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The Differences between Traditional Teaching and Storytelling 

Doctrine versus storytelling 

 

 Jesus knew that we humans had been designed to love story and He used it to 

communicate the most profound truths to His followers. We have the Bible that is full of God’s 

story and we can use these stories to convey truth today.1 Story conveys emotion which is a key 

element that helps create meaning and facilitate memory storage. In addition, story has context 

which our brains use to create relevance. Story with emotion and context provides more “index 

points” in our brains that help memory and recall.2 Thus, the context and details of the characters 

and storyline help us remember the truth contained in a story. Abstract concepts and data are 

hard to remember but story dovetails with the processes needed to recall truth. Facts are 

remembered more accurately when they are contained in a story structure; disconnected facts 

tend to be forgotten.3 

 In contrast, our modern way of teaching in the church has been developed much after the 

factory model. Students are put on an “assembly line” of classes where the instructor has, for the 

sake of time, removed all details of the story and just gives the main points.4 As we have seen 

above, details of the story are what makes the content memorable. In this system, the religious 

expert does the teaching from the front of the room and often programs take the place of 

relationships.5 Expository narrative, logic and critical thinking must be taught and require work 

to learn so our brains prefer story because it allows us to master information easily.6 Many 

                                                 
1 Avery T. Willis and Mark Snowden, Truth That Sticks: How to Communicate Velcro Truth in a Teflon 

World (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2010), Kindle 306-314. 
2 Kendall F. Haven, Story Proof: The Science Behind the Startling Power of Story (Westport, Conn.: 

Libraries Unlimited, 2007),  Kindle 1215. 
3 Ibid, 1160. 
4 Michael Novelli, Shaped by the Story: Discover the Art of Bible Storying, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis, MN: 

Sparkhouse Press, 2013), Kindle 31. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Haven, 493. 



Traditional teaching vs. story page 2 of 9 

 

leaders in the church have set aside storytelling, the most powerful communication tool, because 

they think story cannot convey serious facts and concepts. They substitute other forms and 

wonder why their communication is so inefficient.7 

 On the other hand, the media is well aware of the power of story and uses it to influence 

us as consumers to act. Unfortunately, advertisements are where most children form their 

worldview which amounts to one of consumerism.8 The American dream is essentially 

consumerism; if you work hard enough you can be happy because you have things, luxury, and 

entertainment. Churches have also been influenced by consumerism and market their messages. 

Church hoppers act as consumers looking to fill products and services.9 The story of Jesus is an 

alternative to the American dream. It is powerful enough to change the culture of consumerism 

because it can change our story.10 Doing storytelling is like detoxing the old, fact based way of 

studying the Bible. It builds a different culture. Storytelling returns to the manner of Jesus’ 

teaching and will challenge everything you have practiced but it will also strengthen every 

doctrinal truth.11 

 Biblical storytelling doesn’t tell others what to believe but allows them to explore what to 

believe.   It gives space for God to speak which is more powerful than any human teacher and 

connects God’s story to an individual’s story.12 Our own stories often cloud our response to God. 

Most of us come from cultures where we must be doctrinally correct but we fail to understand 

how God can speak through emotions.13  Biblical storytelling does not argue doctrine but 

conveys God’s truth and may soften hardened hearts to reach those who have resisted traditional 

                                                 
7 Haven, 331. 
8 Novelli, 30. 
9 Ibid, 31. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Willis, 41-49. 
12 Novelli, 34. 
13 Thompson, 106. 
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Bible teaching.14 Stories will often slip under the defenses of non-believers because they do not 

directly confront their beliefs.15 

 Bible stories invite us to participate in their reality, not to understand that reality. It brings 

God’s presence into our lives.16 This presence allows the story of Scripture to be regenerative as 

it opens us to a different future.17 Storytelling, especially in small groups, allows space for 

questions. Questions are a much better way to get people to think over a story than lecturing. 

Questions act like a hook, but lectures act like a club. It is better to hook the listeners of a story 

than to beat them.18 As the listeners consider how to answer these question, the Holy Spirit has 

room to work. Storytelling is not an instant way to results, but is a long term discipling tool. 

 This quote from Walter Brueggemann sums up the need for the change from instruction 

to storytelling: 

We are not changed by new rules. The deep places in our lives, places of 

resistance and embrace, are not ultimately reached by instruction. Those places of 

resistance and embrace are reached only by stories, by images, metaphors and 

phrases that line out the world differently, apart from fear or hurt.19 

 

 

Literate Methodology versus Oral Methodology 

 

 Chronological Biblical Storytelling was originally developed for the mission field where 

often the culture consisted of oral learners. Many times, these people groups did not have a 

written language. It would take Bible translators years to develop a written language to translate 

the Bible into their local language. Missionaries discovered it was easier to give these people an 

                                                 
14  Terry, 37. 
15 Willis, 918. 
16 Novelli, 33. 
17 Thomson, 81. 
18 Willis, 413. 
19 Walter Brueggemann, Finally Comes the Poet: Daring Speech for Proclamation, (Minneapolis: 

Augsburg Fortress, 1989) 109-110. 
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oral Bible.20 Seventy per cent of unreached people are oral learners and Bible storytelling gives 

us a method to evangelize and disciple those who cannot read.21  

 As missionaries trained in Bible storytelling returned to the states, they realized that this 

methodology would also work here.  US Department of Education reports that less than half of 

all Americans can handle and understand the prose of the Bible. More and more people are 

choosing to get their information in non-print forms in this media rich society.22  Real Life 

Church in northern Idaho was the test church to see if oral Bible stories would speak to the 

assumed literal American culture. They found that it worked very well.23  One reason Biblical 

storytelling works so well is that more and more people prefer to learn in a non-literate manner. 

 

Reading levels of U.S. Adults24 

Below Basic – 14% 

These people are illiterate or functionally non-literates which means they can read with difficulty 

but their literacy is so limited that they rely on orality to function in life. Obviously, oral Bible 

stories are a much better way to reach these people than written material. 

 

Basic  -29% 

Semi- literates can function as literates in society but are unable to extract ideas from lengthy 

text which of course includes the Bible. These benefit from Biblical storytelling and will be 

better able to read something after they know what it says. 

 

Intermediate  44% 

Literates will be able to read a Bible and get understanding from it but still will enjoy an oral 

story. 

 

Proficient 13% 

Highly literate people will be able to read a Bible and get understanding from it, but will still 

enjoy an oral story. They may have trouble communicating with someone at a lower literacy 

level and will benefit by communicating through story.25 

                                                 
20 Willis, 90. 
21 Ibid, 104-108. 
22 Ibid, 161. 
23 Bid, 90. 
24 Statistic Brain, http://www.statisticbrain.com/number-of-american-adults-who-cant-read/,  accessed June 

20, 2017. 

http://www.statisticbrain.com/number-of-american-adults-who-cant-read/


Traditional teaching vs. story page 5 of 9 

 

The above table shows that only half of adults in US can read basic material well. Other 

interesting statistics:26 

• Only 1 of 3 college graduates is a proficient reader. 

• 20 million people have completely stopped reading and choose to get their information 

from other media which are the greatest influencers of worldview today. 

• Less than half of US adults can read the literature of the Bible so literate discipling 

methods do not work with this group. 

• There is so much information available that most people only skim and do not read 

seriously. 

• The latest literacy statistics from the Department of Education are no better than the 

statistics from 2003.27 

 These statistics show that we need a method to disciple those who cannot, will not, or do 

not like to read. Biblical storytelling will do this. This is a challenge to typical techniques 

because we assume that literate techniques are far superior to oral methods.  There was a study in 

Kenya that “discovered that the tribal people who learned just from oral stories, showed as much, 

or more, depth of theology as those who learned from a seminary’s systematic literary 

methods.”28 Storytelling is deeply experiential and theological at the same time. It allows the 

stories to connect as one great metanarrative with the themes of covenant, redemption, 

restoration and kingdom woven throughout. 

                                                                                                                                                             
25 J O. Terry, Basic Bible Storying: Preparing and Presenting Bible Stories for Evangelism, Discipleship, 

Training, and Ministry, rev. ed. (Fort Worth, Tex.: Church Starting Network, ©2008), Kindle 453-486. 
26 Willis, 161-175. 
27 National Center for Educational Statistics, https://nces.ed.gov/naal/kf_demographics.asp, accessed June 

20, 2017. 
28 Novelli, 10. 
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 Oral stories have been used for the majority of human history to pass along history, 

values, and culture. Our brains prefer a story format and process information better in story 

structure. Expository narratives are difficult and feel like bitter medicine while stories are much 

easier and feel like candy in comparison.29 Research shows that information in stories is 

remembered better than any other form. In fact, just listening to stories helps to develop logical 

and analytical thinking as well as language literacy.30 

 When we hear a Bible story, we can visualize the story in our minds which helps our 

memory and recall of the story. The imagination is far richer than what filmmakers can put on 

video. As we listen to the story, our minds effortlessly go through our memories and think of a 

time when something similar happened to us. Oral learners enter the story and can see it from the 

inside. Literate learners stand outside the story and evaluate and criticize it.31 God has created us 

to love story so much that Biblical storytelling is not just for children; it will work at any level of 

spiritual maturity. 

 

Fragmented Teaching versus Integrated Teaching 

 Much of the teaching at our churches is fragmented. Those churches that teach from a 

lectionary series of scripture will only preach on a fraction of the Bible. It is as if we would only 

read 10 random pages of a novel. We might find some interesting facts about the characters, but 

there would be no way that we would be able to know the overarching theme.  Most church 

attenders do not have a clue to how the stories of the Bible fit together. This lack of 

understanding of the Bible stories leads many to develop their own theology.32 It has been my 

                                                 
29 Haven, 186. 
30 Haven, 101-108. 
31 Willis, 498-409. 
32 Willis, 143-148. 
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experience that as leaders, we over estimate how much our congregation really knows of the 

Bible. Most likely, they know much less than you think they know. When we wrongly assume 

that our congregation knows more than they do, we remove the details of the story and just give 

the main points as we teach. That removes the structure of the story and does not help the people 

remember the truth. It also allows the Bible to be reduced to principles and results in a low 

regard for God’s Word.33 

 When there is low regard for the Bible, it is seen as something to analyze. This attitude 

effectively creates distance between us and the Bible so that it is easy to dissect. However, 

remember only the dead can be dissected and the Bible is living.34  By seeing the whole story, we 

can see what it is to live in God’s kingdom. The metanarrative of the Bible tells how God 

designed the kingdom but humans wanted their own kingdoms. This required God to begin to 

restore His kingdom and the storyline’s apex is Jesus.35 If this story is allowed to become 

fragmented, it will cease to shape our lives. 

 Unfortunately, most Christians do not see the value of context.36 Because our most 

popular teaching methods fail to teach the overall story of the Bible, people tend to treat the 

Bible as a book of principles and probe it for useful nuggets. It is easy to find a verse and assign 

our own meaning to it. A prime example of this is Jeremiah 29:11, “For I know the plans I have 

for you,” says the Lord. “They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and a 

hope.” I have heard many claim this verse as a personal verse for themselves. I think it is true 

that God does love each individual and wants the best for them. However, this is not what this 

verse really says. This verse is part of a letter that Jeremiah wrote to the people who had been 

                                                 
33 Ibid, 351. 
34 Novelli, 31. 
35 Ibid, 34. 
36 Ibid, 8. 
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deported to Babylon after the fall of Jerusalem. If we put this into context of this letter, the 

recipients are told that their group will be in Babylon for seventy years. Many who heard the 

letter read will die before the seventy years are past and it will be their children and 

grandchildren who will be able to return to Jerusalem. They will not personally be restored to the 

land, but their people group will be. I wonder how many of the people that claim this verse 

realize this? 

 The letter goes onto say what the Lord will do to those who do not believe.  Jer. 29:17, “I 

will send war, famine, and disease upon them and make them like bad figs, too rotten to eat.” I 

have never heard anyone claim this verse. However, in the scheme of randomly selecting verses 

of someone else’s story to apply to myself personally, verse 17 is as applicable as verse 11. 

 There is a need to reclaim story as a communication tool for God’s word. The Bible is 

75% narrative, 15% poetry and 10% instructional. Poetry stimulates our brains in a similar 

manner to story.37 So we can see that 90% of the Bible can be integrated into our brains well 

when told like a story. In contrast, typical Church teaching is 90% purely instructional, exactly 

opposite of the Book that it teaches from. The expository methodology is what we know and 

have invested effort into and so it is hard to let go and change methodology.38 Biblical 

storytelling can be used for evangelizing, planting churches, discipling, training for leaders, and 

encouraging believers. It extremely effective to when used to grow in knowledge of God Word.39 

  

Worldview 

                                                 
37 Curt Thompson, Anatomy of the Soul: Surprising Connections between Neuroscience and Spiritual 

Practices That Can Transform Your Life and Relationships (Carol Stream, IL: SaltRiver, ©2010), 103. 
38 Novelli, 8. 
39 Terry, 166-171. 
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 In the past, the church has equated church attendance, Bible reading, giving and serving 

in the church as an indication of a changed worldview. Unfortunately, these are only surface 

actions that do not change the core worldview. The church teaches doctrines but that still does 

not touch worldview. The church’s discipleship has been poor: 29%  of Americans say that they 

are committed to Christ, but only 3% have a Christian worldview, 98% of born again teenagers 

don’t have a Biblical worldview.40 Unfortunately, the majority of Americans have a negative 

view of Christianity.41 I believe this shows that the world is doing a better job of discipling the 

public than the church is. Many forms of media are accessible around the clock and can be 

delivered into our homes. It brings in a culture that tends to desensitize us to God.42 

 The media is full of images and metaphors which influence our worldview. Metaphors 

activate many banks of knowledge in our brains and help us understand vague concepts. Our 

thought processes are largely metaphorical, in fact, the average American uses six metaphors per 

minute of spoken language. Metaphors are used to define our viewpoint, expectations, and 

actions. Bible stories also show metaphor and will challenge worldview.  God spoke through 

Moses to help change the Israelites’ worldview from an Egyptian one to a Godly one.  As we 

begin to understand the story character’s intent and actions, we can overlay these into our own 

life. We find application to the story in comparing their lives to ours. We understand morally 

problematic situations best through the metaphor found in Bible stories.43 As we learn from the 

characters, we can begin to see ourselves in God’s story and that moves us to action. It brings 

                                                 
40 Willis, 852. 
41 Ibid, 1291. 
42 Willis, 1278-1304. 
43 Haven, 981-1046. 
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God’s presence into our lives and changes our worldview.44  N.T. Wright said that the best way 

to change one’s worldview is through better stories, the stories of the Bible.45 

  

                                                 
44 Novelli, 33. 
45 Willis, 1314. 
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Traditional   Story 

Man’s design   method of Jesus 

Principles   story with details and emotion 

Lecture   questions 

Confrontational  non-confrontational 

Literate methods  oral methods 

Fragmented   Integrated 

Little context    set in context 

Ineffective to change  challenges worldview 

 worldview 

 

  

 

 


