river. It may be another smaller river, a stream, or creek, but each

has, and carries, the central source of life that came from the main river—life-giving

water. In the Church, as God’s people gather around Word and Sacrament, they are

refreshed with forgiveness, life, and salvation poured out for them in the life, death,

and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Jesus told the woman of Samaria, “Whoever drinks of the water that I will give

him will never be thirsty forever. The water that I will give him will become in him a

spring of water welling up to eternal life” (John 4:14). So, too, in Sunday School, we

pour out the water of life—Jesus Christ and His saving work for us. We teach that life

comes from God who richly and daily provides all that we need. The Bible provides

the message as students and teachers together explore the miraculous story of salva-

tion which God worked in and through the lives of ordinary people like you and me.

From time to time—whether accidentally or intentionally—something other

than water spills into the mighty Mississippi River. This pollutes the water, eventually

harming all that draw their life from the river. Most vulnerable are the young plants

and animals not strong enough to endure the intrusion of the foreign substance.

This is especially so in the Sunday School where the teaching of God’s Word is

directed toward children! How important it is that they get the pure Word of God,

spoken clearly in a way that they can understand and drink in, not clouded by

things that would distract or dilute God’s Word.

In the world there is another river, one that flows in the opposite direction from

the river of life. This river of sin and death seeks to destroy all in its path. The world

places its focus on man and his work, efforts, and achievements. The message that

life is about our individual wants and desires bombards you and your students in

print, on television, and in the popular music of our day.

You, and the children you teach each week, are affected by this other river.

9
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Your students in Sunday School are not immune to the effects of sin in their lives, the

sin they have committed and the sin of others has affected them in many ways. God

sent His Son as a cure for that sin.

In His perfect wisdom and grace, your heavenly Father called you to serve His

little ones in Sunday School. This is a most blessed vocation! For many children this is

the only time in their week when someone intentionally speaks God’s saving Word to

them and helps them to understand what it means. Let this guide you as you teach:

* Teach the Word—God’s Word! Sunday School exists to teach God’s Word
to children of all ages.

* Teach God’s Law! Talk about sin, sin in the world, sin in your life, and the
sin in your students’ lives. Teach what God expects of us and make clear
our desperate need for a Savior.

* Teach the Gospel! Every Sunday, make the message of Jesus Christ as
Savior a central part of your teaching, letting it flow throughout the les-
son. Point children to God’s saving action for them in Christ Jesus at
every opportunity.

* Focus on Christ as Savior! Often we become tempted to present Christ
as a good example, or as a good friend. Certainly these are true things,
but in terms of our eternal salvation from sin, death, and the devil, it is
vital that you emphasize Christ as Savior each week. God sent His only
Son to seek and save the lost.

Ta r g e t i n g  Yo u r  A u d i e n c e

We say that Sunday School exists for children, but what kind of children? Some

state that Sunday School is about outreach to children who don’t know Jesus. Others

argue that Sunday School should serve solely the congregation’s children. I believe it

needs to serve both. All children need to hear God’s life-giving Word. Like you and

me, children who are not connected to the river of life, live lives parched by sin. That

is true for the baptized children in your congregation as well as the unknown chil-

dren in your neighborhood. Let your Sunday School open its doors to any and all

children in your church and community!

Is your Sunday School large, bustling with many children, or is it rather small

with merely a few boys and girls? No matter! Each child is of worth to Jesus and thus

is worth your time and effort to teach. The world tells us that numbers matter. The

bigger the better! Our heavenly Father is concerned for each individual, numbering

the very hairs on each head. It can be discouraging to teach a class of one or two

while we long for a larger group, but God has led the children to your classroom, the

many or the few. And each class size offers its own unique blessings and challenges.

There are many different approaches to Sunday School. In the pages of this

book you will hear about some of them and you will read ideas for attracting stu-

dents and keeping them coming to Sunday School. You will surely want to try some
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of these helpful ideas.

However, a word of caution is in order. In a world focused on entertainment

and consumer satisfaction, the Church is often tempted to employ strategies and

techniques designed to please and entertain in an effort to draw larger numbers.

Certainly, there is no one way to do Sunday School but when our efforts to increase

attendance involve watering down the message of God’s Word or distracting from the

Word with activities and games, then we have missed the point. If we are afraid to

talk about sin because it might offend or upset someone, then there is a problem. If

our goal is purely large numbers of happy, smiling children busy doing things, then

our focus has shifted off of Christ.

R o u t i n e

God gives us all things for our use and depending on the ages of the children

you teach you will employ different methods and strategies for teaching God’s Word

in order that they hear and understand the Word of Life. While adults often long for

variety, young children especially need the comfort of routine. A strong Sunday

School program will build in both variety and routine. What sort of things should be

routine in a Lutheran Sunday School?

* God’s Word, read and taught from the Bible, should be at the center of
every Sunday School lesson.

* Prayer—each week the lesson should open and close with prayer.

* Worship—model and connect the lesson to the Church’s life of worship.

* Speak to your students, using the language of the faith.

* Speak of Jesus Christ as their Savior from sin, death, and the devil.

God’s Word

As part of your lesson you may elect to use puppets, a skit, a Bible storybook,

and other approaches to telling the story. These approaches help capture the chil-

dren’s attention and draw them into the lesson. Even so, it is vital that each week you

also let the children know that what they are learning comes from the Bible—God’s

Word. Have a Bible handy and read all or parts of the story from it for that week.

With older children have Bibles for the readers in your class and let them read from

God’s Word, even if only a few verses. Lesson leaflets are temporary, and are often

discarded after the lesson concludes, but your students will come to know the Bible

week after week.

When we read from the Bible we communicate a message of importance and

permanence to the words that are read. God’s Word comes with God’s promise: “So

shall My word be that goes out from My mouth; it shall not return to Me empty, but

it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I

t h e  p h i l o s o p h y  a n d  p u r p o s e  o f  s u n d a y  s c h o o l
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sent it” (Isaiah 55:11).

These words from God take the burden off of you as teacher—God will work

through His Word. You present that Word and trust your heavenly Father to work in

the hearts and lives of the children you teach. Knowing this, you are free to enjoy

teaching rather than fret about it. When your lesson is firmly rooted in God’s Word,

you can teach boldly.

Prayer

Jesus taught His disciples to pray. Scripture is filled with prayer and invitations

to pray. Open and close your Sunday School with prayer. In so doing you teach by

example how to pray, as well as the value and importance of prayer. Allow children

to participate or lead the prayers from time to time. Sunday School is a place to learn

about the things of God and His Church. Let the students learn by doing.

While extemporaneous prayers are fine for those who are comfortable with

praying on-the-spot, it is helpful if you introduce several prayers that children can

learn and use all through their lives. The Lord’s Prayer is certainly the most well-

known memorized prayer. Martin Luther’s Morning and Evening Prayers are also

wonderful prayers to commit to memory. If you have a snack time in Sunday School,

this provides a wonderful time to teach some simple meal prayers.

Worship

The church’s life begins and flows from the gathering of God’s people to receive

the gifts of Word, water, and bread and wine in the worship service. Children from a

very young age discern that something important and unique is happening in the

church service. Sunday School provides a perfect opportunity to teach children about

the church’s worship in small doses, with intentional teaching as you relate worship

to the Bible lessons you teach.

As a large group or a single class, consider setting up a small altar with a white

cloth, two candles, a cross, and a Bible. Use this space to gather around when you

open and close your Sunday School. Enlist the children to set up the altar, read the

Scriptures, light the candles, collect the offering, and so forth. Teach about appropri-

ate behavior in church. Talk about the Church Year and its colors and themes.

Introduce the Church’s song—her hymns and liturgy to the children. Deliberately

teaching these elements enables children to participate in your church’s worship.

Speak

As Lutherans we speak about our faith in Christ Jesus in a distinctive way. The

words we use come from the Bible and our Lutheran Confessions, most specifically

from the Small Catechism and the hymnal. Let these treasures guide your speaking

about the faith in Sunday School. For all people, but especially children, hearing and

learning become most effective when the same words are employed over and over

again. Repetition is an important teacher. Once one understands the words, they are
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free to really explore what those words mean. If the words change frequently it leads

to confusion and uncertainty.

How beautiful it is when a child hears a Bible verse or learns a phrase from the

catechism or liturgy and then hears it spoken in church by all of God’s people! This is

a connecting point for the child, communicating that what goes on in the church is

for him or her. Young children are thrilled when they can sing a hymn or say the

creed or part of the liturgy with everyone else in church. Sunday School provides an

important opportunity for making this connection with children!

Christ as Savior

Regardless of whether your lesson is from the Old or New Testament, no matter

the topic, it must always point to Christ Jesus as Savior and Redeemer from sin and

death. Be careful to avoid only speaking of Jesus as a moral leader, a good example

to follow. That way of speaking turns the Gospel of the Lord into the Law for us,

demanding that we live up to the standard He set for us. We can never live as perfect-

ly as Jesus, thus we confess our total dependence on Christ and His work, and teach

our children that the key to our salvation is faith in Christ Jesus as our Savior.

Other Routines

Other routines are important as well. The structure of your class, how you

arrange your room, and the order of the lesson are especially important to the very

young, who equate routine with security. Children also need structure for the opening

and closing celebrations. Be sure to celebrate birthdays and Baptism birthdays, estab-

lishing a routine for honoring these special milestones.

Va r i e t y

What about variety in the Sunday School? There are many opportunities for

variety each week as you teach Sunday School. This book is filled with a host of ideas

that will add variety. In the Sunday School there are several places where variety is

often a welcome component—in your lesson materials, in the presentation of the

Bible story, in the location where your class meets, and in the organization of the

whole Sunday School in your congregation.

Lesson Materials

The curriculum you use for your Sunday School will likely suggest a variety of

activities and approaches to teaching the Bible story. You are the expert in your class,

use what works and skip the ideas that don’t. If the children in your class really enjoy

a certain activity or teaching method, don’t be afraid to use it more than once,

adapting other lessons to incorporate these favorite teaching strategies, which may

well become part of your routine!

Understanding the purpose of Sunday School, with its central message of Jesus

t h e  p h i l o s o p h y  a n d  p u r p o s e  o f  s u n d a y  s c h o o l
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Christ and the salvation He won for us on the cross, will guide your teaching and

your choice of techniques and activities that you use in your class. Lesson plans from

a Sunday School publisher are merely guides offering choices for teaching. A good

lesson plan is designed to offer flexibility so it can be effective in many situations and

settings. Some suggestions will not work in your setting—others will be the perfect

idea—you choose!

Children enjoy planned and purposeful variety. Think through the options you

have and consider your students and their abilities and preferences. Make sure the

choices you make are done in an effort to aid the clear communicating of God’s Word

to the children. Variety for variety’s sake often brings frustration. Variety for enter-

tainment’s sake has the wrong goal. Variety with the purpose of strengthening the

teaching of God’s Word is a benefit to the students, helping them to learn the lesson

you have taught well.

Presenting the Bible Story

Though it is imperative to read all or part of the story from the Bible each

week, you will also want to introduce or review the story with a variety of techniques.

Dramatic readings, acting out the story with actors or puppets, using chalk or mark-

ers to draw the story, using hymns to tell the story, classic art images of various Bible

stories, Bible storybooks, skits, and guest storytellers all are wonderful ways to rein-

force the Bible story. Your lesson materials will offer some options for unique ways to

present the story, and there are many resource books available with creative ideas for

you to try.

Location, Location, Location

Consider moving your class once in a while to a new setting for the lesson.

Perhaps it is a sunny day and your lesson is about Jesus feeding or teaching the mul-

titudes. You might consider taking a blanket outside and sitting on the grass with

your students as you tell the Bible story. Or if the lesson is about worship or the ele-

ments of worship, consider taking the students to the sanctuary and have the lesson

in the front of the church or around the baptismal font. Have you considered field

trips? If your lesson is on the Last Supper, plan ahead to meet the pastor or the head

of the Altar Guild in the sacristy. Have them show the students how the Communion-

ware is stored and prepared for use. Ask your pastor if he would allow the students

into his vestry where he could display and explain his vestments and the matching

altar paraments.

Organization

How you organize your Sunday School program is yet another choice. Many

churches employ the traditional one class and one teacher per grade level. Others do

what is known as Large Group/Small Group Sunday School, still others have found

the Site Rotation or Rotation model works best for them. How you structure your
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Sunday School classes will be dependent on the number and ages of the students and

the number of volunteer teachers and helpers that are available. There is a chapter

on Sunday School models in this book which will help you explore the possibilities for

your program.

Activities, music, crafts, and special events are all ways to offer helpful variety

that will aid in teaching God’s Word to the children in your Sunday School. Explore

the pages of this handy volume and consider the many possibilities! May the Lord

bless your efforts with His little ones!

t h e  p h i l o s o p h y  a n d  p u r p o s e  o f  s u n d a y  s c h o o l
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