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BIBLE READING 101
HOW THE SPIRIT HELPS US READ SCRIPTURE
1 Corinthians 2:6-16
INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _GoBack]This is the second message in our mini-series on Bible reading which I’ve called “Bible Reading 101”. Last Sunday, we looked at Psalm 19 to answer the simple question, “Why should we read Scripture?” The answer that came out of that Psalm was that we read Scripture to behold God’s glory and to be transformed by it. Every time we open our Bibles, we are doing so to have an encounter with God, so that we might know him more, love him more, and live for him with greater devotion. Yes, we read Scripture to receive other benefits like comfort, meaning, guidance, and wisdom, but all of these benefits are secondary to, and flow out of, the ultimate benefit of beholding God’s glory. 
Today we’re going to try to answer the question, “How should we read Scripture?” I’m not talking about techniques, though technical skill is very helpful in showing us how we should read Scripture from an interpretive standpoint. My interest today, however, is more fundamental. It has to do with the disposition we should have when we open our Bibles and start reading. What should the posture of our hearts be as we read the sacred pages of Scripture? Do we just pick up the Bible and start reading? Or are there truths that we need to be reminded of and affected by so that we can truly behold God’s glory and be transformed by it? 
A couple years ago, John Piper was speaking at our annual Sovereign Grace Pastors’ Conference. During an interview with C.J. Mahaney, C.J. asked him about a trilogy of books he was working on that all had to do with the Bible. C.J. asked him, “Why these books, and why now?” His answer was essentially that, as he got older, he thought more about the kind of legacy he wanted to leave, and he realized that the best legacy he could leave was to help people see the truth and beauty of the Bible. He said, “If you have a Bible, God can raise up a Luther. If you take away the Bible and leave Calvinistic deposit it will blow away quickly.” That’s a man who believes Isaiah 40:8: “The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever.”   
Over the last few weeks I’ve been spending some time reading the second book of Piper’s trilogy, which is titled Reading the Bible Supernaturally. In that book, he writes:
“It seems to me that thousands of people approach the Bible with little sense of their own helplessness in reading the way God wants them to… If more people approached the Bible with a deep sense of helplessness, and hope-filled reliance on God’s merciful assistance, there would be far more seeing and savoring and transformation than there is.” 
What is this “merciful assistance” from God? It’s none other than the Holy Spirit. The Spirit is the one Jesus said in John 14:26 would “teach you all things”. The Spirit is the one who enables us to read the Bible supernaturally, because it is only through his supernatural help that we can truly behold God’s glory and be transformed by it. 
The title of this sermon is How the Spirit Helps Us Read Scripture. My aim today is to show you that Only the Spirit Can Turn Bible Reading into Worship.
We will have three points today:
(1) The Wisdom of Scripture
(2) The Understanding of Scripture
(3) The Revelation of Scripture

(1) THE WISDOM OF SCRIPTURE
In this letter, Paul is writing to a church that was characterized by a passionate pursuit of knowledge. The Corinthians were the kinds of people who liked to stay up-to-date on the hottest debates and studied the brightest thinkers. They were intellectuals, people who studied and pursued knowledge solely for the pleasure of knowing things. 
That was part of the culture they lived in. The biggest celebrities in Corinth weren’t actors or singers. They were philosophers. In Corinth, you didn’t become famous because of your good looks or your artistic talent. You became famous because of the power of your words. If you were a good speaker, people from all over the city would come listen to you in their spare time, and if you captivated them with your words, you could become wealthy, famous, and powerful.   
The problem, however, was that not everyone would agree on who had the best ideas, or who spoke with the most eloquence. We might think, “Who cares?” but for them, this was so important that they were willing to divide over it. We might compare how they saw philosophy with how people today see sports. There were rivalries among philosophers and their supporters much like there are rivalries between sports teams and their fans. Those who were on the same side rallied around each other, and those who were not were despised. 
Sadly, this kind of thinking had seeped into the Corinthian church. What was happening was that people were treating the apostles like they were philosophers. They were evaluating them on the basis of worldly criteria. Did they speak with eloquence? Did people enjoy listening to them? Did they speak with profound wisdom? People were taking sides over these questions. Some said they followed Peter. Others said they followed Paul. The “truly pious” said they only followed Jesus. They were treating Christianity as if it were a fragmented collection of philosophers where they could pick and choose which ones they liked and which ones they didn’t.  
That’s what Paul is responding to in Chapter 1. He says in effect, “Don’t you see? The heart of Christianity isn’t eloquence or worldly wisdom. The heart of Christianity is the cross. It’s not about how well you can speak, or how much you know, or how much people like listening to you. It’s about a bloody Saviour hanging on a bloody cross for you and for me.” And that message, Paul says, is foolishness to the wise of this world. It makes no sense to the philosophers of the age that God himself would become man and die as a substitute for sinners. If the Corinthians were going to apply worldly criteria to evaluate this heavenly message, then their conclusion couldn’t be that Christianity was the hottest idea of the day, but that it was the most ridiculous one. Something more than worldly criteria would be needed to truly grasp and cherish the gospel.
We will see a little later on what that “something more” would be, but what we see at the beginning of Chapter 2 is that Paul decided that this “something more” wouldn’t be his eloquence or skills of persuasion. In verses 1-5, Paul explains that he chose not to come to the Corinthians with “lofty speech or wisdom”. He certainly could have. Paul was a powerful and eloquent speaker who would later testify to the truth of Christianity before kings, but he knew that if he put his rhetorical skills on full display, the Corinthians would make much of him rather than Christ. And so, he says in verses 2-5 that he decided to know nothing among them except Jesus Christ and him crucified. He writes:
“…my speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God.”
That leads us to the beginning of our text today in verse 6, where Paul writes, “Yet among the mature we do impart wisdom”. Wait a minute. Didn’t Paul just say he didn’t come to bring wisdom? Yes, and no. Yes, he said he didn’t come with “plausible words of wisdom”, but no, he didn’t say that he had no wisdom to impart. He only said that he didn’t come with worldly wisdom. That’s why he clarifies in verse 6 that the wisdom he imparts “is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are doomed to pass away.” The wisdom he teaches doesn’t come from this world. So where does it come from? Verse 7: it is “a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our glory.” The wisdom he imparts has divine origins. 
Some would interpret verse 6 as Paul saying that, if you get to a certain level of spiritual maturity, then he’ll start teaching you wisdom. On this interpretation, Paul would have been saying in Chapter 1 that the reason why he didn’t come to the Corinthians with “lofty speech or wisdom” was because they weren’t ready for it. They weren’t mature enough. If they were, then he would have given them the wisdom they were looking for. 
But if we look at the context, we see that this interpretation doesn’t fit. Look first at verse 8, where Paul writes “None of the rulers of this age understood this”. Understood what? Understood the “secret and hidden wisdom of God”. The “rulers” here refers to the Jewish leaders. We know that because of what Paul says in the second half of the verse. He says that if they did understand this “secret and hidden wisdom of God”, “they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.” And who was it who crucified Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory? The Jews, led by the Jewish leaders. 
So when Paul says in verse 8 that “none of the rulers of this age understood this”, he’s saying that the Jews didn’t understand the “secret and hidden wisdom of God” that Paul had come to impart. And when he says, “if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory”, he’s implying that they should have understood this wisdom but didn’t. But why would he say that? Why would he say that they should have understood something that was secret and hidden? The only possible answer is that they already had it. They just didn’t understand it. In other words, Paul is referring to the Scriptures. The Jews had the Scriptures but didn’t understand them, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. 
Therefore, when Paul says in verse 6 that “among the mature we do impart wisdom”, he’s not talking about mystical knowledge that he received in a dream. He’s talking about a right understanding of the Scriptures. To the “mature” – that is, those who have forsaken worldly wisdom and embraced the wisdom of God, which is true not just of mature Christians but every Christian – Paul imparts the “secret and hidden wisdom of God”, the eternal plan of God which he decreed before the ages for our glory.
And what was that plan? Christ and him crucified. The cross is the revelation of the secret and hidden wisdom of God! The cross is the center of God’s eternal plans of salvation! It may have lain hidden and unknown for a time from Jewish minds and hearts, but now through the apostles it had become fully known. The cross is the ultimate display of God’s divine wisdom. It doesn’t need to be adorned with eloquent words for its wisdom to be displayed. It stands glorious and beautiful all on its own. That is why Paul said earlier in 1:22-24:
“For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.” 
This was Paul’s purpose in life. His purpose was to impart the wisdom of God as revealed in the cross. The sole purpose of all his speaking and writing was to show people like you and me the beauty and the glory of the cross. That is how we must read Paul. Indeed, that is how we must read the entire Bible. We read to behold God’s glorious wisdom on full display in the cross. The cross is the wisdom of God. The cross is the wisdom of the Scriptures. It doesn’t matter if you’re reading Genesis or Revelation. Every truth contained in the eternal Word of God is meant to point us to Christ crucified. 
This must be our aim every time we open our Bibles. I know that it’s my aim every time I preach. The day that I stop preaching Christ crucified is the day that I stop being a faithful pastor. I could give you wisdom. I could give you morals. I could give you the most compelling talks you’ve ever heard, and it could all come from the Bible. But if I do not preach the crucifixion of Christ as the most glorious display of God’s wisdom and power to save us, then none of it would have mattered. 

(2) THE UNDERSTANDING OF SCRIPTURE
The gospel is the wisdom of Scripture. But what does it mean to understand that wisdom? When Paul says that none of the Jewish leaders understood this secret and hidden wisdom of God, was it just a matter of ignorance, or was there something more? This leads to our second point: the Understanding of Scripture. 
When Paul writes in verse 8 that “none of the rulers of this age understood this” – that is, the fact that the cross was the center of God’s wise plans of salvation – it’s quite clear that he’s speaking at the very least about ignorance. As we will see later on in our text, I don’t think he’s speaking only about ignorance, but when it came to the Jewish leaders, their lack of understanding started with a lack of knowledge. 
That’s because they lived at a time when the wisdom of the cross was still “secret and hidden”. For the Christian, we understand that the gospel is the New Testament fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. We know that everything we find in the New Testament articulation of the gospel is found in the Old Testament. It may be in seed form, but it’s there, and that’s true. We can read about the seed of Adam and Eve in Genesis 3, or about the prophet like Moses in Deuteronomy 18, or about the Son of David in 2 Samuel 7 and see Jesus displayed in all those places. However, we cannot forget that we live on this side of the cross. We see God’s plans of redemption from a different perspective than those who lived on the other side of the cross. 
On the other side of the cross, people had the Scriptures, but they read them as if they had poor vision. They could see vague outlines and blurred images of what was truly there, but they couldn’t see any of it clearly. But when Jesus came, it was like he gave his people glasses so that what was once blurry could now come into crystal clear focus. 
In other words, the gospel isn’t just prophecy fulfilled. It is also mystery revealed. Only when the mystery of the gospel is revealed can one see that prophecy has been fulfilled. D.A. Carson points out that Paul recognized this in Romans 16:25-27 when he wrote:
“Now to him who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and the preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery that was kept secret for long ages, but has now been disclosed and through the prophetic writings has been made known to all nations, according to the command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith—to the only wise God be glory forevermore through Jesus Christ! Amen.” 
The gospel of Jesus Christ’s life, death, and resurrection was a secret that was kept for “long ages” but has now been disclosed, and now, Christians like the Apostle Paul can turn people to the prophetic writings – that is, the Jewish Scriptures – to understand and believe that gospel. Seeing the fulfillment of prophecy is only possible because the secret has now been disclosed. 
So when Paul says that the Jewish rulers didn’t understand the gospel, he’s saying that it was due, at least in part, to ignorance. That’s why he quotes Isaiah 64 in verse 9: “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him.” No eye saw, no hear heard, and no heart imagined the gospel, even though it was there in the Scriptures all along. 
True understanding must begin with the facts of the gospel: what Jesus did, and why he did it, to save us. But as you may have guessed, there’s more to the biblical concept of understanding than knowledge of the facts. In verse 14, Paul moves beyond the Jewish rulers and starts speaking more generically about “the natural person”. The natural person refers to anyone who doesn’t have the Holy Spirit. They are “unspiritual” people. We tend to call anyone, Christian or not, who has an interest in God or the afterlife “spiritual”. That’s not how Paul uses the word. Only those who have the Spirit of God are “spiritual” people. 
Here in verse 14, then, Paul is talking about people who don’t have the Holy Spirit, meaning everyone who’s not a Christian since every Christian has the Holy Spirit. And what does he say about them? “The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned.” 
Here we see Paul using the word “understand” again just like he did in verse 8 when he said “none of the rulers of this age understood this”. The main difference is that the problem here isn’t ignorance like it was for the Jewish leaders. It’s acceptance. He says “The natural person does not accept (that is, welcome, receive, believe) the things of the Spirit of God”. Why? Because they are folly to him. The natural person hears the gospel and understands it in the sense that he grasps what the message is about, but he casts it aside like a piece of trash because it’s ridiculous to him. It’s worthless to him. The natural person wants something attractive, life-changing, wise, but he doesn’t find that in the gospel. He only finds folly. That’s why he doesn’t accept it, and that’s why he rejects it instead.
Paul says that’s not true understanding, because true understanding isn’t just a matter of the mind. It’s a matter of the heart. You don’t understand the gospel if it’s worthless to you. You don’t understand it if it’s foolish to you. It doesn’t matter if you can state a bunch of true facts about the gospel. Demons can do that. If you don’t cherish those facts, if they don’t bring you joy, if you don’t treasure them above everything else you know and have in this world, then you don’t truly understand the gospel. 
That is why, whenever we open our Bibles, our aim isn’t just to read and gather biblical data, though it certainly includes that. It’s not even to see the connections between those parts of Scripture and the gospel, though it certainly includes that as well. Our ultimate aim when we read the Bible is to cherish the gospel. It’s to grow in our love for our crucified and risen Saviour. It’s to accept the gospel and see in it the glorious wisdom of God and respond to it with our deepest affections. That is what true understanding looks like. 

(3) THE REVELATION OF SCRIPTURE
That leads us to one, final question, which is this: where does true understanding come from? Where do these deep affections for God come from? Where do we get such a tenderness of heart and a taste for the things of God? The answer is found in our last point: The Revelation of Scripture. 
Paul makes it overwhelmingly clear that true understanding of the gospel comes from one source: the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is the only one who can awaken our affections for God. If we are to feel any love for God, if the gospel is to bring any joy and comfort and delight to our hearts, then we need the Holy Spirit to work in our lives. 
Paul says this over and over again in our text, starting in verse 10. He says “these things” – meaning the “secret and hidden wisdom of God” that “none of the rulers of this age understood”, i.e. the gospel of Christ crucified – “God has revealed to us through the Spirit.” At this point, Paul is just talking about the solution to the ignorance problem. The Spirit is the One who revealed the facts of the gospel that were once secret and hidden to the apostles, including Paul. The Spirit is the One who showed them how the gospel was central to God’s plans of redemption. That’s why Paul says in verse 13 that “we impart this (the gospel) in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit…”
Only the Spirit could reveal God’s “secret and hidden wisdom”, because only the Spirit knows God’s thoughts. That’s Paul’s point in verses 10b-11. If God’s secret thoughts are to be made known, then God himself must reveal those thoughts to us, since no one knows God’s secret thoughts except God. That is why it had to be the Spirit of God who revealed the mystery of the gospel to the apostles. As Paul says in verse 12, “Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God.” 
But then, Paul takes the work of the Spirit a step further in verse 13, where he says that he imparts the gospel “in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those who are spiritual.” Remember that when Paul calls someone “spiritual”, he’s saying that they have the Holy Spirit. He’s saying that the Holy Spirit is in them and working in their lives. So when Paul says in verse 13 that he interprets “spiritual truths to those who are spiritual”, he’s saying that only those who have the Holy Spirit can truly understand the gospel. 
It’s clear at this point that Paul is no longer speaking merely about comprehension, because anyone can comprehend the gospel. As Paul said in verse 14, the “natural person”, the person without the Spirit, can comprehend the things of the Spirit. He just doesn’t accept them because they are folly to him. But why are they folly? “Because they are spiritually discerned”. In other words, only the Spirit can grant us the discernment to hear the gospel and see it not as worthless and foolish, but as supremely precious. Only the Spirit can awaken the affections for God, so that when we read the Bible and see how it points us to Jesus, we wouldn’t respond with indifference or boredom. We would respond with joy, wonder, and worship. 
The natural person doesn’t read the Bible like this. What the Christian sees as infinitely valuable, he sees as foolish and worthless. But this doesn’t affect the spiritual person. As Paul says in verse 15, “The spiritual person judges all things, but is himself to be judged by no one.” The Spirit has put Spirit-filled believers in a place of supreme confidence in the worth of the cross, and no judgment to the contrary can shake them. Why? Because “we have the mind of Christ”. Christ’s thoughts about the cross become our thoughts through the ministry of the Spirit. 
This is why John Piper says we must read the Bible supernaturally. Only the supernatural work of the Spirit in our hearts can enable us to read with a heart of worship, for who God is, and what God has done to save us. That’s how God wants us to read the Scriptures. That’s how we must read the Scriptures if they are to be of any benefit to us. That’s why we need the Holy Spirit. We need him to grant us true understanding so that we see the wisdom of the gospel rather than folly.  And whenever the Spirit opens the eyes of our hearts so that we worship God for the cross, we ought to give thanks to the Spirit for this incredible gift. As D.A. Carson wrote,
“If we should express unqualified gratitude to God for the gift of his Son, we should express no less gratitude to God for the gift of the Spirit who enables us to grasp the gospel of his Son.” – D.A. Carson 

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, although we’ve looked at a lot of theology in our text today, the application flowing out of all this theology is eminently practical. This truth that we need the Holy Spirit to enable us not only to comprehend gospel truths in the Bible, but to cherish, celebrate, and rejoice in those truths ought to dramatically change the way we read our Bibles, whether we’re engaged in private worship at home or corporate worship at church. 
We all know that, before you start exercising, you need to stretch. You need to get the blood flowing, especially to the muscles you’re going to be using the most. If you don’t, your exercise is going to be painful. It may even be harmful. Exercise is meant to strengthen your body, but if you don’t stretch, it could end up hurting it instead. 
The same is true of Bible reading. Before we start reading, we need to stretch our spiritual muscles by reminding ourselves of certain truths, including this truth that we need the Holy Spirit, not just in our serving and our witnessing, but in our reading. We need to pray that God would graciously minister to us through his Spirit, so that we wouldn’t read the Word as a “natural person”, but as a “spiritual, Spirit-filled person”. If we don’t, then Bible reading can become a painful experience. It may even become harmful. We may stop accepting the things of the Spirit and start thinking of them as folly. We need the Spirit to reveal to us the wonder and wisdom of the cross. 
That is why we need to pray. Before you open your Bible at home, before you come to church, before you listen to a sermon, you need to stretch your spiritual muscles by praying. Acknowledge your need for the Spirit. Confess your lack of love for God’s Word. And ask for the Holy Spirit’s work in your heart to lead you to a greater love for God as he has revealed himself to us in Scripture. And when God answers those prayers – when we find ourselves responding to the gospel with faith, love, and hope – let us give thanks to the Spirit for allowing us to read the Bible supernaturally. 



