TEXT: II Timothy 4:13PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Reading the Bible


If you knew that you had but weeks to live, how would you spend your time?  


I suppose that many good answers could be given.  Saying "goodbye" to loved ones; making things right with those you have offended; setting your finances in order; evangelizing; praying.  Nothing wrong with any of these.  May God grant us the time to do them!  


But how do you suppose Paul spent his last days?  Oddly enough, in reading.  This "reading" served no immediate purpose, did it?  It would not save him; he was already converted.  It wouldn't make him a better preacher; his preaching days were over.  It wouldn't even make him a better writer; for this would be his last letter.  Yet he wanted to read.  


The reading material is uncertain.  He simply calls it "the books and the parchments".  Timothy knew what he meant--but we don't.  But we do know this: it was not only the Bible!  For if it were, he would be guilty of a redundancy: "Bring the Scriptures and especially the Scriptures!"   It seems likely that the "Books" were the Old Testament and the "parchments" a more recent composition.  


Thus Paul spent his last days in reading.  Reading the Bible; reading other books.  


This was no new thing for the Apostle.  It wasn't as though he were trying to "bone up" on something at the last minute.  He had spent his life reading.  He read the Bible, to be sure.  But he read other things too.  At Athens, he quoted the Greek poets.  Current events didn't elude him, either.  He read somewhere what the pagan prophet had said about his own people: "All Creatians are liars, evil beasts, slow bellies". 


Thus, Paul was a well-rounded reader.  His epistles display a vocabulary, a command of language and a logic which could not be unless he had "hit the books--and hit them hard".  


Paul was an unusually bright man.  Festus cried, "Much learning has made you mad".  Even Peter had to admit his superiority: "Our beloved brother Paul has written many things, and hard to be understood".  


Thus, his example--his reading--might be applied to only the "brainier" members of the Kingdom.  But it cannot be!  And here's why:


1.
Christianity is a religion of the Book; therefore, it necessarily promotes reading.  If it were a religion of experience, then it would champion tears, feelings, or ecstasies.  If it were a religion of beauty, then it would promote stained glass and golden crosses.  But it is not!  It is captured in a word: "It is written".  Therefore, Christianity, when true to its genius, must encourage reading.   And based on the "Priesthood of all believers", then every Christian must avail himself of "the books and the parchments".  


2.
The Bible commands us to learn.  "Grow in the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ...Do not be children, tossed about by every wind of doctrine...His delight is in the Law of the LORD; and in His Law he meditates day and night".  It is possible, of course, to learn some things without reading.  Cooking or carpentry can be learned "hands on".  But how do you learn about those things that you cannot touch?  Think of the Trinity, for example!  Only by reading.  The best preaching cannot take its place.  For sermons are too short (even long ones) to plumb the depths of God and His ways.  



a.
You are left, then, with two alternatives--and only two--: Read or remain childish in the faith.  



b.
God may, by an unusual Providence, mature a man who doesn't read.  After all, He caused the ravens to feed His prophet.  But to expect growth without reading is to presume on God.  


And so, dear Christian you ought to read.  Read the Bible; read other edifying material.  And encourage your children to do so as well.  


There are many objections to reading.  What are they?  How are they answered?


1.
"I don't read well".  This is the easiest one to answer: practice makes perfect.  You don't read well because you don't read.  Read more and you'll read better.  Or get some tutoring.  It's not shameful to be a poor reader, only to remain one.  


2.
"I don't have time to read".  This is probably the most common objection, but it too is easily answered.



a.
You don't have time to read only if every waking minute is spent in some duty.  Is it, honestly?  Don't you waste a little time each day?  Don't you spend a couple of minutes watching television?  Is every conversation you have really necessary?  If not, don't say, "I don't have time".  



b.
Paul wasn't busy?  Didn't he work all day making tents and then preach every night?  Yet he found time for reading.  So can you...if you want to.  


3.
"I'm a doer, not a reader".  This sounds plausible as everyone ought to follow his own calling--and not someone else's.   But think about it.  If you don't read, how do you know what to do?  It is a zeal without knowledge--wasteful to be sure, and maybe dangerous, too.  


4.
"I read the Bible!"  This is, at first glance, hard to answer.  For what Christian would tell a fellow believer to "Quit reading the Bible so much so that you can read other books"?  But if you really read the Bible, you've read this, haven't you: "And He gave some to be Apostles, and some, prophets, and some evangelists, and some pastors who are teachers, for the equipping of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the Body of Christ".  Jesus Christ gave gifts to His people, including teachers.  These gifts are for the purpose of "equipping the saints".  Some of these gifts ("pastors who are teachers") are clearly with the context of a local church.  But others are not: not Apostles, not prophets, and not evangelists.  These men ministered more widely than their own assembly.  Yet they were needed to "equip the saints".  But where are they today?  The offices are extinct.  But the principle remains valid: Christ has given teachers to His people.  We ought to take advantage of them.  And the best way to do that is to read.   The radio and television cannot compensate for reading.  For frankly, most of these men are heretics.  Even those who are orthodox suffer the same limitations as I do--not enough time to cover any subject in the depth it deserves.  


5.
"I don't want to be mislead.  If I read the Bible, I'm safe.  But otherwise, I don't know".  This objection, when sincerely offered, is commendable.  Not right, but commendable.  Here's why: If this argument is valid, then hearing sermons should also be avoided.  Yet the Bible commands us to hear sermons.  Moreover, how do you develop your powers of discretion without using them?  Finally, if any teaching outside of the Bible is dangerous, then your own thoughts are dangerous and ought to be shunned.  


6.
"I don't want to become a reading nut".  There are such people, who substitute reading about the Christian life for the Christian life itself.  But this is an abuse.  Anything can be abused; the Bible is sometimes "twisted"; God's grace is sometimes turned into "lasciviousness".  But we can't do without them.  Neither should we do without reading.  


In the next place, note some of the blessings of reading.


1.
It brings you into contact with the greatest minds in Church history.  A Spurgeon, an Owen, a Baxter, an Augustine..."they being dead, yet speak".  


2.
It develops your mind in general and enhances your ability to communicate.   Spurgeon said, "He who never reads will never be read; he who never quotes will never be quoted".  


3.
It allows a more personalized study.  If ten people come to me asking, "Will you please preach on such and such?"  what could I do?  But you can do it on your own...by reading. 


4.
It rescues you from "presentism" (the belief that what is what always was and always will be) and excites prayer for the Giants of Old to come again.  


Finally, a word or two about technique or method in reading:


1.
Be sure that the Bible remains central to your reading schedule.  Like Goliath's sword, "there is none like it".


2.
Test everything you read by the Bible.  "Prove all things; cleave to that which is good".  


3.
Develop a moderate reading schedule--and stick to it.  If all you can spare is five minutes a day, then read five minutes a day.  Plug along on your book and it will one day be read.  


4.
Find (whenever possible) a set time to do your reading.  And do it.


5.
Pray for understanding and aim to "glorify God in whatever you do--eating, drinking, or reading".  


6.
Cut down on your television watching.  Even if you have ten hours a day to read, watching t.v. will hinder your reading.  And here's why: (a) it promotes passivity in viewing, while reading takes activity; (b) it encourages a superficiality, while reading requires depth; (c) it's fast paced and colorful, while books are lumbering and black and white.    


7.
Encourage your children to read more.  The best way to do that, however, is not nagging and beating, but by a good example.  It will be (outside the knowledge of God) the most precious gift you can give them.  


8.
Ask for help in choosing your books.  


9.
Don't be ashamed of little books, illustrated books, or books meant for children.  I have been gripped by books meant for 3-year olds!  Work your way up the ladder, rather than blush because you're at the bottom.   

