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Foreword

If I were the devil (please, no comment), one of my first aims 
would be to stop folk from digging into the Bible. Knowing that it 
is the Word of God, teaching people to know and love and serve 
the God of the Word, I should do all I could to sur round it with 
the spiritual equivalent of pits, thorn hedges and traps, to frighten 
people off. With smug conceit, no doubt, as if receiving a compli-
ment, I should acknowledge that wise old Jonathan Edwards (1703-
1758) had me absolutely pegged when he wrote: 

The devil never would attempt to beget in persons a regard 
to that divine word which God has given to be the great and 
standing rule. . . . Would the spirit of error, in order to de-
ceive men, beget in them a high opinion of the infallible rule, 
and incline them to think much of it, and be very conversant 
with it? . . . The devil has ever shown a mor tal spite and ha-
tred towards that holy book the Bible: he has done all in his 
power to extinguish that light. . . . He is en gaged against the 
Bible, and hates every word in it. 

I should labor every day to prove Edwards’s words true.
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How? Well, I should try to distract all clergy from preach ing and 
teaching the Bible, and spread the feeling that to study this ancient 
book directly is a burdensome extra that modern Christians can 
forgo without loss. I should broadcast doubts about the truth and 
relevance and good sense and straightforwardness of the Bible, and 
if any still insisted on reading it I should lure them into assuming 
that the benefit of the practice lies in the noble and tranquil feel-
ings evoked by it rather than in noting what Scripture actually says. 
At all costs I should want to keep them from using their minds in a 
disciplined way to get the measure of its message.

Were I the devil, taking stock today, I think I might be pleased 
at the progress I had made. But I should be very far from pleased to 
see this book by my friend—sorry, J. I. Packer’s friend—“R. C.”

For more than a century, Protestant theology has been in con-
flict about the Bible. The first storm center was inspira tion and its 
corollary, inerrancy. Eighty years ago, the debate shifted to rev-
elation, the method and content of God’s com munication through 
allegedly fallible Scriptures. Interpretation is now the central inter-
est, and the subjectivism which yesterday concluded that the Bible 
is neither true nor trustworthy today interprets it on the basis that 
its message to us is neither consistent nor clear. The results of so 
doing are often muddled and messy. Against this background, Dr. 
Sproul’s vigorous layman’s introduction to the interpretive task is 
more than welcome.

What are its special qualities? Clarity, common sense, mastery 
of material and a bubbling enthusiasm which turns the author from 
a good communicator into a superb one. The Bible excites him and 
his excitement is infectious. O taste and see! Sproul on Bible study 
will make you want to study the Bible, as well as equipping you to 
do so: and what greater virtue could such a book have than that? 
There are technical problems in hermeneutics that lie beyond its 
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scope, but the basics are here, with a most salutary stress on the 
objectivity (the “there-ness”) of God’s instruction in the Scriptures 
and on the rationality of the method of deciphering and applying it. 
It is a pleasure and a privilege to commend to the Chris tian public 
a book calculated to do so much good.

J. I. Packer



Preface to the Expanded Edition

R. C. Sproul

The Christian faith has enormous content. Our faith in Christ 
is not based on speculation but finds its foundation in the truth of 
what God himself reveals in sacred Scripture. When we talk about 
being “saved by faith,” we’re talking about faith that is grounded in 
information, in content, in truth. We’re talking about faith in the 
reality of the person and work of Christ, faith in the God whose 
character we know from the Bible, faith based on the actual history 
of God’s redeeming his people from Adam to the present day.

Because our faith depends on specific content—the content of 
Scripture—it’s vitally important that the Christian be immersed 
in the study of sacred Scripture. Notice that I use the word study. 
Reading the Bible is important, but we must do more than read 
it. We must study it. We must make a concerted effort to under-
stand what we’re reading. For if our faith is grounded in the content 
of Scripture, we must understand the meaning of its content—its 
teaching—if we are going to have an informed faith in what God 
has actually said. We’re saved by Jesus, but not by just any Jesus. It’s 
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not the Muslim Jesus or the Mormon Jesus. It’s the biblical Jesus. 
And we can’t know or trust in the biblical Jesus if we don’t under-
stand what Scripture says about him, from Genesis to Revelation.

Martin Luther said that every Christian ought to read the Bible from 
cover to cover every year. But, likening the Bible to a forest, he also said 
that reading the Bible doesn’t become really enjoyable until you see not 
only the forest but examine each tree, each branch, and, finally, each 
leaf. Every little leaf of sacred Scripture must be turned over and stud-
ied in order to see the intricate truths that are revealed in God’s Word. 
To study the Bible is to look at every branch and leaf of Scripture so 
that we can find those intricate truths and know how they relate to one 
another. And just as there is a science to studying plants so that we can 
draw the correct conclusions (botany), there’s a science to studying the 
Bible so that we can make the right deductions from God’s revelation. 
It’s called hermeneutics, and it’s what this little book that you’re holding 
in your hands is all about.

I was converted to Christ during my freshman year in college, and 
from the very first day I trusted in Jesus I read the Bible. In only a few 
weeks’ time, I read the Bible from cover to cover. I had never read it 
before, but when I was converted and I started reading the Bible, I was 
absolutely astonished to discover the nature and character of God. I 
remember walking in the freshman boys’ dormitory at three o’clock in 
the morning, pacing like a caged lion in those hallways, and realizing 
from my reading of Scripture that the God of the Bible is a God who 
plays for keeps. If I was going to follow him, to be devoted to him, to 
worship him, I would have to take seriously that he could, just like that, 
take my life because of a transgression, like he killed Uzzah (2 Sam 
6:5–15) and swallowed up Korah (Num 16).

What came across to me in my reading was the otherness of 
God, the holiness of God, the difference between who God is and 
who I am. And I grew in my initial conviction that led to my con-
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version, the conviction that I am a sinner and unworthy of the love 
and tender mercy of God. So I kept reading the history of radical 
rebellion against God that is described in Scripture, a history of 
which we are all a part, and I kept seeing not only his power and 
strength but also his tender mercy and his grace toward unworthy 
creatures. I realized that if I was going to follow him, I would have 
to follow all that he is, and all that he reveals of himself.

Over time, I not only learned about God but I learned the proper 
rules for reading his Word so that I could understand correctly who 
this God is, what he demands, and what he has done for sinners. 
Learning how to read Scripture, I dare say, was as important as 
reading the Bible itself. My reading of sacred Scripture from cover 
to cover and growth in understanding of how to read the Bible 
correctly—how to apply the proper rules of hermeneutics to Scrip-
ture—is what has defined my theology and my entire career of 
teaching and preaching the Word of God.

Four decades ago, I wrote this book, Knowing Scripture, because I 
wanted to help people know how to read the Bible so that they would 
be impacted by the same truths that changed my life and set the course 
for my life and ministry. I wanted them to understand how to read the 
Scriptures properly so that they could apply God’s truth to their lives 
and see the central theme of the kingdom of God that ties the Bible to-
gether. I wanted them to see all those tiny, intricate details in Scripture 
that show us how God fulfills every aspect of every promise that he’s 
ever given. I wanted them to be able to identify and interpret every vein 
of every leaf of Scripture so that they would grow stronger in the grace 
and love of our Lord Jesus Christ. Many people have told me over the 
years that this book has helped them do just that. By God’s grace, I pray 
that it would assist you as well.



Preface to the Original Edition

R. C. Sproul

Recent years have seen a renewal of interest in the Scriptures. 
Since neo-orthodox theology called the church back to a serious 
study of the content of the Bible, there has been more concern in 
the life of the church for understanding and applying its message to 
our generation. Along with this new interest, however, has come 
confusion; there has been little agreement among Christian schol-
ars concerning the rudimentary principles of biblical interpreta-
tion. This con fusion in the scholarly world has made an impact on 
the life of the whole church.

Our day seems to be the age of “lay renewal.” Much of this re-
newal is associated with home Bible studies and small group fel-
lowships. Many people now gather to discuss, de bate and comment 
on the Scripture for themselves. Often they find themselves dis-
agreeing about what the Bible means or how it should be applied. 
This has had unfortunate consequences.

For many, the Bible remains an enigma capable of vastly differ-
ent interpretations. Some have even despaired of their own ability 
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to make sense of it. To others the Bible has a nose of wax capable 
of being shaped into con formity with the vested interests of the 
reader. Too often the conclusion seems to be, “You can quote the 
Bible to prove anything.”

Is there any way out of this confusion? Can serious readers find 
any principles to guide them through the conflicting viewpoints 
they hear from all sides? These are some of the questions that this 
book is designed to deal with.

Although many of the issues have a scholarly dimension, I have 
not been motivated by a desire to enter the academic debate con-
cerning the science of hermeneutics. Rather my prime motivation 
is to offer basic, “common sense” guide lines to help serious read-
ers study sacred Scripture profit ably. In line with the Bible’s own 
view of itself, the book seeks to emphasize the divine origin and 
authority of Scrip ture. Because of this, I have attempted to provide 
rules of interpretation that will serve as a check and balance for our 
all-too-common tendency to interpret the Bible according to our 
own prejudices. The book closes with a survey of various tools that 
are available to help either beginners or more ad vanced students of 
the Bible. Above all, I would like this to be a practical book that 
will give assistance to lay people. Indeed, I have a fond hope that 
Christians will continue their study of the Scripture and continue 
the contributions they are making in the church. May this book be 
an encouragement to persevere with joy as well as understanding.

I owe a debt of gratitude to a number of people who assisted me 
in this project, among them Prof. David Wells, whose ad vice has 
been invaluable in correcting the manuscript.



 1

Why Study the Bible?

Why study the Bible? It may seem odd and foolish to raise this 
question since you probably would not be reading this book unless 
you were already convinced that Bible study is necessary. Our best 
intentions, however, are often weak ened by our moods and caprice. 
Bible study often falls by the way. So, before we examine the practi-
cal guidelines for Bible study, let’s review some of the compelling 
reasons for studying the Bible at all.

Two  My T h s

First, we will look at some of the reasons people give for not study-
ing the Bible. These “reasons” often contain myths that are passed 
off as truisms through much repetition. The myth that claims first 
place in our hall of excuses is the idea that the Bible is too difficult 
for the ordinary person to understand.

Myth 1—The Bible is so difficult to understand that only highly skilled 
theologians with technical training can deal with the Scriptures. This 
myth has been repeated many times by sincere people: “I know I 
can’t study the Bible, because every time I try to read it, I can’t 
understand it.” When some people say this, they may want to hear, 
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“That’s all right. I understand. It’s really a difficult book, and unless 
you’ve had seminary training, maybe you shouldn’t try to tackle it.” 
Or perhaps they want to hear, “I know, it’s too heavy, too deep, too 
profound. I commend you for your tireless efforts, your strenuous 
labors in trying to solve the mystifying riddle of God’s Word. It is 
sad that God has chosen to speak to us in such obscure and esoteric 
language that only scholars can grasp it.” This, I am afraid, is what 
many of us want to hear. We feel guilty and want to quiet our con-
sciences for neglect ing our duty as Christians.

When we express this myth, we do it with astonishing ease. The 
myth is so often repeated that we do not expect it to be challenged. 
Yet we know that as mature, educated adults we can understand 
the basic message of the Bible. Indeed, the scholars who drafted 

and signed the Chicago Statement 
on Biblical Hermeneutics (1982) af-
firm “that a person is not dependent 
for understanding of Scripture on 
the expertise of biblical scholars.”

If we can read the newspaper or 
blogs, we can read the Bible. In fact, I would venture to guess that 
more difficult words and concepts are expressed on the front page 
of a newspaper than on most pages of the Bible.

Myth 2—The Bible is boring. If we press people for an explanation 
for what they mean when they express the first myth, usually they 
respond by saying, “Well, I guess I can understand it, but frankly 
the book bores me to death.” This statement reflects not so much 
an inability to understand what is read as a taste and pref erence for 
what we find interesting and exciting.

The preponderance of boredom that people experience with 
the Bible came home to me when I was hired to teach the Scrip-
tures in required Bible courses at a Christian college. The presi-

If we can read the  

newspaper or blogs,  

we can read the Bible.
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dent of the institution phoned me and said, “We need someone 
young and exciting, some one with a dynamic method who will 
be able to ‘make the Bible come alive.’ ” While I knew what 
the president was getting at, I nevertheless wanted to say, “You 
want me to make the Bible come alive? I didn’t know that it had 
died. In fact, I never even heard that it was ill. Who was the 
attending physician at the Bible’s demise?” No, I can’t make the 
Bible come alive for anyone. The Bible is already alive. It makes 
me come alive.

When people say the Bible is dull, it makes me wonder why. Bib-
lical characters are full of life. There is a unique quality of passion 
about them. Their lives reveal drama, pathos, lust, crime, devotion 
and every conceivable aspect of human existence. There is rebuke, 
remorse, contrition, con solation, practical wisdom, philosophical 
reflection and, most of all, truth. Perhaps the dullness some expe-
rience is due to the antiquity and cultural distance of the material. 
How does the life of Abraham or of Timothy—lived so long ago 
and so far away—relate to us? But the characters of biblical history 
are real. Though their life settings are different from ours, their 
struggles and concerns are very much like ours.

Th e  C l a r i T y  o f  s C r i p T u r e

In the sixteenth century the Reformers declared their total con-
fidence in what they called the perspicuity of Scripture. What they 
meant by that technical term was the clarity of Scripture. They 
maintained that the Bible is basically clear and lucid. It is simple 
enough for any literate person to understand its basic message. This 
is not to say that all parts of the Bible are equally clear or that there 
are no difficult passages or sections to be found in it. Laypeople 
unskilled in the ancient languages and the fine points of exegesis 
may have difficulty with parts of Scripture, but the essential con-
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tent is clear enough to be understood easily. Martin Luther, for 
ex ample, was convinced that what was obscure and difficult in one 
part of Scripture was stated more clearly and simply in other parts 
of Scripture.

Some parts of the Bible are so clear and simple that they are of-
fensive to those suffering from intellectual arrogance. I once was 
lecturing about how Christ’s death on the cross fulfilled the curse 
motif of the Old Testament. In the middle of my lecture a man 
in the audience interrupted me, saying loudly, “That’s primitive 
and obscene.” I asked him to repeat his comment so that everyone 
present could hear his complaint. When he re peated it, I said, 
“You are exactly right. I particularly like your choice of words, 
primitive and obscene.” The entire his tory of redemption is com-
municated in primitive terms, from the episode of the encounter 
of Adam and Eve with the ser pent to the devastating destruc-
tion that God visits on the chariots of Egypt in the exodus to the 
crass and brutal murder of Jesus of Nazareth. The Bible reveals 
that God hears the groans of all of his people, from the peas-
ant to the philosopher, from the dull-witted to the sophisticated 
scholar. His message is simple enough for the most simplis tic of 
his fallen creatures to understand. What kind of a God would 
reveal his love and redemption in terms so technical and concepts 
so profound that only an elite corps of profes sional scholars could 
understand them? God does speak in primitive terms because he 
is addressing himself to primi tives. At the same time, there is 
enough profundity contained in Scripture to keep the most astute 
and erudite scholars busily engaged in their theological inquiries 
for a lifetime.

If primitive is an appropriate word to describe the content of 
Scripture, obscene is even more so. All of the obscenities of sin are 
recorded with clear and forthright language in the Scripture. And 
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what is more obscene than the cross? Here we have obscenity on a 
cosmic scale. On the cross Christ takes upon himself human ob-
scenities in order to redeem them.

If you have been one of those who have clung to the myths of 
dullness or difficulty, perhaps it is because you have at tributed to 
the whole of Scripture what you have found in some of its parts. 
Maybe some passages have been peculiarly difficult and obscure. 
Other passages may have left you be wildered and baffled. Perhaps 
those should be left for the scholars to unravel. If you find certain 
portions of the Scrip ture difficult and complex, need you insist that 
the whole of Scripture is boring and dull?

Biblical Christianity is not an esoteric religion. Its content is 
not concealed in vague symbols that require some sort of spe-
cial “insight” to grasp. There is no special intel lectual prowess or 
spiritual gift that is necessary to under stand the basic message of 
Scripture. You may find that in Eastern religions where insight is 
limited to some guru who lives in a shanty high in the Himalayas. 
Maybe the guru has been thunderstruck by the gods with some 
pro found mystery of the universe. You travel to inquire and he 
tells you in a hushed whisper that the meaning of life is the sound 
of “one hand clapping.” That’s esoteric. That’s so esoteric that even 
the guru does not understand it. He cannot understand it because 
it’s an absurdity. Absurdities often sound pro found because they 
are incapable of being understood. When we hear things we do 
not understand, sometimes we think they are simply too deep or 
weighty for us to grasp when in fact they are merely unintelligible 
statements like “one hand clapping.” The Bible does not talk like 
that. The Bible speaks of God in meaningful patterns of speech. 
Some of those patterns may be more difficult than others, but 
they are not meant to be nonsense statements that only a guru 
can fathom.
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Th e  p ro b l e M  o f  Mo T i vaT i o n

It is important to note that the theme of this book is not how to 
read the Bible but how to study the Bible. There is a great deal of 
difference between reading and studying. Reading is something we 
can do in a leisurely way, something that can be done strictly for 
entertainment in a casual manner. But study suggests labor, serious 
and diligent work.

Here then is the real problem of our negligence. We fail in our 
duty to study God’s Word not so much because it is dif ficult to un-
derstand, not so much because it is dull and bor ing, but because it is 
work. Our problem is not a lack of in telligence or a lack of passion. 
Our problem is that we are lazy.

Karl Barth (1886-1968), the famous Swiss theologian, once 
wrote that all human sin finds its roots in three basic human prob-
lems. He included pride (hubris), dishonesty and slothfulness in his 
list of rudimentary sins. None of these basic evils is instantly erad-
icated by spiritual regeneration. As Christians we must struggle 
against these problems through our entire pilgrimage. None of us is 
immune. If we are going to deal with the discipline of Bible study, 
we must recognize at the outset that we will need the grace of God 
to persevere.

The problem of slothfulness has been with us since the curse of 
the Fall. Our labor is now mixed with sweat. Weeds are easier to 
grow than grass. Newspapers are easier to read than the Bible is to 
study. The curse of labor is not magically removed simply because 
our task is the study of Scripture.

When I lecture to groups on the theme of studying the Bible, I 
often ask how many of the group members have been Christians for 
one year or more. Then I ask those people how many have read the 
entire Bible from cover to cover. In every instance, the overwhelm-
ing majority an swer in the negative. I would venture to guess that 
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among those who have been Christians for a year or more, at least 
80 percent have never read the whole Bible. How is that possible? 
Only an appeal to the radical Fall of the human race could begin to 
answer that question.

If you have read the whole Bible, you are in a small minority of 
Christian people. If you have studied the Bible, you are in an even 
smaller minority. Isn’t it amazing that almost everyone living in the 
West has an opinion to offer about the Bible, and yet so few have 
really studied it? Sometimes it seems as though the only people who 
take the time to study it are those with the sharpest axes to grind 
against it. Many people study it to find possible loopholes so they 
can get out from under the weight of its authority.

Biblical ignorance is not limited to laypeople by any means. I 
have sat on church boards responsible for the examination of semi-
narians preparing for the pastoral ministry. The degree of biblical 
ignorance manifested by many of these students is appalling. Semi-
nary curricula have not done much to alleviate the problem. Every 
year many churches ordain people who are virtually ignorant of the 
content of Scripture.

I was shocked when I took a test in biblical knowledge for en-
trance to the theological seminary from which I gradu ated. After I 
completed my exam, I was deeply embarrassed, ashamed to hand in 
my paper. I had taken several courses in college that I thought would 
prepare me for such a test, but when the test came I was not ready. 
I left question after question blank and was certain that I had failed. 
When the grades were posted, I discovered that I had received one 
of the highest grades in a group of seventy-five students. Even with 
the grades scaled, there were several students who scored less than 
10 out of a possible grade of 100. My score was poor, yet it was one 
of the best of the bad.

Biblical illiteracy among the clergy has become so prev alent 
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that I often find pastors getting annoyed and angry when their 
parishioners ask them to teach them the Bible. In many cases 
pastors live in mortal fear that their ignorance will be exposed 
by being thrust into a situation where they are expected to teach 
the Bible.

Th e  bi b l i C a l  ba s i s  f o r  bi b l e  sT u dy

The Bible itself has much to say about the importance of studying 
the Bible. We will examine two passages, one from each Testa-
ment, in order to catch a glimpse of these man dates.

In Deuteronomy 6 we find a passage that was familiar to every 
Jew of the Old Testament. Its words were used to call the assembly 
together for worship. We read: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our 
God, the Lord is one! You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart and with all your soul and with all your might” (vv. 4-5). 
Most of us are famil iar with these words. But what follows them 
immediately? Read on:

These words, which I am commanding you today, shall be on 
your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your sons and 
shall talk of them when you sit in your house and when you 
walk by the way and when you lie down and when you rise up. 
You shall bind them as a sign upon your hand and they shall 
be as frontals on your forehead. You shall write them on the 
doorposts of your house and on your gates. (vv. 6-9)

Here God sovereignly commands that his Word be taught so dili-
gently that it penetrates the heart. The content of that Word is not 
to be mentioned casually and infrequently. Re peated discussion is 
the order of the day, every day. The call to bind on the hand, the 
forehead, the doorpost and gate makes it clear that God is saying 
that the job must be done by whatever method it takes.
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Looking at the New Testament we read Paul’s admonition to 
Timothy:

You, however, continue in the things you have learned and 
become convinced of, knowing from whom you have learned 
them, and that from childhood you have known the sacred 
writings which are able to give you the wisdom that leads to 
salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus. All Scripture 
is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, for training in righteousness; so that the man of 
God may be adequate, equipped for every good work. (2 Tim 
3:14-17)

This exhortation is so basic to our understanding of the im portance 
of Bible study that it warrants a careful scrutiny.

Continue in the things you have learned (v. 14). This part of the ad-
monition lays the accent on continuity. Our study of Scrip ture is 
not to be a once-for-all matter. There is no room for the proverbial 
once-over-lightly. Consistency is necessary for a sound basis of bib-
lical studies.

Sacred writings which are able to give you the wisdom that leads to salvation 
(v. 15). Paul refers to the Scripture’s ability to give wisdom. When 
the Bible speaks of wisdom, it refers to a special kind of wisdom. The 
term is not used to connote an ability to be “worldly wise” or to have 
the cleverness necessary to write a Poor Richard’s Almanack. In biblical 
terms, wisdom has to do with the practical matter of learning how 
to live a life that is pleasing to God. A cursory glance at the Wisdom 
Literature of the Old Testament makes this emphasis abundantly 
clear. Proverbs, for example, tells us that wisdom begins with the 
“fear of the Lord” (Prov 1:7; 9:10). That fear is not a servile fear 
but a posture of awe and reverence, which is necessary for authentic 
godliness. The Old Testament distinguishes between wisdom and 
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knowledge. We are commanded to acquire knowledge, but more to 
acquire wisdom. Knowledge is necessary if wisdom is to be gained, 
but it is not identical with wisdom. A person can have knowledge 
without having wisdom, but he or she cannot have wisdom without 
having knowledge. A person without knowledge is ignorant. A per-
son without wisdom is deemed a fool. In biblical terms foolishness 
is a moral matter and re ceives the judgment of God. Wisdom in the 
highest sense is being wise with respect to salvation. Thus wisdom 
is a theological matter. Paul is saying that through the Scrip tures we 
can acquire that kind of wisdom that concerns our ultimate fulfill-
ment and destiny as human beings.

Knowing from whom you have learned them (v. 14). Who is this “whom” 
Paul is talking about? Is he referring to Timothy’s grandmother? Or 
to Paul himself? These options are doubt ful. Whom refers to the 
ultimate source of the knowl edge Timothy has acquired, namely, 
God. This comes out more clearly in the statement “All Scripture 
is inspired by God.”

Scripture is inspired by God (v. 16). This passage has been the focal 
point of volumes of theological literature that describe and analyze 
theories of biblical inspiration. The crucial word in the passage is 
the Greek term theopneustos, which is often translated by the phrase 
“inspired by God.” The term more precisely means “God-breathed,” 
which refers not so much to God’s breathing something “in” as to 
his breathing some thing “out.” Rather than the term inspiration, we 
may be better advised to render the Greek by the English expira tion. 
In that case we would see the significance of the passage not so 
much in providing us with a theory of inspira tion—a theory of how 
God transmitted his Word through human authors—but rather a 
statement of the origin or source of Scripture. What Paul is saying 
to Timothy is that the Bible comes from God. He is its ultimate 
author. It is his word; it comes from him; it carries the weight of all 
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that he is. Thus the injunction to remember “from whom you have 
learned them [these things].”

Scripture is profitable for teaching (v. 16). One of the most im portant 
priorities Paul mentions is the preeminent way in which the Bible 
profits us. The first and indeed foremost profit is the profit of teach-
ing or instruction. We may pick up the Bible and be “inspired” or 
moved to tears or other poig nant emotions. But our greatest profit 
is in being instructed. Again, our instruction is not in matters of 
how to build a house or how to multiply and divide or how to em-
ploy the science of differential equations; rather we are instructed 
in the things of God. This instruction is called “profitable” be cause 
God himself places an extremely high value on it. The instruction 
is assigned worth and significance.

Countless times I have heard Christians say, “Why do I need 
to study doctrine or theology when all I need to know is Jesus?” 
My immediate reply is, “Who is Jesus?” As soon as we begin to 
answer this question, we are involved 
in doctrine and theology. No Christian 
can avoid theology. Every Christian is a 
theologian. Perhaps not a theologian in 
the technical or professional sense, but a 
theologian never theless. The issue for Christians is not whether we 
are going to be theologians but whether we are going to be good 
theologians. A good theologian is one who is instructed by God.

Scripture is profitable for reproof, correction, and training in righteousness 
(v. 16). In these words Paul articulates the practical value of Bible 
study. As fallen creatures we sin, we err, and we are inherently out 
of shape with respect to righteousness. When we sin, we need to 
be reproved. When we err, we need to be corrected. When we are 
out of shape, we need to go into training. The Scriptures function 
as our chief reprover, our chief corrector and our chief trainer. The 

Every Christian is 

a theologian.
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bookstores of this world are filled with books on training methods 
to acquire excellence in sports, to lose weight and get our physical 
figures into shape, and to acquire skills in all areas. Libraries have 
stacks of books written to teach us financial manage ment and the 
nuances of wise investment policies. We can find many books that 
will teach us how to turn our losses into profits, our liabilities into 
assets. But where are the books that will train us in righteousness? 
The question still re mains, “What will it profit a man if he gains the 
whole world and forfeits his soul?” (Mt 16:26).

That the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work (v. 
17). The Christian who is not diligently involved in a serious study 
of Scripture is simply inadequate as a disciple of Christ. To be an 
adequate Christian and competent in the things of God we must do 
more than attend “sharing sessions” and “bless me parties.” We can-
not learn competency by osmosis. Biblically illiterate Christians are 
not only inadequate but unequipped. In fact, they are inadequate 
be cause they are not equipped. An NFL star may be able to run 
barefoot, but when playing a league opponent he will be sure to 
wear cleats.

Th e  bi b l e  a s  r e v e l aT i o n

One of the most important advantages the Bible gives us is that it 
provides information that is not available anywhere else. Our uni-
versities provide us with a wealth of knowledge acquired by hu-
man investigation of the natural world. We learn by observation, 
analysis and abstract speculation. We compare and contrast varied 
opinions from notable scholars. But with all the skills of knowledge 
that we have at our dis posal in this world, there is no one who can 
speak to us from a transcendent perspective, no one who can rea-
son with us, as the philosophers say, sub species aeternitatis (from the 
eternal perspective).



Why Study the Bible? 27

Only God can provide us with an eternal perspective and speak 
to us with absolute and final authority. The advan tage of the equip-
ment provided by Scripture is that knowledge is made available to 
us that can be learned from no other source. The Scripture does, of 
course, talk of matters that can be learned by other means. We are 
not utterly de pendent on the New Testament to learn who Caesar 
Augus tus was or how far it is from Jerusalem to Bethany. But the 
world’s best geographer cannot show us the way to God, and the 
world’s best psychiatrist cannot give us a final answer to the prob-
lem of our guilt. There are matters contained in Holy Writ that 
“unveil” for us that which is not exposed to the natural course of 
human investigation.

Though much can be learned about God from a study of nature, 
it is his self-revelation in Scripture that is most complete and most 
valuable for us. There is an analogy between how we get to know 
people in this world and how we become acquainted with God. 
If we want to learn something about a human being, let’s say Bill 
Monroe, there are many ways we can go about it. We could do 
a search on the Internet, perhaps first Googling his name. If we 
had the right connections, we might ask the FBI or the CIA for 
their files on him. We could send for his high school and college 
transcripts. Through such records we might discover his basic bio-
graphical history, medical record, academic and athletic achieve-
ment records. We could then interview his friends to get a more 
personal evaluation. But all these methods are in direct, and many 
of Bill’s intangible qualities will re main obscured to our scrutiny. 
All these methods are but secondary sources of information.

If we want more accurate knowledge of Bill Monroe, we should 
meet him personally, observe his outward appearance, see how he 
behaves, what mannerisms he employs. We may even be able to 
guess how he is feel ing, what he is thinking, what he values and 
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what dis pleases him. But if we want to gain intimate knowledge of 
him we have to engage in some kind of verbal com munication with 
him. No one can express more clearly or more accurately what 
he believes, feels or thinks than Bill himself. Unless Bill chooses 
to reveal those things verbally, our knowledge will be limited to 
guesswork and speculation. Only words will enlighten us.

Likewise, when we speak about the concept of revelation, we are 
talking about the basic principle of self-disclosure. The Scriptures 
come to us as divine self-disclosure. Here the mind of God is laid 
bare on many matters. With a knowl edge of Scripture we do not 
have to rely on secondhand information or bare speculation to learn 
who God is and what he values. In the Bible he reveals himself.

Th e o ry  a n d  p r aC T i C e

Like the Christian who shuns theology, there are those who de-
spise any kind of quest for theoretical knowledge of God, insisting 
instead on being “practical.” The spirit of America has been defined 
as the spirit of pragmatism. This spirit is manifested nowhere more 
clearly than in the arena of politics and in the public school system, 
which has been informed by the principles and methods of educa-
tion set down by John Dewey.

Pragmatism may be defined simply as the approach to reality 
that defines truth as “that which works.” The prag matist is con-
cerned about results, and the results determine the truth. The 
problem with this kind of thinking, if left un informed by the eter-
nal perspective, is that the results tend to be judged in terms of 
short-range goals.

I experienced this dilemma when my daughter enrolled in kin-
dergarten. She atten ded a very progressive public school outside of 
Boston. After a few weeks we received notification from the school 
that the prin cipal was holding an open meeting for parents in order 
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to ex plain the program and procedures employed in the kinder-
garten. At the meeting the principal carefully explained the daily 
schedule. He said, “Don’t be alarmed if your child comes home 
and tells you that he was playing with puzzles or modeling clay 
in school. I can assure you that everything in the daily routine is 
done with a purpose. From 9:00 to 9:17 a.m. the children play 
with puzzles that are carefully designed by orthopedic experts to 
develop the motor muscles of the last three fingers of the left hand.” 
He went on to explain how every minute of the child’s day was 
planned with skilled precision to insure that everything was done 
with a purpose. I was duly impressed.

At the end of his presentation the principal asked for ques tions. 
I raised my hand and said, “I am deeply impressed by the careful 
planning that has gone into this program. I can see that everything 
is done with a purpose in view. My ques tion is, How do you decide 
which ‘purposes’ to employ? What final purpose do you use to de-
cide the individual purposes? What is the overall purpose of your 
purposes? In other words, what kind of a child are you trying to 
produce?”

The man turned white and then scarlet, and in stumbling terms 
he replied, “I don’t know; no one ever asked me that question.” I 
appreciated the candor of his reply and the genuine humility it dis-
played, yet at the same time, his an swer terrified me. 

In Your Mind Matters John Stott writes:

The modern world breeds pragmatists, whose first question 
about any idea is not “Is it true?” but “Does it work?” Young 
people tend to be activists, dedicated supporters of a cause, 
though without always inquiring too closely whether their 
cause is a good end to pursue or whether their action is the 
best means by which to pursue it.
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How can we have purposes without purpose? Where can we go 
to discover the ultimate test for our pragmatism? Here is where 
transcendent revelation is most critical to our lives. Here is where 
the content of Scripture is most relevant for our practice. God 
alone can give us the final evaluation of the wisdom and value of 
our practices.

People who despise theory and call themselves practical are not 
wise. Those who concern themselves only with short-term goals 
may have big trouble when it comes to the very long run of eternity. 
It must also be added that there is no practice without some under-
lying theory. We do what we do because we have a theory, even 

if only implicit, about the value of 
doing it. Nothing betrays our deep-
est theories more eloquently than our 
practice. We may never think seri-
ously about our theories or subject 

them to rigorous critical analysis, but we all have them. As in the 
case of the Christian who wants Christ without theology, so the 
person who wants practice without theory will usually wind up 
with bad theories that lead to bad practice.

Because the theories found in Scripture proceed from God, the 
Bible is eminently practical. Nothing could be more practical than 
God’s Word because it proceeds from a theory that is established 
from the eternal perspective. The fatal weakness of pragmatism is 
overcome by revelation.

Th e  se n s u o u s  C h r i s T i a n

The last quarter of the twentieth century witnessed the public em-
brace of the “sensuous.” The Sensuous Woman, The Sensuous Man, The 
Sensuous Couple and The Sensuous Divorcee became bestsellers, and 
some remain in print decades later! One dictionary defines sensuous 

The Bible is  

eminently practical.
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as, “pertaining to the senses or sensible objects: highly susceptible 
to influence through the senses.” In other words, sensuous people 
live by their feelings rather through their understanding. Today on 
television we can see this sensuality prominently displayed. Famous 
TV talk-show hosts often encourage their guests to “vent,” expos-
ing their private feelings and emotions to millions of viewers. 

Sadly, this kind of sensuality has also wormed its way into the 
church. Many of us have become sensuous Christians, living by 
our feelings rather than through our understanding of the Word 
of God. Sensuous Christians cannot be moved to service, prayer 
or study unless they “feel like it.” Their Christian life is only as ef-
fective as the intensity of present feelings. When they experience 
spiritual euphoria, they are a whirlwind of godly activity; when 
they are depressed, they are a spiritual incompetent. They con-
stantly seek new and fresh spiritual experiences, and use them to 
determine the Word of God. Their “inner feelings” become the 
ultimate test of truth.

Sensuous Christians don’t need to study the Word of God be-
cause they already know the will of God by their feelings. They 
don’t want to know God; they want to experience him. Sensuous 
Christians equate “childlike faith” with ig norance. They think that 
when the Bible calls us to childlike faith, it means a faith without 
content, a faith without under standing. They don’t know that the 
Bible says, “In evil be infants, but in your thinking be mature” (1 
Cor 14:20). They don’t realize that Paul tells us again and again, 
“My be loved brethren, I would not have you ignorant” (see, for ex-
ample, Rom 11:25).

Sensuous Christians go their merry way until they en counter 
the pain of life that is not so merry—and they fold. They usually 
end up embracing a kind of “relational theology” (a curse on mod-
ern Christianity) where personal relationships and experience take 
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precedence over the Word of God. If the Scripture calls us to ac-
tion that may jeopardize a personal relationship, then the Scripture 
must be compromised. The highest law of sensuous Christians is 
that bad feelings must be avoided at all cost.

The Bible is addressed primarily, though not exclusively, to our 
understanding. That means the mind. This is difficult to communi-
cate to modern Christians who are living in what may be the most 
anti-intellectual period of Western civili zation. Notice, I did not 
say anti-academic or anti-technolog ical or anti-scholarly. I said anti-
intellectual. There is a strong current of antipathy to the function 
of the mind in the Christian life.

To be sure, there are historical reasons for this kind of re action. 
Many laypeople have felt the result of what one theolo gian has called 
“the treason of the intellectual.” So much skepticism, cynicism and 
negative criticism have spewed forth from the intellectual world 
of theologians that laypeople have lost their trust in intellectual en-
terprises. In many cases there is the fear that faith will not hold up 
under in tellectual scrutiny, so the defense becomes the denigration 
of the human mind. We turn to feelings rather than to our minds 
to establish and preserve our faith. This is a very serious problem 
we face in the twenty-first-century church.

Christianity is supremely intellectual though not in tellectualistic. 
That is, Scripture is addressed to the intel lect without at the same 
time embracing a spirit of intellec tualism. The Christian life is not 
to be a life of bare conjec ture or cold rationalism but one of vi-
brant passion. Strong feelings of joy, love and exaltation are called 
for again and again. But those passionate feelings are a re sponse to 
what we understand with our minds to be true. When we read in 
Scripture, “Take courage; I have overcome the world” (Jn 16:33), 
“ho hum” is not an appropriate re sponse. We can be of good cheer 
because we understand that Christ has indeed overcome the world. 
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That thrills our souls and sets our feet to dancing. What is more 
precious than to experience the sweetness of the presence of Christ 
or the nearness of the Holy Spirit?

God forbid that we should lose our passion or go through the 
Christian pilgrimage without any experience of Christ. But what 
happens when there is a conflict between what God says and what I 
feel? We must do what God says, like it or not. That is what Chris-
tianity is all about.

Reflect for a moment. What happens in your own life when 
you act according to what you feel like doing rather than what you 
know and understand God says you should do? Here we encounter 
the ruthless reality of the difference be tween happiness and plea-
sure. How easy it is to confuse the two! The pursuit of happiness is 
regarded as our “unalien able right.” But happiness and pleasure are 
not the same thing. Both of them feel good, but only one endures. 
Sin can bring pleasure, but never happiness. If sin were not so plea-
surable, it would hardly represent a temptation. Yet, while sin often 
“feels good,” it does not produce happiness. If we do not know the 
difference or, worse yet, do not care about the difference, we have 
made great strides to becom ing the ultimate sensuous Christian.

It is precisely at the point of discerning the difference be tween 
pleasure and happiness that knowledge of Scripture is so vital. 
There is a remarkable relationship between God’s will and human 
happiness. The fundamental deception of Satan is the lie that obedi-
ence can never bring happiness. From the primordial temptation of 
Adam and Eve to last night’s satanic seduction, the lie has been the 
same. “If you do what God says, you will not be happy. If you do 
what I say, you will be ‘liberated’ and know happiness.”

What would have to be true for Satan’s argument to be true? It 
would seem that God would have to be one of three things: igno-
rant, malevo lent or deceptive. It could be that God’s Word will 
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not work for us because it proceeds from his divine blunderings. 
God simply doesn’t know enough to tell us what we need to do to 
achieve happiness. Perhaps he desires our well-being, but simply 
does not know enough to instruct us properly. He would like to 
help us out, but the complexities of human life and human situa-
tions just boggle his mind.

Perhaps God is infinitely wise and knows what is good for us 
better than we do. Perhaps he does understand human com plexities 

better than the philosophers, mor-
alists, politicians, school teachers, 
pastors and psychiatrists, but he 
hates us. He knows the truth but 
leads us astray so he can remain 
the only happy being in the cos-
mos. Perhaps his law is an expres-

sion of his desire to take gleeful delight in our misery. Thus his 
malevolence toward us leads him to the role of Great Deceiver. 
Nonsense! If that were true, then the only conclusion we could 
come to is that God is the devil and the devil is God, and Holy 
Scripture is really the manual of Satan.

Absurd? Unthinkable? I wish it were. In literally thou sands of 
pastors’ studies, people are being counseled to act against Scripture 
because the pastor wants them to be happy. “Yes, Mrs. Jones, go 
ahead and divorce your husband (despite the fact that she is without 
biblical warrant), for I am sure you will never find happiness mar-
ried to a man like that.”

If there is a secret, a carefully guarded secret, to human happi-
ness, it is that one expressed in a seventeenth-century catechism 
that says, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him for-
ever.” The secret to happiness is found in obedience to God. How 
can we be happy if we are not obe dient? How can we be obedient 

Happi ness cannot be 

fully discovered as long 

as we remain ig norant 

of God’s Word.



Why Study the Bible? 35

if we do not know what it is we are to obey? Thus the top and the 
tail of it is that happi ness cannot be fully discovered as long as we 
remain ig norant of God’s Word.

To be sure, knowledge of God’s Word does not guarantee that 
we will do what it says, but at least we will know what we are sup-
posed to be doing in our quest for human fulfill ment. The issue of 
faith is not so much whether we believe in God, but whether we 
believe the God we believe in.

a M aT T e r  o f  d u T y

Why should we study the Bible? I have mentioned briefly the practi-
cal value, the ethical importance and the way of happiness. We have 
looked at some of the myths that are given why people do not study 
the Bible. We have examined something of the spirit of pragmatism 
and the anti-intel lectual climate of our day. There are many facets to 
the ques tion and countless reasons why we ought to study the Bible.

I could plead with you to study the Bible for personal edification; 
I could try the art of persuasion to stimulate your quest for happi-
ness. I could say that the study of the Bible would probably be the 
most fulfilling and rewarding educa tional experience of your life. I 
could cite numerous reasons why you would benefit from a serious 
study of Scripture. But ultimately the main reason why we should 
study the Bible is because it is our duty.

If the Bible were the most boring book in the world—dull, unin-
teresting and seemingly irrelevant—it would still be our duty to study 
it. If its literary style were awkward and con fusing, the duty would re-
main. We live as human beings under an obligation by divine mandate 
to study diligently God’s Word. He is our Sovereign, it is his Word, 
and he com mands that we study it. A duty is not an option. If you have 
not yet begun to respond to that duty, then you need to ask God to 
forgive you and to resolve to do your duty from this day forth.
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