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Gospel Virtue

What is education for?  This is a foundational question which has raised many conflicting answers.  

According to many in the modern day, primary education is simply preparation for college.  Others 

argue that education is job training and that the success of a student can be measured in dollars and 

cents.  Some suggest that education should only be concerned with the life of the mind, while others 

believe that education should focus on producing good citizens.  Despite the confusion which has 

plagued man's thinking on this topic there is a common theme that, until very recently, has been almost 

universally sounded in both the pagan and Christian past.  For the ancient Roman Seneca, the ultimate 

aim of education was the cultivation of virtue (Gamble 101-103).  The church father Basil the Great 

echoes this view as he urges students to study classic literature when he says that, “Since it is through 

virtue that we must enter upon this life of ours, and since much has been uttered in praise of virtue by 

poets, much by historians, and much more still by philosophers, we ought especially to apply ourselves 

to such literature” (Gamble 185).  Lewis puts it well in his masterpiece on education, The Abolition of 

Man when he says, “For the wise men of old the cardinal problem had been how to conform the soul to 

reality, and the solution has been knowledge, self-discipline, and virtue” (Lewis 728).  For the classical 

and Christian tradition it is clear that the cultivation of virtue is central to the task of education.  

However, this can create for us, a dilemma.  While Seneca and Aristotle may call for virtue and 

morality, as believers we know that there is no virtue apart from God.  The thoughtful educator will 

recognize that there is a danger of promoting a mode of salvation (redemption through virtue) which 

stands in opposition to the gospel (redemption through Christ).  As Christians (and particularly 

Reformed Christians) we must come to grips with how to cultivate virtue in a way that does not 

undercut the gospel. 

In the pages to come, it will be our aim to first explain the tension which can arise between the
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cultivation of virtue and the call of the gospel.  Second, we will discuss how a biblical anthropology 

and soteriology can provide us with a theological framework to respond to this tension.  Third, we will 

consider some practical and pedagogical responses which can allow Christian educators (and students) 

to biblically resolve this tension in a way that does not sacrifice the gospel for the sake of virtue or vice

versa.   

The call to virtue has deep roots in both classical pagan, and historic Christian, thought.  Aristotle 

defines virtue this way, “virtue has to do with feeling delight and love and hatred rightly, there is  

obviously nothing that is more needful to learn and become habituated to than to judge correctly and to 

delight in virtuous characters and noble actions” (Aristotle 657).  For the ancient Greeks and Romans 

virtue was the great end towards which education was oriented.  In their view, virtue was the root of a 

free civilization and the cultivation of virtue was to be the mark of a free man.  Aristotle contrasts that 

which tends towards virtue with that which tends towards the vulgar in book eight of his Politics.  As 

he puts it, “A task and also an art or a science must be deemed vulgar if it renders the body or soul or 

mind of free men useless for the employments and actions of virtue” (Aristotle 639).  For Aristotle, 

virtue was so important that free men should not be taught anything that might lead them away from it. 

Plato, in his famous Republic, stressed the importance of raising children on that which would 

encourage virtue saying,  

“it is most important that the tales which the young first hear should be models of virtuous 

thoughts....Then will our youth dwell in a land of health, amid fair sights and sounds, and 

receive the good in everything; and beauty, the effluence of fair works, shall flow into the eye 

and ear, like a health-giving breeze from a purer region, and insensibly draw the soul from the 

earliest years into likeness and sympathy with the beauty of reason.  There can be no nobler 

training than that” (Bennett 17).
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From Plato and Aristotle in the classical pagan past to the great Christian thinkers of the Medieval and 

Reformation eras (and stretching on into the 20th century in some cases) this theme of virtue serves as a 

touchstone in the realm of education.  The emphasis which was found in classical sources powerfully 

shaped the thinking of the Medieval church about the nature of education and the centrality of virtue.  

Unfortunately, this influence was too often accepted without the proper biblical balance and thus the 

ideas of ancient Greece and Rome came to shape the theology and pedagogy of both Eastern Orthodox 

and Roman Catholic communions.  In this view, virtue can take on an almost quasi-redemptive element

as it moves men towards God.  Eastern Orthodox writer, theologian, and educator Vigen Guroian 

provides us with numerous examples of this thinking in his book Tending the Heart of Virtue.  As 

Guroian urges teachers and parents to seek to “awaken the moral imagination” of children he makes 

these telling comments: 

“Mere instruction in morality is not sufficient to nurture the virtues.  It might even backfire, 

especially when the presentation is heavily exhortative and pupil's will is coerced.  Instead, a 

compelling vision of the goodness of goodness itself needs to be presented in a way that is 

attractive and stirs the imagination. [...] Depending upon one's character, an individual will be 

drawn toward either goodness or wickedness.  Moral and immoral behavior is freedom enacted 

for good or ill. [...]  A person's goodness or badness is a valence and measure of one's humanity 

or inhumanity” (Guroian 3, 20, 112). 

These three quotes from Guroian demonstrate a tremendous level of theological confusion that has 

more in common with the writings of Plato than those of Paul.  In Guroian's understanding, the 

cultivation of virtue becomes the vehicle of redemption.  In discussing Carlo Collodi's classic children's

story Pinocchio, Guroian says, “Collodi is clear that Pinocchio's good heart is the source and substance 

of his humanity and that responsible relationships with others are that humanity's path to perfection” 

(Guroian 43).  
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Thus, redemption and perfection come not through the work of Christ alone but rather through the 

cultivation of good desires and actions and the rejection of evil ones.  One is reminded of Aristotle's 

definition of virtue as “feeling delight and love and hatred rightly” which raises the question: if we 

stress the cultivation of virtue and morality to our children will we be communicating the warped view 

of redemption found in the classical pagans or the writings of Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox 

thinkers?  The reality is that there is a real potential tension between the cultivation of virtue and the 

biblical presentation of the gospel.  Fortunately, this potential tension need not be a necessary tension 

and a careful understanding of biblical theology can help to shape our thinking and practice to avoid 

this error.  

The first place to begin then to inoculate ourselves from this dangerous way of thinking is with a 

biblical anthropology.  In section four of chapter six of the Westminster Confession of Faith  we find 

this helpful summary of the teaching of Scripture on this topic, “From this original corruption [the fall 

of Adam and Eve], whereby we are utterly indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and 

wholly inclined to all evil, do proceed all actual transgressions” (Westminster 26-27).  There is a wealth

of biblical testimony that reflects the view expounded here but a few texts will be sufficient to give a 

sampling.  In Romans 8 as Paul teaches about the life of the redeemed in the Spirit he contrasts this 

with the life lived by unredeemed man “in the flesh”.  Paul describes man's natural state with these 

words, “For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God's law; 

indeed, it cannot.  Those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (Romans 8:7-8).  Elsewhere in 

Romans Paul even goes so far as to say, “For we have already charged that all, both Jews and Greeks, 

are under sin, as it is written: “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for 

God.  All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one”” 

(Romans 3:9-12).  Even from these few texts it becomes clear that natural man cannot “feel delight and
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love and hatred rightly” as Aristotle says, and that (contrary to the assertion of Guroian) his heart is the 

source of only evil and never good as Guroian claims.  The teaching of Scripture is frighteningly clear: 

natural, unredeemed man cannot cultivate virtue or live a truly moral life.

What then does produce virtue?  To understand that we must now turn to the Bible's teaching on 

soteriology (or the doctrine of salvation).  Once again the Westminster Standards provide us with a 

helpful answer in question twenty of the shorter catechism, “Q. 20. Did God leave all mankind to 

perish in the estate of sin and misery?  A. God, having out of his mere good pleasure, from all eternity, 

elected some to everlasting life, did enter into a covenant of grace to deliver them out of the estate of 

sin and misery, and to bring them into an estate of salvation by a Redeemer” (Westminster 367-368).  

Later sections go on to explain that it is Jesus Christ who is the only redeemer of God's elect, and the 

one who both secures and applies redemption to His people.  Drawing from passages like Galatians 

3:10, Deuteronomy 27:26, Isaiah 64:6, Luke 17:10, Matthew 7:17-18, and John 15:5 question 62 of the 

Heidelberg Catechism address the question of why we cannot be saved either in part or in whole by our

own works and why Christ must be our only redeemer by saying, “Because that the righteousness, 

which can be approved of before the tribunal of God, must be absolutely perfect, and in all respects 

conformable to the divine law; and also, that our best works in this life are all imperfect and defiled 

with sin” (Three Forms of Unity 88).  

Paul said it best in the book of Galatians, “yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the 

law but through faith in Jesus Christ” (Galatians 2:16).  In light of this clear biblical testimony any 

understanding which encourages the cultivation of virtue apart from a clear presentation of the gospel 

of free grace runs the risk of missing the gospel all-together.  Indeed, our “works of righteousness are 

as filthy rags” to quote Isaiah 64 and can only serve to condemn us.  These truths should give us pause, 
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and should motivate us to greater clarity both with ourselves and our students about the worthlessness 

of the “virtue” of unredeemed man while delighting in the beauty of the virtue and holiness of God's 

redeemed.  

How then can we communicate this Scripture-infused vision to our children?  Or, put another way, how

can we cultivate virtue and moral living in way that does not undercut the gospel?  There are two 

responses which come to mind.  The first thing that we can do is to take a balanced approach to these 

things.  Article four of the Canons of Dort provide us with a helpful example of this, 

“There remain, however, in man since the fall, the glimmerings of natural light, whereby he 

retains some knowledge of God, of natural things, and of the differences between good and evil,

and discovers some regard for virtue, good order in society, and for maintaining an orderly 

external deportment.  But so far is this light of nature from being sufficient to bring him to a 

saving knowledge of God and to true conversion, that he is incapable of using it aright even in 

things natural and civil.  Nay, further, this light, such as it is, man in various ways renders 

wholly polluted and holds it in unrighteousness, by doing which he becomes inexcusable before

God” (Three Forms of Unity 141).

Natural man is fallen, yet there is still some regard for that which is true, and good, and beautiful.  The 

key is to recognize that outside of Christ even this regard for virtue is but filthy rags.  None of us can 

be good enough, moral enough, or virtuous enough to merit God's favor.  We must first and foremost 

then keep this biblically-balanced vision before us as we seek to cultivate virtue and morals and lead 

our children to do the same.

The second step is little more than an obvious application of the first: not only must we keep this 

balanced vision before us, we must also communicate this vision to our children.  As we communicate 
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the truth of the gospel to our children (and issue a call for virtue and moral living which is part of the 

gospel call and not undercutting it) we provide our children with a powerful antidote to the confused 

visions of virtue propagated by classical paganism, Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and all 

theologies that leave room for our works to earn redemption.  All children are born with the innate idea 

that we can work our way to God.  As Horatius Bonar so profoundly said, “All false religions, though 

outwardly differing very widely, are made up of earnest efforts to secure for the religionists the divine 

favor now, and eternal life at last” (Bonar 7).  We must not foolishly think that our own children are 

immune from this natural (fallen) way of thinking.

Aristotle rightly defined virtue as feeling, “delight and love and hatred rightly” and when we recognize 

that this right feeling can only come as a result of the new nature given us in Christ we stand on the 

path to true virtue.  All other claims to “morality” and “virtue” are mere man-made shadows of the real 

thing.  As believers we should seek to cultivate virtue in a way that reminds our children (and 

ourselves) of the need which all of us have for the gospel of Jesus Christ.  When we allow the teaching 

of Scripture to shape our thinking about the condition of man and the solution which God has provided 

we keep ourselves from putting the cart before the horse and deceiving ourselves into thinking that our 

virtue can merit anything but condemnation.  Indeed, we should live virtuous lives, but virtue should 

flow from grateful obedience to the free grace of the gospel.  Only then, can we be truly virtuous.   
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