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Good grades, the right schools, the right colleges, the right connections… those are the 

keys to the kingdom. None of us ever goes off and lives by his wits. We do the things they tell us 

to do and then they give us the good life. – Charlie Dillon in the movie School Ties (1992) 

 

Tim McGraw sang a song a few years ago asking the question, “Who are they?” The 

premise of the song was questioning the so-called conventional wisdom of doing what “they tell 

us to do” simply because “you know what they say.” 

This month, as we approach the beginning of another school year, I’d like us to question 

the conventional wisdom surrounding the typical, traditional, generally-accepted-as-correct path 

of transitioning directly from high school and into a college career. Let’s consider whether the 

direct from high school to college route is always the best choice. 

Before we get too far into the thoughts behind this article, I want to mention on the front 

end that I am not opposed to higher education. I believe there is a determinable value to the 

years that are spent attaining a college degree. The challenges presented to the student pursuing a 

college degree and the special training provided for a particular career path are surely vital in 

many instances. Additionally, I will likely encourage my daughters to earn a degree in an area of 

study that fits with their overall big picture approach to life. The point of this article is not to 

address whether or not a college education is Biblical, the point is simply that Christians need to 

do a better job of thinking for themselves instead of sheepishly following the culture’s 

conventional wisdom. The point of this article is like the general point of this magazine—that is, 

to get people to think. 

Much could be written (and has been) regarding the lurking evils that are present on a 

college campus. The stats are certainly troubling in that they indicate that anywhere from 70-

90% of young people forsake their faith at some point during their college career. However, it 



most certainly does not have to be that way. Besides, if a decision is made to keep a person away 

from college because he might lose his faith during his college years (due to the introduction to 

and onslaught of atheistic ideas and secular lifestyles), perhaps the focus needs to be on building 

the faith of the student so he can (and will) resist the temptations and be able to defend his faith 

with the truth. It’s kind of like the frog accepting the scorpion’s offer for a ride and then 

wondering why the scorpion stung him. The scorpion answered, “It’s what I do.” It’s time for 

parents to accept the responsibility of doing everything they can and using every tool available to 

strengthen the faith of the young person before letting him “ride the scorpion” known as higher 

education. 

But I digress. This article is an attempt to address the college experience from the vantage 

point of Biblical personal finance. Understand, of course, that there is no Biblical injunction 

mandating that children go to college, avoid it, or that parents pay for their kids’ college. Simple 

enough. For now, let’s challenge the conventional wisdom with the following points I hope you 

will consider. 

Education Industrial Complex 

Universities market and sell. The sooner we realize this fact, the better off we will be. By 

now, surely you have heard the “fact” that college grads, on average, earn $1 million more over 

their lifetimes than those without a high school degree. However, the merits of this fact, on their 

own, do not mean college is the right or the best choice for all students. It has been proven in a 

number of cases, both publicized and little known, that a degree is not necessary to achieve 

financially. Neither Lucille Ball, Michael Dell, Bill Gates, David Oreck, John D. Rockefeller, 

H.G. Wells, Kemmons Wilson, nor Frank Lloyd Wright (just to name a few) graduated from 

college. Some never even attended or finished high school, yet they achieved material success. 

The fact is, whether one is a Christian or not, it has been proven time and again that neither 

earning a degree nor earning more money is the path to sure-fire success or happiness.  

In an article titled The Great College Hoax (available online at 

www.forbes.com/forbes/2009/0202/060.html ), Kathy Kristof examines the “sure-fire path to a 

life of social and economic privilege.” She interviewed a young man who “did everything he was 

supposed to do to get ahead in life.” He excelled in high school, went to and graduated from a 

prestigious university with his bachelor’s degree, and then did what “they” said was the smart 

http://www.forbes.com/forbes/2009/0202/060.html


move, continuing his graduate studies (by taking on $60,000 in debt). His soon-to-be wife did 

essentially the same and, as a result, they completed their schooling by attaining both degrees 

and $194,000 in debt. Ultimately, despite both earning six-figure salaries as attorneys, the strain 

and stress of the debt that simply was not going away (though they were attempting to pay it 

down) was a cause of their decision to divorce. 

Thus, one more couple, doing things “by the book” (not The Book), is now another 

divorce statistic and living the separate and shattered lives of divorcees. This is but one example 

of well-intentioned people who bought the lie and ended up broken. Is it not time for Christians 

to at least consider doing things differently from the world around us? Or, will we, like the world 

around us, continue to buy what the education industrial complex is selling? I believe it is time to 

think. 

College Students’ Retirement Plan 

What if, instead of “doing life” just like everyone else, high-school graduates decided to 

commit to two to four years of work or service prior to picking a university? Before 

automatically dismissing this notion, consider the following tale which I believe is more 

common than advertised. 

Young man does well enough in high school to earn a full tuition scholarship to his local 

university. Young man still must pay for books, but the largest percentage of his school is paid 

for. Young man thinks he knows what he wants to do as he clings to an idea that he had when he 

was ten—he wants to be an ophthalmologist. Young man has never really had much difficulty 

with school—limited amount of study blended with copious amounts of time spent devoted to 

sports and other extracurricular activities—has served him well in the past and he assumes the 

same will carry him through college. 

Unfortunately, the new-found liberty of college life is more than this suddenly immature 

young man can handle. Instead of thriving in this new environment, young man makes a series of 

bad choices involving skipping classes, playing ping-pong and pool in the student center, 

hanging out with friends at fast-food eateries, and doing everything possible (though 

unintentional) to lose his scholarship. At the end of semester number one, young man is on 

academic probation and risks losing the full tuition scholarship. 



 

Young man is (was) me. 

And while that warning was all I needed to straighten up and reclaim an appropriate level 

of maturity, it could have easily turned out differently. In fact, if I had to do it all over again, I 

would choose a different path than the detour I took during year one in college. Because I was 

immature, I ended up wasting a precious year of life that I’d like to have back. Sure, I enjoyed 

the time (until grades came out), but I can assure you that I could spend the time more 

productively and more enjoyably knowing what I know now. 

For one thing, if I had worked full time (or at least a significant number of hours) for a 

year or two or three, saving money, investing money, and enjoying having limited expenses, I 

could have participated in what I now call “The College Student’s Retirement Plan.” As I 

conduct seminars across the country, teaching people about the time value of money and the 

importance of starting to save and invest early, it struck me that if done right, and with a little 

help from the market, retirement plans could be put into place prior to career or even college.  

Consider, if a high school graduate can work, save, and invest a mere $25k by age 25, 

and, assuming he enjoys a market return of 10%, he will have $700k set aside for future 

expenses by age 60. If he really buckles down and is able to work, save, and invest $40k by age 

25, using 10% as the average annual return, he will have over $1.1 million in his account by age 

60. Realize that once he hits age 25 under these scenarios, he makes no more contributions 

toward his financial future—compound earnings do the work. If and when he finishes school and 

proceeds with a career, he’ll not have the debt most graduates have—in fact, he’ll find himself 

comfortably on the “right side” of compound interest—earning it instead of paying it. 

Additionally, consider the experience, increased awareness of what career path one wants 

to pursue, increased maturity level, and increased appreciation for the education being pursued if 

a high school graduate worked and/or volunteered in some area of service. 

It has been said, “Education is wasted on the young.” Young person, don’t let that be you. 

Do not let the world squeeze you into its mold. Too often, today’s conventional wisdom is 

producing college graduates with unmanageable debt burdens, earning incomes that will not 

allow them to pay back the debt efficiently much less save for their future, and setting them up 



for financial trouble. Why not at least think outside the box? Why not consider being different 

from the world? 

Who are “they”? I don’t know. But based on the possibilities afforded to those who think 

outside the box, I’d think twice about listening to them. 

 

 

 


