Heuristic Approach to Discovery and Learning From God’s Word

Dave Laton

Heuristic is a word not used in our everyday language.  However, it’s a good word to describe the process of how we can lead our Bible students, whether children or adults, to greater levels of discovery, application, and spiritual growth.

Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary offers an excellent definition of Heuristic, “Encouraging a person to learn, discover, understand, or solve problems on his or her own, as by experimenting, evaluating possible answers or solutions, or by trial and error.”  By applying this definition in our Bible classes we can guide students to discover truth from God’s word using student-centered instead of teacher centered approaches.  Whether children or adults, this perspective allows for exciting discovery, which in turn leads to deep-seated learning and application.  The following is a model for influencing students in this process.
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First, a person enters into a potential learning situation seeking answers from God’s word.  This seeking condition is characterized by a desire to resolve an issue in his or her life.  The situation may be positive or negative, or have elements of both.  For example, an adult may be experiencing negative situations such as the death of a family member or close friend, separation or divorce, or, loss of financial security due to job change or loss.  Positive situations might include birth of a child, recent marriage, or new job opportunities, or any number of wonderful events in our lives.  Situations containing both positive and negative elements might include the graduation of a child and the child’s departure from home, the choice of taking or denying a job offer, determining whether to have medical treatment or foregoing the treatment for a while.  Whichever the situation, there remains strong stimulus in the person’s life to seek answers and solutions.

The proper response from those leading the person is to provide close support by offering encouragement and solutions from God’s word, whether by direct application or principle.  To not offer close support would likely be to discourage discovery and worsen the situation.  Let’s look at God’s word for an example.

We are familiar with the incident in Acts 9 of Paul’s, called Saul at that time, conversion on his way to Damascus to imprison and persecute Christians. On his way he is knocked to the ground and blinded by our Lord.  He demonstrated by his questions and actions to be seeking a solution to what is at that moment to him, a very negative situation.  Our Lord sent Ananias to give Paul the solution.  Later, Paul received Ananias’ instruction from God of what to do.  Notice in the narrative that Ananias was not eager to do what God wanted, yet did so.  He offered God’s words to resolve Paul’s situation.  Paul, seeking a solution, was offered close support in the way of encouragement and direction from Ananias.

Suppose Ananias had refused?  We can only speculate that God would certainly have punished him.  But, further, we could speculate that God would have found another to provide support to Paul, or chosen another to carry the Gospel, leaving Paul to his misery.  Either way, to his credit, Ananias responded to Paul as necessary to bring about a resolution to the situation.

A second condition in which we find ourselves is to accept or reject the close support and encouragement offered.  Continuing with Paul, we see that he did indeed consent to Ananias’ words.  As a result, we read that Paul was healed of his blindness and put back on his feet.  The proper response from Ananias to Paul’s consenting was to step back and allow him to do what was advised.  The individual, as Paul did, must agree to do as advised, otherwise, the condition remains or grows worse.

From this example we begin to see two steps in a heuristic pattern.  After seeking a solution, receiving encouragement and direction, Paul consented to the direction and received moderate support, thus seeing that the direction met his physical and spiritual needs.  

We then see that Paul arose, cleaned himself up, and was baptized to enter fully into God’s service.  But, the narrative didn’t end here.  Seeing that the solution offered by Ananias was indeed the correct response, Paul spends time with the disciples in Damascus.  Paul moved from his condition of consenting to accepting.  The difference is that of mere acquiescence to that of internalizing.  One in a consenting condition is still under the control of another to a large degree.  But when one accepts the solution by internalizing, he or she sees that the solution was correct and the need has been met.   Paul, as the narrative continues, not only realizes that his needs have been met, but also sees how this can apply to others.  Notice that Ananias is now removed from the picture and a collective group referred to as the disciples is providing the support.  Yet, we don’t see any direct action from them.  A proper response, as we see in this example, is to be available in a limited role; one of consulting as needed. 

There remains a danger in this condition that many fall into.  When we are in a seeking condition, we are dependent on another.  Motivation is driven by a need to resolve a situation that we are unable to resolve.  Dependency remains through the consenting condition, but may turn into independence in the acceptance condition since our needs have been met.  Our motivation may be gone.  Too many times we see new converts on fire to immediately respond to God’s invitation and realize their condition of salvation.  Then, all too soon, they slip into a condition where they no longer seek to grow and develop but become complacent, and even slip back into a lost mode.  Therein lies the danger.

 A well-trained teacher recognizes the need to continue to encourage the individual to grow and to develop a “yearning burning for learning.”  This enables the individual to move to an even higher level of discovery into a synthesis level wherein they find new and creative application.  Again, referring to our example of the Apostle Paul, we can see that he indeed moved almost immediately into this condition.  Throughout his ministry we see Paul applying God’s word to new and creative situations as he wrote letters to Christians of the day and, centuries later, we continue to read those letters and apply them to our lives.  

We also see that those that offered Paul close support, moderate support, and stood by as needed, were now joined with him in a synergistic relationship wherein they and Paul become interdependent and united together in the service of our Lord.  And thus joined in spirit and service to our Lord were able to spread the Gospel into all the world.

Four conditions, four responses, lead us to the discovery and application of basic principles.  As we teach God’s word, we must use this pattern to enable those seeking answers from God’s word to grow and develop into higher levels of personal application.  We must be the teacher needed to fan the spark in the student’s heart to leap into flame in response and service to our Lord.  I feel this is in line with Paul’s exhortation to Timothy to, “Preach the word; be instant in season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine.” (II Tim 4:2, KJV)
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