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Dear Timothy,
Donna and I are very excited for you and Mary as you

settle into your new pastorate. It is an awesome responsi-
bility and privilege to care for the souls of God’s people.
After twenty-five years in this ministry, I still tremble at the
greatness of the task. I hope you won’t think it presumptu-
ous if I offer you a little “seasoned counsel” from one pas-
tor to another.

One of the greatest ongoing challenges I face in my life
as a pastor is maintaining a proper balance in my priorities.
Every pastor has several roles that he must fulfill in order
to remain faithful to his calling. You must be a student of
God’s Word. You must be a man of prayer. You must give
leadership to the church. You must work hard to preach
and teach the Word so that the people under your care are
continually being formed by it into the image of Christ.
You must do the work of an evangelist, and you must give
yourself to personal work with individual members. All of

CHAPTER 1

Establish
Priorities

Tom Ascol
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this and more goes with the territory of serving Christ as
an undershepherd of souls.

But every pastor is more than a pastor. He is first and
foremost a disciple. Typically he also will be a husband
and a father. In addition to this he may take on other min-
istry-related duties, as well. How are all of these impor-
tant roles to be fulfilled without sacrificing the best on
the altar of the good? It is a daunting challenge under the
very best of circumstances.

A question that I often ask people I counsel is this:
“What, in order of priority, has God called you to be?” It is
a clarifying question because it forces an evaluation of life
on the basis of what is most important. From time to time
I put that question to myself and find that it helps me fight
the battle for balance in my life. I would encourage you to
make it a practice early in your ministry to stop and ask
that question on a regular basis.

A CHRISTIAN

What has God called me to be? First, He calls me to be a
sincere, devoted follower of Jesus Christ. This is so basic
that it is easy to take for granted and to forget about it. One
great danger of the ministry is professionalism. As you will
soon discover, a pastor can become very adept at doing his
job. Like any other vocation, certain skills can be devel-
oped and polished in the gospel ministry. A pastor can be-
come so proficient in his public ministry that others will
regard him as very successful.
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But where “professionalism” as a mentality takes over a
pastor’s outlook, his heart will inevitably begin to be ne-
glected. And the heart is the primary tool of every pastor. If
you are not loving God with all of your heart because you
have neglected the basic responsibilities of discipleship, it
does not matter how professionally “successful” you be-
come. In reality, your apparent success will only be a sham.

Spurgeon tells of a pastor who “preached so well and
lived so badly, that when he was in the pulpit everybody
said that he ought never to come out again, and when he
was out of it they all declared he never ought to enter it
again.”1  Such compartmentalization of life may be accept-
able in other professions but it is hardly agreeable with vi-
tal Christianity and much less with faithful pastoral ministry.

Many good men have been tripped up at this basic level.
In fact, the gallery of fallen pastors is a sober reminder of
absolute necessity to make your daily discipleship your top
priority. Some of the most emotionally trying moments of
my ministry have come upon receiving news that another
brother has disqualified himself from the pastorate by self-
inflicted moral failure. You are still young in the ministry,
but make no mistake, such news will too soon make its
way to your doors. Men that you know, or know of, whose
gifts and graces you judge to be far superior to your own,
will be discovered in scandalous sin.

How does this happen? You can be sure that it doesn’t
happen all at once. Disqualifying sin always has a history.
And at the root of that history is the neglect of spiritual

1 Charles H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students (reprint, Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Zondervan, 1954), 17.
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disciplines. As Bunyan’s Christian puts it, one of the earliest
steps down the path of apostasy comes when backsliders “cast
off by degrees private duties, as Closet-Prayer, Curbing their
Lusts, Watching, Sorrow for Sin, and the like.”2

So, my dear young brother, guard your heart. Go to God’s
Word first and foremost as a believer. Remember that be-
fore you are a shepherd you are a sheep. As a pastor you
need the very same things that you commend to others.
Follow the wisdom of Robert Murray M’Cheyne who noted,
“It is not great talents God blesses so much as great like-
ness to Jesus. A holy minister is an awful weapon in the
hand of God.”3

Paul said to the Ephesian elders, “take heed to your-
selves.” When he repeats the admonition to Timothy he
adds that doing this is an essential ingredient to saving both
himself and his hearers (Acts 20:28, 1 Timothy 4:16). A
pastor must make it a matter of disciplined priority to read,
meditate on and memorize Scripture—for his own soul’s
sake. We must also pray for the work of the Spirit in our
lives. Anything less is spiritual malpractice.

A HUSBAND

After being a Christian, God has called me (and you) to be
is a husband. Like you, I am blessed with a faithful, godly
wife. Donna and I take our covenant vows very seriously,

2 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress (reprint, Edinburgh, Scotland:
Banner of Truth Trust, 1977), 177.
3 Andrew Bonar, Memoir and Remains of Robert Murray M’Cheyne (re-
print, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1978), 258.
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which means that I am to have and to hold her above all
others. Next to Jesus Christ, she is my top priority.

It is an awesome responsibility to be a husband. Jesus
Christ in His relationship to the church is to be our model.
Being the head of a household is a great challenge. A godly
wife both needs and desires godly leadership from her hus-
band. The call to be a godly husband includes providing
such leadership. Christ calls a man to fight against the op-
posite and equally deadly errors of self-protecting passivity
and self-serving authoritarianism in the way that he relates
to his wife. A passive husband will breed frustration in a
wife who desires to be led and may tempt her to become
domineering. An authoritarian husband intimidates his wife
and may well stifle the development of her spiritual gifts.

In Ephesians 5 Paul makes it clear that Jesus Christ is
our model as a husband. His love, sacrifice and care for His
bride is to be the pattern for how you relate to Mary. She
needs to be secure in your love. She needs to know that she
is more important to you than your reputation or the exer-
cise of your public gifts.

A pastor’s wife may have the most difficult role in the
whole church. Charles Spurgeon noted this with his char-
acteristic wit and tenderness two years before his death.
Speaking at a wedding, he said:

If I was a young woman, and was thinking of being mar-
ried, I would not marry a minister, because the position
of minister’s wife is a very difficult one for anyone to fill.
Churches do not give a married minister two salaries, one
for the husband and the other for the wife; but, in many
cases, they look for the services of the wife, whether they
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pay for them or not. The minister’s wife is expected also
to know everything about the church, and in another sense
she is to know nothing of it; and she is equally blamed by
some people whether she knows everything or nothing.
Her duties consist in being always at home to attend to
her husband and her family, and being always out, visit-
ing other people, and doing all sorts of things for the whole
church! Well, of course, that is impossible; she cannot be
at everybody’s beck and call, and she cannot expect to
please everybody. Her husband cannot do that, and I think
he is a great fool if he tries to do it; and I am certain that,
as the husband cannot please everybody, neither can the
wife. There will be sure to be somebody or other who will
be displeased, especially if that somebody had herself half
hoped to be the minister’s wife. Difficulties arise continu-
ally in the best regulated churches; and, as I said before,
the position of the minister’s wife is always a very trying
one. Still, I think that if I was a Christian young woman,
I would marry a Christian minister if I could, because
there is an opportunity of doing so much good in helping
him in his service for Christ. It is a great help to the cause
of God to keep the minister himself in good order for his
work. It is his wife’s duty to see that he is not uncomfort-
able at home; for, if everything there is happy, and free
from care, he can give all his thoughts to his preparation
for the pulpit; and the godly woman who thus helps her
husband to preach better, is herself a preacher though
she never speaks in public, and she becomes to the high-
est decree [sic] useful to the church of Christ committed
to her husband’s charge.4

4 Spurgeon’s Sermons Preached on Unusual Occasions (Houston, TX: Pil-
grim Publications, 1978), 248.
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A pastor’s wife sees all of her husband’s blemishes and
shortcomings and yet must receive instruction in God’s
Word from him week by week. She lives in a fishbowl. Un-
realistic expectations from the congregation can often add
great stress to her life. Thoughtless comments, which may
or may not be designed to hurt, can wound her deeply. If,
in addition to these and other pressures, she feels that her
own husband is neglecting her, the pressure can become
too great to bear. As a husband, it is my responsibility and
privilege to reassure my wife that she is more important to
me than any other human relationship that I have. I am
called to nurture and cherish her, to help her fulfill her
own calling as a woman of God.

Our wives need to be reassured that they are more im-
portant to us than our ministries in the church. When this
message is clearly and regularly communicated then those
inevitable seasons of unusually high demands from the
church are more easily weathered.

A FATHER

The third thing that God has made me is a father. Donna
and I have six children, so I get a lot of practice at father-
hood. If pastors’ wives have been singled out for special
concern, pastors’ kids have become proverbially notorious.
Too often they are sacrificed for “the sake of the ministry.”
I remember sitting in my study as a young pastor listening
to a retired pastor whose successful ministry was widely
acclaimed. He spoke about many of the wonderful things
he had experienced in the churches he had served. Then he
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added, “But I paid a high price for my success. My children
did not get what they should have from their father, and
today have turned away from the Lord and the church.”

As he wept I pondered. At that time my only child was
barely a toddler. The draw of never-ending needs and op-
portunities to minister was tempting me to neglect my fam-
ily for the sake of “my ministry.” But, God reminded me
that, in terms of priority, He calls me to be a father before
He calls me to be a pastor. My children need to know that,
next to their mother, they are the most important people in
my life. My congregation also needs to know this.

A pastor can easily though unintentionally neglect his
children out of a misguided notion that he must always be
available to minister to other people. Under the best of cir-
cumstances there will always be some disruptions in a
pastor’s home life. He is on call twenty-four hours a day. If
a death or tragic accident involving one of the members
occurs just before I head out the door to take my son fish-
ing, our plans must necessarily change. Such demands are
to be expected.

Because of this two temptations face every pastor who
is a father. The first is simply to expect his child to under-
stand his change of plans the same way that he does. As a
pastor I know that it is sometimes necessary to interrupt
plans in order to minister the gospel of God’s grace to hurt-
ing people. But, all my young son knows is that he did not
get to go fishing because somebody else needed and re-
ceived his dad’s time and attention. Timothy, when this kind
of situation arises, be sure to talk to your child, sympathize
with him and seek to make it up to him in a reasonable,
intentional and timely way.
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The other temptation is to become so overwhelmed with
guilt because he had to change his plans that the pastor
allows his child to manipulate him into actions or deci-
sions that he would not otherwise intentionally pursue.
Parenting by guilt has become all too common in our cul-
ture, and pastors are unfortunately not immune to it. But, I
must confess, it is particularly unattractive when a pastor
relates to his children this way. We should intentionally
carve out time in our schedules for our children and then
guard it scrupulously. When plans affecting your children
have to be changed because of ministry emergencies, be
diligent in making it up to them.

A PASTOR

The fourth thing that God has made me is a pastor. This is
my vocational calling. This is what occupies the bulk of my
time. I am constantly amazed that God has given me the
privilege to serve Him in this way. It is the highest voca-
tional calling in the world. My responsibilities as a pastor
take precedence over any recreational activities or avoca-
tions. All that is involved in shepherding the flock of God,
which the Bible spells out in a fairly comprehensive way,
comprises my duty. In this, my most important tasks are to
labor faithfully in the ministry of the Word and in prayer.
Again, these must not be carried out simply on a “profes-
sional” level. Rather, they must be taken up in the midst of
my own pursuit of holiness.

There is an inevitable loneliness that goes with being a
pastor. Much of the work that must be done can only be
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done when a man is alone with his God. Without this inti-
mate time with God, time spent with people will not be of
much value. There are a thousand “aids” available to pas-
tors today to enable them to skirt the hard work of study
and prayer. “Powerful” sermons and “guaranteed” programs
are regularly marketed to pastors with shameless bravado.
A man with a little ingenuity, less integrity and ample fi-
nances can keep himself well supplied with a constant
stream of such resources. But he denies his calling by living
off of the work of others rather than doing the work of the
ministry himself.

A HELPER

Beyond these four callings in my life, I also am involved in
helping with other worthwhile endeavors. My work with
Founders Ministries (editing the Founders Journal, publish-
ing, etc.) and my involvement in my local pastors’ confer-
ence and association are all important. You probably have
not had much time to get very involved yet with your local
pastors’ fellowship. I hope that you will not neglect doing
this. Not only will the fellowship be good for you (even
when you are not excited about some of the programs and
plans that are promoted), but also you need to recognize
that God has gifted you in ways that can be a blessing to
your fellow pastors.

For example, Timothy, take advantage of the fact that
God has given to you both a love for and the opportunity
to purchase many good books. You can be a great blessing
to other pastors (and their congregations) simply by look-
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ing for and taking advantage of opportunities to recom-
mend good books. Don’t assume that everyone is as famil-
iar with sound commentaries, inspirational biographies and
good theology texts as you are. Without being officious,
try to encourage the reading of good books.

No doubt other opportunities for broader ministry will
come your way in time. I hope that you will be open to
them and see them as ways that you can be helpful to the
larger work of the kingdom. But in terms of priorities I
encourage you to keep them ranked below the four things
that I mentioned above. I try to keep this in mind myself,
and when I do, I avoid much heartache and confusion.

MAINTAINING BALANCE

How do these priorities work? Well, those who know me
best can easily testify that I do not always practice what I
have written here. Though my desire and intention is never
to deviate, I have repeatedly had to make mid-course cor-
rections through the years. But that is the value of having
clearly defined priorities. They provide a reliable map to
make such adjustments.

Each priority builds on the ones that precede it. That
is, it is only as I am faithful to the higher priorities that I
can honestly engage in the other, but lower, priorities. For
example, I want to be faithful in my work with Founders
Ministries. But I cannot be—no matter how much good
might be accomplished through my efforts—if I do that
work at the expense of my pastoral responsibilities to Grace
Baptist Church. If my involvement with Founders or other
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broader ministries prevents me from being a faithful pastor
in the local church I serve, then I need to disengage from
those broader works.

It is not necessary for me to be involved in other minis-
tries in order for me to discharge my pastoral duties faith-
fully. But, I cannot be a faithful pastor if I neglect the higher
priorities of caring for my wife and my children. In fact,
according to 1 Timothy 3:4–5, a man is disqualified if such
neglect characterizes his life. He must be a man who “rules
his own house well, having his children in submission with
all reverence (for if a man does not know how to rule his
own house, how will he take care of the church of God?).”

Furthermore, I cannot be a faithful father if I fail my
wife as a husband. On the contrary, one of the best things I
can do for my children is to love their mother very well. No
matter how well a man may think he is doing as a father, if
he does not demonstrate Christ-like love to his wife, then
he is doing his children a grave disservice. It seems that if
the devil cannot deceive parents into neglecting their chil-
dren he will tempt them to become child-centered. My chil-
dren need to learn from their earliest years that their mother
has a higher place in my affections than they do. That is no
slight to them. Rather, it becomes a basis for security in
knowing their God-ordained place in the home.

Just as I cannot be a truly helpful minister beyond my
local church if I am not being a faithful pastor, and I cannot
be a faithful pastor if I am not being a responsible father,
and I cannot be the kind of father I ought if I do not sin-
cerely love my wife well, so I cannot be a faithful husband
if I neglect my relationship with Christ. As I have already
suggested, everything else stems from this taproot.
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All these priorities relate to each other as if they were
levels of a pyramid. Each can be properly served with its
respective importance as long as I keep them in their proper
place. But when a lower priority leaps above a higher, then
I am setting myself up for an unstable life. It is spiritually
disastrous to put my wife above my Lord, or my children
above my wife or my pastoral ministries above any of those
three. It will be no slight to the church that you serve if you
rank them in importance after your devotion to Christ and
your family. On the contrary, the church will get more of
what they need from you when you minister out of a con-
scious commitment to these priorities.

As I mentioned, I do not always maintain these priori-
ties in proper balance, but I have made it a settled goal of
my life to pursue them. By remembering the priorities of
these callings, I am better able to establish and maintain
balance in my obligations. Perhaps the most useful disci-
pline to facilitate this balance is learning to say no. Spurgeon
said that for a minister, learning to say no is of far greater
value than learning Latin! He was right. No matter how
much a pastor tries to do there will always be more to be
done. Often I find good things screaming out for my atten-
tion should be left undone so that I can do what is better
and best. When a pastor has to make those hard choices,
he should do so on the basis of the priority of his callings.
Then he can take heart in knowing that he has acted in
faith based on the claims that God has made on his life.
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Timothy, I pray that God will help you get a firm grip
on your priorities while you are still young in the ministry.
Give my warm greeting to Mary and your boy. Press on in
your good work.

In Christ,
Tom

PS—I highly recommend the following three books:

1. Brothers, We Are not Professionals by John Piper
(Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers,
2002).

2. The Christian Ministry by Charles Bridges (reprint,
Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1980).

3. Lectures to My Students by Charles H. Spurgeon (re-
print, Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1954).
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Dear Timothy,
I’ve been meaning to write you for some time now. I

trust that you and your dear Mary are well. News has come
to me that you are expecting again. This delights my heart,
because the Lord is bringing another child into this world
under the charge and care of two wonderful Christian par-
ents. May this little one come to know, love and profess the
Lord early and walk with Him always.

Timothy, I have also heard reports of your ministry and
God’s hand of blessing on it. This is an answer to prayer,
and we thank the Lord for His prospering of your labors.
One of my petitions for you was that the Lord would grant
that your people would esteem and embrace your ministry.
In His mercy, He has heard and answered.

Please know that there is a Presbyterian minister (and
his congregation) interceding for you and rejoicing that God
has placed a faithful, young, Bible-believing, gospel-preach-
ing, Baptist minister, who delights in God’s sovereign grace

CHAPTER 12

Keep Studying
Ligon Duncan
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and loves His people, in a congregation of believers to be
their shepherd.

Now Timothy, I’m writing with an agenda today. I’ve
been wanting to speak with you about this for some time
now, but perhaps writing it down will force me to organize
my thoughts. I want to exhort you regarding your personal
study. You were always a good student at school and in semi-
nary, and your preaching bears all the marks of a man who
is devoted to study. Even so, the pressures of the pastorate
will challenge this commitment and so I want to urge you
to keep studying.

THE IMPORTANCE OF STUDY

Very frankly, Timothy, most Protestant pastors don’t read
or study very much these days, and most churches don’t
encourage them to do so. Church members and even offic-
ers sometimes have a hard time appreciating how much
time a good message from God’s Word takes to develop,
and furthermore don’t see the importance of the pastor
studying anything else other than for preaching and devo-
tions. There is a strong dose of anti-intellectualism in our
circles and it doesn’t encourage a man to do the hard work
of developing the mind and expanding his knowledge.

But precisely because our people are bathed in trivial
information in this day and age, they need a shepherd with
real knowledge, much discernment and a nose for truth.
This knowledge must be acquired and those qualities culti-
vated, and both require that you become a permanent stu-
dent. This call to study is, of course, entirely biblical.
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The Bible emphasizes the importance of pursuit of sound
learning for the wise in general, and for pastors in particu-
lar. Proverbs 15:14 says that “The mind of the intelligent
seeks knowledge, but the mouth of fools feeds on folly.”
Proverbs 18:15 reiterates the principle when it says “The
mind of the prudent acquires knowledge, and the ear of
the wise seeks knowledge.” Proverbs 24:5: “A wise man is
strong, and a man of knowledge increases power,” reminds
us of the old dictum “knowledge is power.” I don’t need to
tell you that the wisdom literature of the Bible is replete
with calls to the believer to pursue knowledge. But the Bible
says more than this. It emphasizes that ministers need to
pursue study of the truth.

Ezra 7:10 describes this great Old Testament leader in
this way: “Ezra had set his heart to study the law of the
LORD and to practice it, and to teach His statutes and ordi-
nances in Israel.” Hosea laments the lack of spiritual lead-
ers like Ezra when it says “My people are destroyed for lack
of knowledge. Because you have rejected knowledge, I also
will reject you from being My priest. Since you have forgot-
ten the law of your God, I also will forget your children”
(4:6). The same aspiration and complaint can be found in
the last book of the Old Testament: “For the lips of a priest
should preserve knowledge, and men should seek instruc-
tion from his mouth; for he is the messenger of the LORD
of hosts” (Malachi 2:7).

But it is in the Pastoral Epistles that we find some of the
most direct words of instruction and exhortation regarding
ministerial study. Paul can say to his Timothy, “Be diligent
to present yourself approved to God as a workman who
does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word
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of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15). Here we have an apostolic di-
rective for a young minister to study with the equivalent
exertion and effort of a tireless day-laborer. The true minis-
ter is a workman (Paul really likes this metaphor!). He
works hard at his task. The true minister is to work hard at
study so as to know and preach the truth rightly.

Furthermore, Paul gives Timothy a sterling example of
studiousness from his own practice and priorities. Think
of his astonishing request in 2 Timothy 4:13 where he asks,
“When you come bring the cloak which I left at Troas with
Carpus, and the books, especially the parchments.” Now
think of it. Paul is only months away from death. He has
written the bulk of the letters of the New Testament. He
has a lifetime of ministry behind him. And what does he
want to do? Study! Winter is approaching and so Paul asks
for his cloak, but more importantly he asks for books and
parchments. Though almost at the end of his course, Paul
aims to keep learning and growing by spiritual reading.

Nobody has ever uttered a more poignant pastoral medi-
tation on this little verse than C. H. Spurgeon:

How rebuked are they by the apostle! He is inspired,
and yet he wants books! He has been preaching at least
for thirty years, and yet he wants books! He had seen
the Lord, and yet he wants books! He had had a wider
experience than most men, and yet he wants books! He
had been caught up into the third heaven, and had heard
things which it was unlawful for a man to utter, yet he
wants books! He had written the major part of the New
Testament, and yet he wants books! The apostle says to
Timothy and so he says to every preacher, “GIVE THY-
SELF UNTO READING.”
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The man who never reads will never be read; he who
never quotes will never be quoted. He who will not use
the thoughts of other men’s brains, proves that he has
no brains of his own. Brethren, what is true of ministers
is true of all our people. YOU need to read. Renounce as
much as you will all light literature, but study as much
as possible sound theological works, especially the
Puritanic writers, and expositions of the Bible. We are
quite persuaded that the best way for you to be spend-
ing your leisure, is to be either reading or praying. You
may get much instruction from books which afterwards
you may use as a true weapon in your Lord and Master’s
service. Paul cries, “Bring the books”—join in the cry.

Paul herein is a picture of industry. He is in prison; he
cannot preach: WHAT will he do? As he cannot preach,
he will read. As we read of the fishermen of old and
their boats. The fishermen were gone out of them. What
were they doing? Mending their nets. So if providence
has laid you upon a sick bed, and you cannot teach your
class—if you cannot be working for God in public, mend
your nets by reading. If one occupation is taken from
you, take another, and let the books of the apostle read
you a lesson of industry.1

Paul was a life-long learner, and you should be too, my
Timothy. As my PhD supervisor once said to me, with an
impish grin and a twinkle in his eye, “time not spent read-
ing, is wasted time—well almost!”

1 C. H. Spurgeon, Sermon #542: “PAUL—His Cloak And His Books”
in Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit, vol. 9 (London, England: Passmore
& Alabaster, 1882), 668–669.
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WHAT TO STUDY

Now what to study is of vital importance in a day when so
much of the literature peddled on the Christian market is
drivel. So you need to purpose to read wisely. Life is too
short to waste on insubstantial reading. Naturally, you are
going to be reading Bible commentaries in preparation for
preaching, but you need to plan to read more than just
commentaries. The following kinds of books ought to be
a regular part of your diet. The emphasis here is on bibli-
cal piety, the doctrines of grace, a biblical view of church
and ministry, and the challenge to consecrate the whole
heart (not just the mind) to ministerial study: Sam
Waldron’s A Modern Exposition of the 1689 Baptist Confes-
sion of Faith2;  B. B. Warfield, The Religious Life of Theo-
logical Students,3  which continues to be relevant for
ministers; J. I. Packer, Knowing God,4  a devotional classic
that ought to be plundered often; Richard Baxter, The Re-
formed Pastor,5  foundational for thinking about pastoral
care; John Bunyan, Pilgrim’s Progress,6  no intelligent Prot-
estant minister should have not read this book; William

2 Sam Waldron, A Modern Exposition of the 1689 Baptist Confession of
Faith (Darlington, England: Evangelical Press, 1989).
3 Benjamin B. Warfield, The Religious Life of Theological Students (re-
print, Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2001).
4 J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,
1973).
5 Richard Baxter, The Reformed Pastor, abridged (1862, reprint,
Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1974).
6 John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress (reprint, Edinburgh: The Banner
of Truth Trust, 1977).
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Hendriksen, Survey of the Bible,7  a gem that will greatly
aid your outlining, summarizing, organizing and memo-
rizing; J. I. Packer, A Quest for Godliness,8  a brilliant set of
essays on the Puritan vision of the Christian life; John
Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied,9  the classic
popular treatment of the ordo salutis; J. Gresham Machen,
Christianity and Liberalism,10  a must for all modern
evangelicals; J. C. Ryle, Holiness,11  one of the great modern
devotional books; and David F. Wells, No Place for Truth,12

a disturbing but important tome.
In other words, you want to be reading soul-fattening

books—works that will increase your knowledge, your love
for the Lord and your confidence in Scripture. You will, of
course, from time to time read things that are not soul-
fattening, but you must never allow this best kind of book
to be entirely absent from your normal plan of reading. Ad-
ditionally, you will want to listen to CDs/tapes (Mark Dever’s
Center for Church Reform interviews are superb, Ken Myers’
Mars Hill Tape Library is stimulating and informative, our
own “First Things” interviews available through

 7 William Hendriksen, Survey of the Bible (reprint, Darlington, En-
gland: Evangelical Press, 1995).
8 J. I. Packer, A Quest for Godliness: The Puritan Vision of the Christian
Life (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1990).
 9 John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids,
MI: Eerdmans, 1955).
10 J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1923).
 11 J. C. Ryle, Holiness (reprint, Darlington, England: Evangelical Press,
1979).
12 David F. Wells, No Place for Truth (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
1993).
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LifeAudio.com may be helpful. Get “The Teaching Com-
pany” catalog and listen to the best undergraduate lectur-
ers from across the country on important subject areas).
You can listen while you take your daily exercise, or as you
are driving to the church or on the way home or heading
out on a visit. Go to conferences—not “how to” confer-
ences, but conferences that feed your soul or make you
think—Banner of Truth conferences, Founders Confer-
ences, the Evangelical Theological Society and such. Keep
up with current events (glance at the New York Times, read
World magazine and Atlantic Monthly, then visit the Arts
and Letters Daily website, or Ars Disputandi or the Access
Research Network—all of which can be found easily with a
Google search on the Internet) and think hard about the
culture (Phil Ryken charts a helpful course for this in This
Is My Father’s World).13

But above all, determine to read and master the great
books of your Reformation heritage. Luther’s Bondage of
the Will, Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, Turretin’s
Institutes of Elenctic Theology, Ames’ Marrow of Theology,
Heppe’s Reformed Dogmatics as well as works by John
Bunyan, John Owen, John Gill, John Dagg, C. H. Spurgeon
and Carl Henry. Read the classics and read primary sources.
You may well have come across C. S. Lewis’s famous com-
ments on this in his “On the Reading on Old Books” (which
was originally composed as an introduction to Athanasius’
On the Incarnation). His counsel is wise. Lewis says:

13 Phil Ryken, This Is My Father’s World (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2002).
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There is a strange idea abroad that in every subject the
ancient books should be read only by the professionals,
and that the amateur should content himself with the
modern books. Thus I have found as a tutor in English
Literature that if the average student wants to find out
something about Platonism, the very last thing he thinks
of doing is to take a translation of Plato off the library
shelf and read the Symposium. He would rather read
some dreary modern book ten times as long, all about
“isms” and influences and only once in twelve pages tell-
ing him what Plato actually said. The error is rather an
amiable one, for it springs from humility. The student is
half afraid to meet one of the great philosophers face to
face. He feels himself inadequate and thinks he will not
understand him. But if he only knew, the great man, just
because of his greatness, is much more intelligible than
his modern commentator. The simplest student will be
able to understand, if not all, yet a very great deal of
what Plato said; but hardly anyone can understand some
modern books on Platonism. It has always therefore been
one of my main endeavours as a teacher to persuade the
young that firsthand knowledge is not only more worth
acquiring than secondhand knowledge, but is usually
much easier and more delightful to acquire.

This mistaken preference for the modern books and
this shyness of the old ones is nowhere more rampant
than in theology. Wherever you find a little study circle
of Christian laity you can be almost certain that they are
studying not St. Luke or St. Paul or St. Augustine or Tho-
mas Aquinas or Hooker or Butler, but M. Berdyaev or M.
Maritain or M. Niebuhr or Miss Sayers or even myself.



204 • Dear Timothy

Now this seems to me topsy-turvy. Naturally, since I
myself am a writer, I do not wish the ordinary reader to
read no modern books. But if he must read only the new
or only the old, I would advise him to read the old. And
I would give him this advice precisely because he is an
amateur and therefore much less protected than the ex-
pert against the dangers of an exclusive contemporary
diet. A new book is still on its trial and the amateur is
not in a position to judge it. It has to be tested against
the great body of Christian thought down the ages, and
all its hidden implications (often unsuspected by the
author himself) have to be brought to light. Often it can-
not be fully understood without the knowledge of a good
many other modern books. If you join at eleven o’clock
a conversation which began at eight you will often not
see the real bearing of what is said. Remarks which seem
to you very ordinary will produce laughter or irritation
and you will not see why—the reason, of course, being
that the earlier stages of the conversation have given
them a special point. In the same way sentences in a
modern book which look quite ordinary may be directed
at some other book; in this way you may be led to ac-
cept what you would have indignantly rejected if you
knew its real significance. The only safety is to have a
standard of plain, central Christianity (“mere Christian-
ity” as Baxter called it) which puts the controversies of
the moment in their proper perspective. Such a stan-
dard can be acquired only from the old books. It is a
good rule, after reading a new book, never to allow your-
self another new one till you have read an old one in
between. If that is too much for you, you should at least
read one old one to every three new ones.
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Every age has its own outlook. It is specially good at
seeing certain truths and specially liable to make cer-
tain mistakes. We all, therefore, need the books that will
correct the characteristic mistakes of our own period.
And that means the old books. All contemporary writ-
ers share to some extent the contemporary outlook—
even those, like myself, who seem most opposed to it.
Nothing strikes me more when I read the controversies
of past ages than the fact that both sides were usually
assuming without question a good deal which we should
now absolutely deny. They thought that they were as
completely opposed as two sides could be, but in fact
they were all the time secretly united—united with each
other and against earlier and later ages—by a great mass
of common assumptions. We may be sure that the char-
acteristic blindness of the twentieth century—the blind-
ness about which posterity will ask, “But how could they
have thought that?”—lies where we have never suspected
it, and concerns something about which there is un-
troubled agreement between Hitler and President
Roosevelt or between Mr. H. G. Wells and Karl Barth.
None of us can fully escape this blindness, but we shall
certainly increase it, and weaken our guard against it, if
we read only modern books. Where they are true they
will give us truths which we half knew already. Where
they are false they will aggravate the error with which
we are already dangerously ill. The only palliative is to
keep the clean sea breeze of the centuries blowing
through our minds, and this can be done only by read-
ing old books. Not, of course, that there is any magic
about the past. People were no cleverer then than they
are now; they made as many mistakes as we. But not the
same mistakes. They will not flatter us in the errors we
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are already committing; and their own errors, being now
open and palpable, will not endanger us. Two heads are
better than one, not because either is infallible, but be-
cause they are unlikely to go wrong in the same direc-
tion. To be sure, the books of the future would be just as
good a corrective as the books of the past, but unfortu-
nately we cannot get at them.14

So, one way you can avoid being caught up in the ba-
nalities, trivialities and fads of current “learning” is to in-
teract with the best thinkers of the past. Against the
backdrop of my call to reading though, remember the wise
counsel of Thomas Brooks: “Christ, the Scripture, your own
hearts, and Satan’s devices, are the four prime things that
should be first and most studied and searched. If any cast
off the study of these, they cannot be safe here, or happy
hereafter. It is my work as a Christian, but much more as I
am a Watchman, to do my best to discover the fullness of
Christ, the emptiness of the creature, and the snares of the
great deceiver.”

HOW YOU STUDY

My comments so far obviously indicate that reading will be
a major aspect of your ongoing study as a minister. That is
wholly appropriate, especially in light of our evangelical
doctrine of revelation: God communicates to us in propo-
sitions. But let me add just a little to this. There are five

14 C.S. Lewis, God in the Dock (reprint, Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing, 1994), 200–207.
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main ways in which your ongoing study will be aided: read-
ing, reflection, writing, teaching and living. I’ll say no more
here about reading, my emphasis on it is already apparent.
On the subject of reflection, I will only say that you need to
go to the Puritans to learn their practice of Christian reflec-
tion, or meditation, in order to gain the most from your
reading. Regarding writing, let me simply say that there is
no discipline more suited to force the mind to organize and
communicate the truth than that of writing. If you can’t
communicate a truth, you don’t understand it. If you can’t
communicate it in more than one way, you don’t under-
stand it. If you can’t communicate it clearly you don’t un-
derstand it. Writing helps in all these areas. A perfect forum
to practice this skill is in your church publications. In re-
gard to teaching, it—like writing—is a tremendous boon
to self-education. When you have venues to try your hand
at it, take them. I’m not just talking about your regular
preaching (which will naturally contain a component of
teaching in it) or simply speaking of Sunday School oppor-
tunities. I’m talking about settings that push you to under-
stand and convey truth at a higher level—lectures before
undergraduates, seminary classes, public addresses and the
like. When you have those opportunities, take them.

But the thing I want to emphasize here, precisely because
it is so often overlooked among those who are devoted to
study, is the importance of living to learning. By that I mean
on the one hand that one ought to be constantly asking how
one’s learning is playing out in one’s life. Because of my
learning am I loving God more, loving Scripture more, more
devoted to Christ, more committed to kingdom ministry,
more Christlike, a better Christian husband and father, more
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loving of my neighbor, more just, merciful and humble and
growing in grace? Jesus regularly emphasized in His teach-
ing that our doing shows what we really love and believe.
Hence our attitudes, actions and priorities in living reveal
the secrets of the heart. If your learning is not helping you in
your living and pastoring according to biblical standards and
emphases, then it is learning gone bad.

By the importance of living to learning, on the other
hand, I mean that it is the school of Christian experience
under the hand of providence that is the testing ground of
all true learning. Especially God’s dark providences—suf-
fering, trials, tests, disappointments, “losses and crosses,”
as the Puritans called them—reveal the extent of our learn-
ing. Benjamin Disraeli once said, “Seeing much, suffering
much, and studying much, are the three pillars of learn-
ing.” He was simply echoing a dictum that can be found
from Luther all the way back to the Bible that “Prayer, medi-
tation and temptation [meaning trials and testings] make
the Christian.” Indeed, Luther put it more provocatively
than this, when he said that a preacher is not made by read-
ing books, but by “living and dying and being damned.” In
other words, God makes preachers in the crucible. Never
forget that. God makes a minister of the gospel by breaking
his heart. Isn’t that one thing that Jesus meant when He
beckoned us to take up our cross and follow Him?

WHEN YOU STUDY

Now, if we can return to a relatively mundane subject, hav-
ing just penetrated some fairly sober regions, when your study
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is liable to be a challenge. Today’s minister, by definition, is
something of a jack-of-all-trades. He is often viewed as the
chief administrative officer, the chief executive officer, the
staff hand-holder, the chief visitor, the head preacher/teacher/
counselor, the public relations liaison, the key denomina-
tional representative of the local congregation and more. It
is flatly impossible to do a good job at all of this. When one
tries to do so, study usually gets squeezed out by the tyranny
of the urgent. So, you are going to have to plan carefully
when to study and then how to protect that time.

The three main challenges will be how to deal with your
officers, members and family in regard to the timing and
protection of your study. You will need to devote some time
to cultivating in your officers a sense of the prime impor-
tance of your study time (if they do not already appreciate
its significance). I am blessed with officers who fully ap-
preciate how important it is for me to have time to study,
but not all ministers are so fortunate. If your officers are
unsupportive in this way, or just unaware of the impor-
tance of it, start with those most sympathetic to you and
begin to explain how you understand your calling and what
things are necessary to the accomplishment of it. Compare
what they have to do in their workday (including the
unglamorous but essential behind-the-scenes work) to what
you have to do. Help them appreciate the ways they benefit
from your having adequate study time. Then explain and
solicit their support for the ways you are going about set-
ting and protecting that time. They need to be your cham-
pions with the people on this.



210 • Dear Timothy

With regard to members, when they call for an ap-
pointment and ask to speak with you, I have found only a
few very sanctified souls gracious enough to be satisfied
by a secretary responding with “he’s unavailable right now,
he’s studying.” People naturally think that their crisis of
the moment is more important than a dusty old book the
pastor is reading. They take offense at being put off for
your study time. So, I would suggest that your assistant
protect your study time by simply saying “he’s unavail-
able at this time.” That way the caller doesn’t have the
opportunity to personally judge whether his issue out-
weighs your need to study.

Now family is a different matter. My wife is extremely
supportive of my ministry. Especially when it comes to pas-
toral duties like emergency counseling or hospital visits,
she is unfailingly accommodating of my taking the time to
do them, no matter how disruptive they are to the family
schedule. But she has a harder time when it comes to study.
So balancing family time and study can be a challenge for
us. You will need to work through this issue so that your
wife can become comfortable with the rhythm and amount
of your study time and thus support what this means for
the family schedule.

Needless to say, study time should not be wasted on
e-mail, chat rooms, discussion rings (which usually simply
pool ignorance), meandering on the Internet or taken to
the neglect of other important pastoral duties. This is a prob-
lem with many ministers, especially those who are more
introverted and shy away from the “people-responsibilities”
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of ministry. But I do not see that problem in you, so I pass
over it here with a fleeting mention.

WHY YOU STUDY

You will need to be self-conscious about your personal mo-
tivations for study. Many a good man has fallen prey to
false motivations and thus has lost the real benefit of ongo-
ing study. For one thing, your ongoing study should not be
motivated by the desire to gain a certain status. Many semi-
naries and institutions of higher learning appeal to pastors
to do “advanced” course work that is hardly advanced by
any realistic standard because they offer an impressive
sounding but vacuous degree title to those who complete
the course. Don’t fall prey to that. The goal of learning is
knowledge, not status.

The British have had a much healthier attitude about
academic degree titles than we have here in America (al-
though I think we are finally having a baneful effect upon
even them in this area). The great F. F. Bruce, for instance,
had the equivalent of an American undergraduate degree
(he had a Scottish MA) and yet was rightly recognized as a
first order scholar in his field. His lack of a PhD didn’t mat-
ter. He knew more than a roomful of PhDs. I, personally,
don’t give a hoot about what title a man has. If he does not
possess right, useful knowledge and good judgment, he is
of little value to the church as a teacher.

One motivation that ought to impel your study is sim-
ply the desire to learn—to learn the truth and to acquire
true and useful knowledge. There are very few times when
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it is okay to be greedy in life; but in learning we ought to
be “greedy” to learn, because truth is God’s and we ought
to want to know it. Furthermore, we ought to be moti-
vated to learn in order to be a help to the church. Not
infrequently have I encountered Christian ministers who,
by much study, considered themselves very sophisticated
and “above” the average churchgoer. Such an attitude is
unbecoming in the extreme (and, interestingly, is not of-
ten found in those who have truly first-order minds). The
minister studies precisely to be a help to the people of
God, however humble they may be. We want to learn in
order to be serviceable to the church.

Along the same lines, you ought to be motivated to learn
in order to be helpful to other ministers and churches. Be-
come an expert at something so that you can help fellow
ministers grappling with a specialized area of knowledge
that they don’t know so well as you. Maybe you’ll become
very familiar with the best academic literature about Islam,
not only so that you can teach your people and bear wit-
ness yourself, but also to help other ministers who don’t
know as much about what is now the chief organized reli-
gious rival to global Christianity. Or maybe you’ll become
an expert in the Puritans, not only so that you can be edi-
fied through that excellent material, but also so that you
can disabuse others of the considerable and negative my-
thology which surrounds this whole field of study. You get
my point. Be motivated to learn in order that your learning
may bless the larger church.
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There are most certainly more motivations to study than
these. But take these as suggestive.

WHAT YOU AIM AT IN STUDYING

Now as to your goals in study, obviously among them will
be God’s glory, your personal growth in grace, the edifica-
tion of others and the increase of your own capacities to
teach and preach. In this connection it would be good to
remember the three famous dicta of Herman Witsius (the
famous seventeenth-century Dutch theologian and pastor)
who said, “No one teaches well unless he has first learned
well,” “No one learns well unless he learns in order to teach”
and “Both learning and teaching are vain and unprofitable,
unless accompanied by practice.” These words are well
worth pondering, as is Witsius little classic On the Charac-
ter of a True Theologian (Greenville, SC: Reformed Academic
Press, 1994).15

Additionally, let me mention these as proper goals for
your study. One appropriate goal in study is to acquire true
and useful information or knowledge. Primarily, of course,
you will be concerned to get knowledge that consists of the
knowledge of God revealed in the Scriptures. But you will
also properly want knowledge of God’s creation, including
ourselves, our times, the world and our flock. The major
source of this knowledge will of course be special revela-
tion, but our study will of necessity include basic insights
from general revelation.

15 Herman Witsius, On the Character of a True Theologian (reprint,
Greenville, SC: Reformed Academic Press, 1994).



214 • Dear Timothy

A second aim of your study will be the acquisition of
the ability to employ the right use of that knowledge, which
you gain in study. The sort of knowledge of God that can
be gained by book study is not an end in itself but a means
to an end. That end is the glory of God and union with
Him, from which flows the benefit of communion with Him.
We learn about God in order that we might know Him,
that is, enter into relationship or fellowship with Him. To
repeat this idea another way—saving knowledge is covenant
knowledge—the knowledge of communion and fellowship
with the living God. Propositional knowledge is an essen-
tial element of that saving knowledge and hence impera-
tive in all Christians’ spiritual walks. But it is neither the
only element of saving knowledge, nor the end/goal of our
study. May God grant you not only a firm grasp of saving
truth but also a right understanding and employment of its
proper uses.

A third goal of your study will be the development of
your analytical skills. You need to develop your abilities of
discernment to the point that you are capable of synthesiz-
ing knowledge, able to engage in critical thought and pos-
sessed of good judgment. For you will be a walking reference
point for your flock. Moreover, every sermon or lesson that
you prepare will require you to be discerning and analyti-
cal of the text (in the original and translation), the tools
(dictionaries, commentaries, lexicons and other literature),
the context (when and where the lesson is being taught,
what are the burning trends, issues, sins and worries of the
day) and the congregation (where they are spiritually, what
they need, etc.).
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A fourth aim of study ought to be an ongoing refresh-
ment of our desire to learn, obey, worship and pastor. We
should be thirsty for knowledge of the Word of God and of
His world (including His people and their context). Not all
of us will be equally interested in the same things, but each
of us should be hungry for commanding knowledge of
something. We must also be hungry to put this knowledge
to work in the service of obedience. True, some more “prac-
tically” oriented folk want to skip the thinking and get to
the doing, but that kind of zeal without knowledge is pride-
ful and potentially destructive. We ought to burn in our
hearts to worship and most of all to pastor. But all these
desires need stoking. Study can help add fuel to the fires of
our devotion.

A fifth aspect of our aim in learning ought to be to en-
able our capacity for self-criticism and to increase our abil-
ity to exercise appropriate repentance. It is a sober work to
which we are called and the dangers to our souls (and those
of our congregations) are many, should we be careless in
our vocation. We are called to be stewards of the mysteries
of God, and one day we will give an account of our con-
duct to the Almighty. Spiritual self-examination and self-
criticism (evidences of a repentant spirit) and openness to
rebuke from others are absolutely essential if we are to avoid
pitfalls in the Christian ministry.

Finally, we ought to aim in our study for the cultivation
of a warm, full, natural, practical piety or godliness. This
piety should be characterized by reverence to God, love of
neighbor, seriousness of purpose in one’s calling and deter-
mination to holiness. My desire is that you will be (to bor-
row an apt summarization from David Wells) “God-centered
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in your thoughts, God-fearing in your heart, and God-hon-
oring in your life.”

WHAT YOU DO WITH YOUR STUDY

True gospel study ought to be turned into prayer. When we
study something that causes us to realize the greatness of
God and His saving work, it ought to move us to adora-
tion, thanksgiving and praise. We should not resist the im-
pulse of prayer in our study. When we read something that
convicts us, we ought to be impelled to confession of sin in
prayer. When we read something that reminds us of the
plight of others, we ought to be moved to intercession.
When we read something soul-killing or potentially harm-
ful to the spiritual well-being of others, we ought to beg
God to squelch the poison, to spare unwary sheep, to re-
buke the false shepherd, to protect faithful pastors and to
spare our own souls from the contagion of falsehood.

All our study ought to be turned into prayer and made
to serve the interests of sanctification—ours and that of
others. This just reminds us again of the importance of an
experiential knowledge of God to our theological learning.
Without a true, saving, covenantal knowledge of God, study
is bound to go wrong on us. This alone urges upon us the
importance of prayer and the Holy Spirit in our study. In
prayer we show our utter dependence on God for the at-
tainment of true knowledge. And only by the Teacher, the
Holy Spirit, do we get true knowledge and the true knowl-
edge of God. Both of these realities must permeate our whole
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approach to study. This is one reason for the profound state-
ment of Proverbs 1:7, “The fear of the LORD is the begin-
ning of knowledge.”

Timothy, may God raise you up as a “mighty man” in
our day, committed to the authority of Scripture, firmly
persuaded of its great doctrines, masterful in your grasp of
gospel truth and on fire to proclaim it, characterized by
warm-hearted godliness and steady holiness, prayerful and
careful in your pastoral duties and diligent to keep study-
ing to show yourself approved, that the church would be
built up, her walls enlarged and Christ glorified.

Your friend,
Ligon Duncan

PS—Timothy, I’ve already mentioned a number of books to
you in this overly long letter, but let me suggest just a few
that would be especially helpful in your thinking through
the issue of study.

1. On the Character of a True Theologian by Herman
Witsius (reprint, Greenville, SC: Reformed Academic
Press, 1994). I’ve already mentioned this little clas-
sic but it is superb.

2. The Religious Life of Theological Students by B.B.
Warfield (reprint, Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2001).
Written for seminarians but with lifelong applica-
tions for pastors.

3. An Introduction to Theological Studies by William
Cunningham (reprint, Greenville, SC: Reformed



218 • Dear Timothy

Academic Press, 1994). A classic that alerts us to
hidden traps in study and guides us toward more
fruitful learning. Cunningham, among other things,
(1) reminds us of the importance of an experien-
tial knowledge of God to theological work; (2) sets
forth the different branches of theological studies,
their significance and relation to one another; (3)
urges upon us the importance of prayer and the
Holy Spirit to the attainment of true knowledge of
God; (4) shows us the importance of meditation—
considered, prayerful, reflection—to our growth in
grace; (5) suggests to us the vital role of Christian
experience in our formation for ministry; (6) coun-
sels us on the absolute importance of mastering
the biblical languages and being thoroughly famil-
iar with our English Bibles and (7) exhorts us in
the necessity of resting from our professional stud-
ies on the Lord’s Day.

4. Patterns in History by David Bebbington (Downer’s
Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1990). Will introduce
you to the practice of historiography, important for
your ongoing study but rarely broached in seminary.

5. The Study of Theology by Richard Muller (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1991). Something of a mod-
ern classic—will be a boon to your continued re-
flections in the arena of Systematics.
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