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      “In this useful and searching book, Paul Tripp does what we have come to count on him to do—take the great and glorious truths of the Christian faith and funnel them into our actual, real-time lives. This book makes wonderfully unavoidable what theology is for—buoyancy and hope and energy in my life today.”

      Dane Ortlund, Senior Pastor, Naperville Presbyterian Church; author, Gentle and Lowly and Deeper

      “‘The Bible is a life book given for life purposes,’ Paul Tripp contends. Based on this premise, Tripp provides a fresh treatment of twelve major doctrines—many of them related to God and his character and work—and connects each of them to life. The connection between biblical doctrine and real life makes this a valuable, practical tool for the pursuit of greater godliness. Highly recommended!”

      Andreas J. Köstenberger, Director, Center for Biblical Studies and Research; Research Professor of New Testament and Biblical Theology, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary; Founder, Biblical Foundations

      “Many people believe that biblical illiteracy is the primary cause of the church’s weakness today. And while learning more about the Bible is indeed good, merely knowing right doctrine isn’t enough. The remedy we need will be found only when we take God’s truth into our hearts and ask it to confront and transform us. It is meant to be ingested and lived out, not just studied and examined, and Paul David Tripp knows exactly how to help you do that. Do You Believe? will show you how the great doctrines of the Bible are meant not only to inform us but also to quench our thirst, direct our course, and invigorate us. I strongly recommend it!”

      Elyse Fitzpatrick, author, Worthy: Celebrating the Value of Women

      “Here is a book that stretches our minds and hearts to embrace big truths—and to secure those truths like a great tent sheltering us as we live and love, here and now. These chapters keep reminding us to look up and worship the God who is there—and so to better see what’s right in front of our eyes. In his honest, companionable, and still-awed voice of experience, Paul Tripp covers huge doctrinal ground with Jesus and the gospel at front and center. And, on this ground, we find our next small step more solid and sure.”

      Kathleen Nielson, author; speaker

      “One reason skeptics don’t take Christianity seriously is the disconnect they see between the beliefs and behavior of so many Christians. Do we really believe the doctrines we say we believe? If so, why are our lives so often unchanged—so often indistinguishable from the lives of unbelievers? Paul Tripp tackles this problem compellingly in Do You Believe? For twelve central Christian doctrines, he lays out not only what the doctrine is but how we should live in light of it. Doctrine is not just about knowing information, he says. It’s about transformation. This is an urgent and essential book—a treasure trove of wisdom for any Christian willing to take seriously the implications of belief for everyday life.”

      Brett McCracken, Senior Editor, The Gospel Coalition; author, The Wisdom Pyramid and Uncomfortable

      “Doctrine comes from God, teaches us about God, and leads us back to God in worship. That is precisely what this book helps us to do—to know God that we might authentically love and worship God in all of life. This book is sure to become a widely used resource for discipleship in churches throughout the world. For far too long, doctrine and the application of doctrine have been separated, and this book rightly brings them back together. Doctrine is about knowing God and living for God in all of life. In this book, Paul Tripp beautifully shows us how to experience the joy of knowing God and living out that knowledge every day of our lives.”

      Burk Parsons, Senior Pastor, Saint Andrew’s Chapel, Sanford, Florida; Editor, Tabletalk

      “In this important book, Paul Tripp puts his finger on a live nerve in the body of Christ. He addresses the dangerous disconnect that often exists between sound doctrine and sound living. Tripp sounds the needed warning that knowing truth is never an end in itself but only a means to a far greater end. He reminds us that the goal of biblical instruction must be personal transformation. Here is made the inseparable connection between biblical indicatives and practical imperatives. What God has joined together, let no man separate.”

      Steven Lawson, President, OnePassion Ministries; Professor of Preaching, The Master’s Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

      “How horrible would it be to hear the charge, ‘You profess to know Christ but deny him by your actions’? The apostle Paul saw it in the Cretans to whom he sent Titus, and no doubt he could spy such gaps, whether tiny or glaring, in all of our lives. I desperately want to close those gaps. Hopefully, you do as well. This is a remarkable resource for doing precisely that, by the grace of God: minding the gaps between what we profess to believe and how we live in tangible, everyday moments. Few in our day can speak so compellingly and accessibly on this topic as Paul Tripp. Let him win you back to the critical importance of what we in Christ believe, and how we who believe then live.”

      David Mathis, Senior Teacher and Executive Editor, desiringGod.org; author, Habits of Grace

      “Whenever a fresh article or book by Paul David Tripp is released, I take note. I am an avid follower of his counsel, for no matter how many others might cut me slack—I am, after all, a lifelong quadriplegic—I know Paul David Tripp will insist that I interpret my difficult circumstances, as well as my response to them, solely through the lens of Scripture. Although we rarely cross paths, my friend knows my heart, and how prone I am to wander. It’s why I am especially excited about his new work, Do You Believe? Our life in Christ thrives only when we are rooted in the great doctrines of the faith, and Paul David Tripp does a stellar job of presenting the fundamentals. Whether you already have a grasp on Christian doctrine or are just getting started, this should be your next read!”

      Joni Eareckson Tada, Founder, Joni and Friends International Disability Center
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      Foreword

      I remember exactly where I was sitting. I also remember thinking that I shouldn’t be sitting.

      It was a theology class in seminary, and my professor was teaching on the doctrine of God. As he spoke about God’s holiness in all, his sovereignty over all, and his glory above all, I sat in awe. And I thought, “I shouldn’t just be sitting here taking notes. I should be bowing down on my knees. Truth like this is not mere information to be learned; truth like this is revelation that completely changes the posture of my life.”

      I share this memory because it’s exactly how I felt as I read this book. I couldn’t just sit there as my eyes scrolled across each page. Not when those eyes at times were filled with tears that drove me to my knees in worship. Not when my heart at other times was so filled with joy that I stood to my feet and started to sing. Not when my soul was overwhelmingly moved to pray for my life, my family, the church, and billions of people who have never even heard this truth. 

      Now don’t misunderstand: this book is filled with information to be learned. I think I underlined half of the sentences I read! But far more important, this book is filled with revelation that will completely change the posture of your life—if you will let it.

      I make the statement above only because this book is filled with truth from God’s word. To be clear, the Bible alone is supernaturally inspired to transform your heart, mind, and life (you’ll read about this in the first two chapters). But God has gifted the church with servants who help us understand God’s word and apply it to our lives. Paul Tripp is one such servant, and he has given us an invaluable gift in this book.

      For this book takes truth that is all too often reserved for select students in theology classes and makes it available, accessible, and applicable to every single follower of Jesus. No matter how young or old you are, and regardless of whether you have been a Christian for a day or fifty years, this book is for you. It takes the cardinal doctrines of the Christian faith that we all need to know and brings them to bear on the everyday struggles, trials, temptations, and pleasures of students and senior adults, singles and married couples, children and parents, men and women in every age and stage of life.

      In sum, I can say without hesitation or reservation that this book will become a staple resource that I walk through with my wife, my children, my church, and anyone else I am helping to grow in Christ. For this reason, I gladly and wholeheartedly commend it to you. May reading the pages ahead lead you to fall on your knees in worship and then rise to your feet with zeal to love God with everything you have and to live for the spread of his glory everywhere you go.

      David Platt

    

  
    
      Preface

      Writing this book has been one of the greatest privileges of my life. That I have been able to spend month after month meditating on the most amazing body of truth the human mind could ever consider leaves me in awe of God’s goodness. As is true with every book I write, I write what I need, knowing that if I need it, then others do too. I wrote this book to awaken us out of our street-level theological thoughtlessness. I wrote it to narrow that troublesome gap between what we say we believe and how we actually live. Without ever intending to, many of us live theologically contradictory lives. We say we believe that God is both sovereign and good, but when trouble comes, we panic as if no one is in control or we allow ourselves to question God’s goodness and love. We say we believe in the necessity and power of divine grace, but when confronted, we argue for our righteousness, and in so doing, resist the very grace we say we believe in. We say we believe in eternity but get caught up in expending our time, energy, and money on the temporary pleasures of the moment.

      I confess that there are still gaps between what I profess to believe in my life and how I live in given moments, and I am sure there are some in your life as well. My prayer is that God would open our eyes to those gaps and that he will use this book to help us understand more clearly what it looks like to live out of what God has declared and we have affirmed to be true.

      I want to explain something about this book. My goal wasn’t to write a comprehensive systematic theology; many fine ones have been written. This book doesn’t cover every doctrine of the Christian faith, but rather focuses on twelve of its core doctrines. These are doctrines that should be known and familiar to any Bible believer. There are two chapters dedicated to each doctrine. The first chapter defines and explains the doctrine being considered, and the second chapter considers what it looks like to live in light of that particular truth.

      My goal in the twelve application chapters is not to make direct application to every area of life, but to help you to understand that there is a particular culture or lifestyle that flows out of each doctrine. Truth that does not form your lifestyle is probably not truth that is believed in the biblical sense of what faith actually is. In this book I am asking how our lives should be shaped by the doctrines of God’s omnipotence, the doctrine of creation, the doctrine of justification, the doctrine of eternity, and so on. My goal is that thinking of biblical truth as a lifestyle will become more and more natural as you read through this book.

      So rather than being an exhaustive consideration of the theology of Scripture, this book is meant to be a training manual on what it looks like to carry what you believe into the situations, locations, and relationships of your daily life. I haven’t covered every doctrine and I haven’t traced out all of the implications of the doctrines that I do cover, but my hope is that this book will help you to think of the theology of God’s word in new and practical ways. And my prayer is that the result would be less of a lifestyle of theological forgetfulness and more of an everyday culture in your life that is shaped and directed by the precious truths that God has so lovingly revealed to you and that you have come to hold dear.

      Paul David Tripp

      12/1/2020

    

  
    
      Introduction

      The Dangerous Dichotomy

      I found myself in yet another frustrating conversation with one of the most theologically knowledgeable men I have known. There was no theological hallway I could walk down with him that he hadn’t traversed again and again. He was confident, defensive, and ready for the next debate. The problem was that I was not there to debate him; I was there to help him. But he was nearly impossible to help. I was his counselor, and the reason he needed counsel was that there was a huge, dysfunction-producing gap between what he knew so well and the way he lived. His marriage was crumbling, none of his children respected him, and his friends found him more than hard to handle.

      In his home, this master of the theology of God’s grace was a man of ungrace. He was known more for impatient criticism than patient mercy. He could exegete and explain the doctrine of God’s sovereignty, but in the situations and relationships of his daily life, he had to be in control. He had an airtight Christology, but unlike Christ, he did not love well, serve well, or forgive well. His wife had asked if I would counsel them because their marriage was imploding. He made it very clear that he didn’t think he needed to be counseled. To say that there was a contrast between the gorgeous theology he had spent so much time studying and the way he lived would surely be an understatement.

      • • • 

      Salina loved the gospel, never missed her morning devotional reading, and had Alexa belting Christian music throughout her house all day long. If the doors of her church building were open, she was there. If a Christian conference or concert came to her city, she’d probably go. On the surface everything looked fine with Salina. But Salina lived in constant fear. She was so afraid of what people would think of her that she would frenetically replay conversations over and over again in her head, regretting what she said and fretting about what the hearer now thought of her. She was afraid of her boss and constantly convinced that she was about to lose her job. Over the years she had become a bit of a hypochondriac, fretting over any small sign of physical abnormality. Somehow the big, transforming gospel that she consumed every day hadn’t freed her from her bondage to fear.

      • • • 

      Brad led one of the small groups in his church. He was asked to do so because he was biblically literate and on the surface seemed mature. He was good at leading this small group, and they studied and discussed God’s word together. He had recently been asked to participate in elder training and seemed eager to do so. The people in his small group appreciated him and his leadership. But Mindy, Brad’s wife, had a different experience of Brad and those small group meetings. Every time they met, Mindy struggled with the difference between the “public” Brad, the well-liked small group leader, and the “private” Brad, the man she was married to.

      At home, Brad did not act like a mature Christian man. With Mindy, Brad was often angry, cynical, and demeaning. He would argue Mindy into a corner over the smallest of things, leaving her wondering what had happened to the man she thought she was marrying. As Mindy sat with her small group friends, she was often tempted to blurt out, “Brad’s not who you think he is and we need help,” but she knew she never would. She loved Brad and pleaded to God for help, but she just didn’t know what to do.

      • • • 

      I could give example after example of a dichotomy that exists in so many of us (and still exists in some places in my own life) between what we say we believe and the way we live. And I am persuaded that the gap between the doctrine we say we believe and the way we actually live is a workroom for the enemy. What I am going to say next may surprise you, but I think it needs to be said and considered. The enemy of your soul will gladly give you your formal theology, if in your real daily life he can control the thoughts and motives of your heart and, in so doing, control the way you act, react, and respond.

      This dichotomy is the reason for this book. It has convicted me when I look at my own life and saddened me as I’ve seen it in so many others. As we begin, I want to first look at the importance of doctrine and then examine what the Bible has to say about this dichotomy.

      The Importance of Doctrine

      “Daddy, did God make telephone poles?” It seemed like one of those endless unimportant questions that, near the end of a long day, can make a parent a bit insane. We had been teaching our children that God created the world and everything in it, and our son had been mulling that deep thought in his little brain. In fact, as we drove to Burger King, he was thinking about it quietly in the back seat as he looked out the window at the string of telephone poles that lined the street. It was a deeply theological question asked by the little philosopher strapped into the child’s seat in the back of the car. He couldn’t help thinking, because he couldn’t help being human. He was doing what God designed humans made in his image to do. Sometimes his questions made us laugh, sometimes they made us wonder what was rattling around in his cranium, and other times his constant questions just made us wish he would stop asking us questions. But he wouldn’t ever stop because he was doing what every human being does.1

      Little children never seem to quit asking why, teenagers obsess about what’s fair and unfair, husbands and wives argue because they have interpreted a particular situation differently, and the elderly person looks back over the years trying to make sense of it all. We all do it all the time, and most of the time we don’t realize that we’re doing it and we fail to understand the profound significance of what we’re doing. It’s a deeply and uniquely human thing that we’re doing. It gets to the heart of how God wired us to operate, yet its life-shaping importance doesn’t tend to get the play that it should. Every day at some time and in some way we all work to make sense out of our lives. We dig through the mound of the artifacts of the old civilization that was our past and try to understand our journey and what it means. We endlessly toss around the current events and relationships of our little worlds, trying to decide how we should respond to the situations and relationships around us. We peer into the future, hoping we can somehow divine what is to come and prepare ourselves for it. We just never leave our lives alone, and we never stop thinking, even when we are asleep.

      It’s important that we all become more conscious of the vibrant mental activity that so influences the choices we make, the words we say, and the things we do. You may be a plumber, a homemaker, a musician, a dad, a teacher, a student, an accountant, a gardener, or an athlete, but you are also a thinker. If you are human, you think (although some of us show it more than others). You may think improperly or inconsistently, but you think. None of us have ever had a thoughtless day. All of us have constructed a superstructure of life assumptions that functions as the instrument we use to make sense out of life. So, all of us are theologians, all of us are philosophers, all of us are counselors, and all of us are archeologists who dig through the past to understand what was. And here’s what is vital to understand: your thoughts always precede and determine your activity. Stop and reread the previous sentence because it is very, very important. You don’t do what you do because of what you are experiencing at the moment. No, you do what you do because of the way you have thought about and interpreted what you are experiencing.

      We know that you can put three people in the very same situation, experiencing the very same thing, and all three will have remarkably different reactions. Why? Because they interpret that situation differently. A variance in interpretation will always lead to a difference in response.

      Now what does this have to do with the purpose of the doctrines that are revealed in the word of God? Well, everything! The God who hardwired you to be a thinker is also the God who inspired the writers of the Old and New Testaments to pen his truths so that we would have them at our disposal. The Bible is the result of a loving Creator unpacking what is true for his creatures so that they will know how properly to make sense out of life. Without his loving revelation, we wouldn’t know how to know, we wouldn’t know for sure what we know, and we would have no way to know if what we think we know is true or not. In the Bible, God, the meaning-giver, explains foundational truths to the meaning-makers he created. Every person who has ever lived has desperately needed the unfolded mysteries found in Scripture. The Bible is not so much a religious book, left to be relegated to the hallowed and separate corridors of institutional religion. No, the Bible is a life book given for life purposes, so that the creatures to whom it is given would look for life in the only place where life can be found. The doctrines of the Bible are not so much ideology as they are living and divine tools of salvation, transformation, identity, and guidance.

      Before we look at how the doctrine of the Bible is an instrument of these four things, we want to think through what the Bible is and how it works. If you have spent any time reading or studying God’s word, you know that the Bible isn’t arranged by topic. If we’re honest, that frustrates some of us. We wish the Bible were arranged by topic and had subject tabs on the edge of the page so we could quickly go to our topic of interest. But the Bible is arranged the way it is by divine intention. Your Bible has been carefully designed by your Lord to operate in a particular way that is for your good and his glory.

      The Bible is essentially a grand redemptive story, a narrative. Or we could say that the Bible is a theologically annotated story. It is the sweeping story of God’s plan and purpose of redemption accompanied by God’s essential explanatory and applicatory notes. This means you cannot treat your Bible like an encyclopedia; it doesn’t work that way. For example, if you only go to verses with the word parent in them to understand parenting, you will omit the majority of the things the Bible has to say about this significant human calling. To the degree that every passage tells me things I need to know about God, things I need to know about myself, things I need to know about life in the fallen world, things I need to know about the disaster of sin, and things I need to know about the operation of grace, to that degree every passage tells me something I need to know about every area of my life. I will say much more about this in the chapter to follow.

      So, what role does doctrine play? First, the doctrines of Scripture provide a helpful shorthand for the grand redemptive story. Every doctrine captures something about God, his work, and our need, allowing us to summarize vast amounts of content and historical activity in one word. For example, the doctrine of justification captures a set of things that God did to secure our right standing with him. Because of this doctrine we have a summary term to use when speaking of God’s grace that is shorthand for all the things God did to secure our position as his children. We can use the term justification without having to retell the story, with all of its detail, again. Every doctrine in Scripture provides a summary or shorthand for things God knows are vital for us to know and understand.

      Second, every doctrine is an explanation. We would not fully understand, for example, the implications of the fall of Adam and Eve, the calling of Abraham, the righteous life of Jesus, the cross, the empty tomb, the ascension, or the establishment of the church if it were not for the explanatory doctrines of God’s word. Through them, God helps us to understand how we have acted in our sin and how he has acted toward us and for us in his grace. We are saved not so much by the doctrine, but by the historical things God has willingly and graciously done on our behalf. The doctrines explain those things to us so that we can admit our need and reach out for God’s help.

      Now carefully consider this: God never intended the doctrines of the Bible to be ends in themselves, but rather means to an end. The doctrines God has revealed have a greater purpose than to give you a big theological brain. They are meant to provide more than an outline and a theological confession. Perhaps the best word picture for what the doctrines of the Bible were intended to do is found in Isaiah 55:10–13. Isaiah describes the truths in the Bible being like rain or snow that falls and waters the earth. What is the result?

      Instead of the thorn shall come up the cypress;

      instead of the brier shall come up the myrtle;

      and it shall make a name for the Lord,

      an everlasting sign that shall not be cut off. (Isa. 55:13)

      We must admit that this is one of the strangest word pictures in all of the Bible. If you had a thornbush in your backyard, you wouldn’t say, “You know, if it keeps raining, that thornbush will turn into a cypress tree.” If you did say that, the person next to you would think you were a bit insane. You would never think that a well-watered brier would somehow morph into a myrtle. What is the prophet trying to communicate by stretching our botanical understanding? What does this metaphor tell us about what God intends the truths (doctrines) of his word to produce?

      Isaiah’s strange word picture paints a picture of radical, organic transformation. The plant that is being watered becomes an entirely different plant. So it is with the doctrines of the word of God. Their primary purpose is not information but transformation. The informative function of the truths of Scripture is not the goal of those truths but a necessary means to the goal of those truths, which is radical personal transformation. God’s plan is that when the rain of biblical doctrine falls on us, it would change us—not that we would become better renditions of ourselves but that we would become spiritually different than we were before. As the rain of truth falls, angry people become peacemakers, greedy people become givers, demanding people become servants, lustful people become pure, faithless people become believers, proud people become humble, rebels become obedient people, and idolaters become worshipers of God.

      The doctrines of the word of God were not intended just to lay claim on your brain, but also to capture your heart and transform the way you live. Those doctrines are meant to turn you inside out and your world upside down. Biblical doctrine is much more than an outline you give confessional assent to. Doctrine is something you live in even the smallest and most mundane moments of your life. Biblical doctrine is meant to transform your identity, alter your relationships, and reshape your finances. It’s meant to change the way you think and talk, how you approach your job, how you conduct yourself in time of leisure, how you act in your marriage, and the things you do as a parent. It’s meant to change the way you think about your past, interpret the present, and view the future.

      The doctrines of the word of God are a beautiful gift to us from a God of amazing grace. They are not burdensome, life-constricting beliefs. No, they impart new life and new freedom. They quiet your soul and give courage to your heart. They make you wiser than you had the natural potential to be, and they replace your complaining heart with one that worships with joy. God unfolds these mysteries to you because he loves you. He is the giver of life, and every doctrine in his word plants seeds of life in your heart. And as those seeds take root and grow, you too grow and change.

      God isn’t just after your mind; he’s after your heart. And he’s not just after your heart; he’s after everything that makes up you. His truths (doctrines) are the ecosystem in which the garden of personal transformation grows.

      No passage captures this better than 2 Timothy 3:16–17: “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.” This passage is so important for understanding how the truths (doctrines) of Scripture are meant to function in our lives. It gives us not only four ways that Scripture (and each of its doctrines) is meant to function in our lives but, more importantly, it provides a process by which Scripture is meant to function. Here are the four steps in the process.

      1. Teaching: the standard. The truths of the Bible are God’s ultimate standard. They establish for us who God is, who we are, what our lives were designed to be, what is true and what is not, why we do the things we do, how change takes place, what in the world has gone wrong, and how in the world it will ever get corrected. The doctrines of the word of God provide the standard, lovingly revealed to us by our Creator, by which we can know, with surety, what we would never know without them.

      Everyone looks to some kind of standard because we all want to know, and we all want to know that what we know is true. So everyone carries a “bible” around with them, either one of his or her own making or the perfect standard handed down by the one who is truth.

      2. Reproof: comparison to the standard. Reproof is the process by which you are compared to a standard and in some way found lacking. This word clues us in to what we are meant to do with the truths revealed in God’s word. Every truth is meant to function as a mirror into which we look to see what is revealed about us in light of that truth. If you look into the mirror of God’s perfection, you are immediately confronted with the reality that you are far from perfection. If you look into the mirror of the doctrine of sin, you see that you, too, are a sinner. No truth is meant to live in abstract, impersonal separation from us. Every truth is a measuring stick to which we compare our thoughts, desires, words, choices, motivations, relationships, worship, and hopes. Knowledge of doctrine should produce not only knowledge of God, but a penetratingly humbling knowledge of self.

      Theological study should produce not only praise and worship of God, but also heartfelt grief, confession, and repentance. Truth that does not reprove (confront) is truth not properly handled. It is possible and tempting to handle biblical doctrine unbiblically by omitting or resisting its reproving function.

      3. Correction: closing the gap between where I am and where God wants me to be. The doctrines of Scripture are meant to correct us. Correction is a process where what has been revealed to be wrong or lacking is brought closer to the standard. In the face of every truth in Scripture our question should be, “What does this truth reveal about me that needs to be corrected, and how will that correction take place in a way that is consistent with who God is, how he has revealed change takes place, and in light of what he has provided for me in the person and work of the Lord Jesus?”

      Progressive sanctification, which is God’s redeeming work in us between our conversion and our homegoing, is a continual process of comparison-correction, comparison-correction, driven by the truths of his word and empowered by the work of his Spirit.

      4. Training: faithfully putting God’s standard into practice. In the face of every teaching of Scripture we should ask, “What new thing is God calling me to put into regular practice in my thoughts, desires, words, and actions?” You train to do better what you haven’t done well or haven’t done at all. Embedded in every doctrine of the word of God is a call to brand-new ways of living. So, believing in the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit and the inexhaustible resources of his grace, we submit to his call to live in a new way.

      Second Timothy 3:16–17 calls us to handle the truths of Scripture in a way that results in a constant pattern of personal self-examination that leads to honest and humble confession, which produces a commitment to repentance, resulting in a life of increasing spiritual maturity and joyful obedience. Not just your thinking is being changed, but every area of your life is being brought into greater and greater conformity to the will of the one who created you and recreated you in Christ Jesus.

      Now, let’s be honest. This is not always the way that we relate to and respond to the truths of God’s word. In all of us, somewhere, gaps still exist between what we say we believe and how we actually live. Many of us are willing to live with functional inconsistency between the truths that we declare we believe and how we choose to live. So it must be said that the truths you actually believe are the truths that you live, because faith is never just intellectual assent. More importantly, biblical faith is a commitment of the heart that radically alters the way you live. Truth not lived is truth not believed.

      This dichotomy I am describing is a dangerous, God-dishonoring, spiritually debilitating, idolatry-producing, moral-resolve-weakening, relationship-damaging, and body-of-Christ-weakening spiritual dynamic that gives the devil a huge opportunity in our hearts and lives. Some of us don’t see the gaps in our lives. Some of us confess and repent when we see the gaps. And some of us have learned to live with the gaps for so long that they don’t bother us anymore.

      This gap jumps off the pages of Scripture in two specific accounts. The stories of these two characters are well known to us. They have been retained for us, by the God of grace, because they are about people who are just like us and God does not want us to fall into the same traps they did.

      The first character is Jonah. God called Jonah to preach warnings of judgment to the evil city of Nineveh. The very thought of taking God’s message to these despicable people was repulsive to Jonah, so rather than heeding God’s call, he booked himself on a boat heading in the opposite direction as far as he could go. But God wasn’t done with Jonah.

      God sent a terrifying storm. The crew of the boat, trying to figure out why this storm had been inflicted upon them, cast lots, and the lot fell on Jonah. So they asked Jonah who he was and where he was from. Jonah’s answer should get your attention: “I am a Hebrew, and I fear the Lord, the God of heaven” (Jonah 1:9). Take time to examine and think through Jonah’s answer. “I am a Hebrew.” Well, that’s true. “I fear the Lord, the God of heaven.” What? There appears to be no fear of God whatsoever in this man. He had no problem with looking God in the face and saying, “I will not do what you have asked me to do.” He had no problem with taking his life into his own hands and doing the opposite of what God had called him to do.

      A huge gap exists between the cultural confession of this Hebrew man and the reality of how he responded to God and chose to live his life. The “fear” he is talking about is a cultural abstraction that bears little resemblance to the way he chooses to live his life. It may be a distant, impersonal item of intellectual assent, but it falls short of the transforming power of true belief the Bible describes. True belief always results in a willing submission to God and a joyful obedience to his calling. God wants more from Jonah than a cultural identity. God will settle for nothing less than the allegiance of Jonah’s heart and the submission of himself to the holy will of God.

      The second incident is equally as striking. Here is the apostle Paul’s account of what happened.

      But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned. For before certain men came from James, he was eating with the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party. And the rest of the Jews acted hypocritically along with him, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. But when I saw that their conduct was not in step with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you force the Gentiles to live like Jews?” (Gal. 2:11–14)

      It is one of the most dramatic moments in the New Testament church. Paul confronts Peter face-to-face. How high must the stakes have been for this encounter to have taken place? The answer is, very high. At stake was the very character and purity of the gospel and faithful allegiance to God’s revelation. We know from Acts 10 that God had made it clear to Peter that Gentiles were included in his plan of redemption, and they were not to be excluded in any way or to be treated as second-class citizens. But Peter, who had been in open fellowship with the Gentiles, withdrew from the Gentiles when a Jewish circumcision group showed up. In so doing, he acted in direct contradiction to the gospel doctrines he had been taught and had professed to believe. This striking moment makes it clear how dangerous the dichotomy between doctrine and life can be.

      It is important to note that what happened here was not the result of Peter changing his doctrinal position. The problem was not first theological; it was moral. Fear of man was a more powerful motivator in Peter’s heart than what God had taught him was right and true. This is why we must always shine the light of the doctrines of Scripture on the thoughts, desires, motivations, and craving of our hearts.

      Do we think as the doctrines of God’s word have taught us to think?

      Do we value what these doctrines have taught us to value?

      Do we love what these doctrines have taught us to love?

      Do we accept whom these doctrines have declared us to be?

      Do we desire what these doctrines have taught us to desire?

      Do we make choices that these doctrines would direct us to make?

      Do we act, react, and respond in light of what these doctrines have taught us?

      Where in our hearts is there a war of allegiance between what these doctrines call us to and what we want for ourselves?

      Are there places where we have become comfortable with a dichotomy between what we say we believe and the way we live?

      It is these questions that are the motivation for this book. My prayer is that this book would be one of God’s tools to help you, by his illuminating and enabling grace, to close the gap between your confessional theology and your functional theology, and by closing the gap, give the enemy less opportunity to do his evil work.

      My intention is not to give you an exhaustive systematic theology with applicatory insights, but rather to look at twelve cardinal gospel doctrines and ask, “What does it look like to live as an individual, citizen, parent, spouse, or child in light of these doctrines?” May God meet you with his rescuing and renewing grace as you take this walk with me through the beautiful garden of the doctrines of his word.

    

    
      
        1  Much of this section first appeared in my article “The Importance of Doctrine,” Paul Tripp website, July 2, 2018, www.paultripp.com/.
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      The Doctrine of Scripture

      Although our conscience and God’s creation beautifully display his goodness, wisdom, and power, and therefore leave us without excuse, their message is not enough to give us the knowledge of God and his will, which is necessary for salvation. So God, in his wisdom and grace, at various times and in a variety of ways, revealed himself, declared his will, preserved and proclaimed his truth, and protected the church against corruption and the deceits of Satan and the world by committing his truth to writing. This makes Scripture (the Bible, Old and New Testaments) necessary and essential.

      The authority of Scripture, that it is to be believed and obeyed, does not depend on the testimony of any person, but completely on God, the author. It is to be joyfully received because it is the word of God.

      The testimony of the church along with Scripture’s doctrine, its majestic style, the agreement of all its parts, the fact that every part gives glory to God and reveals the only way of our salvation, and its overall perfection together argue that it is the very word of God. All things necessary for God’s own glory and for our salvation, faith, and life, have either clearly been set down by God in Scripture or can properly be deduced from Scripture, so nothing needs to be or ever should be added by new revelations or any new human insights or traditions.

      One final thing must be said. All Scripture, every book in the Old and New Testaments, penned by some forty authors and encompassing Biblical Literature, Narrative, History, Poetry, Wisdom, Prophecy, Gospels, Epistles, and Apocalypse, was written under and directed by the inspiration of God. See Ps. 19:1–3; Prov. 22:19–21; Isa. 8:20; Luke 16:29, 31; 24:27, 44; John 16:13–14; Acts 15:15; Rom. 1:19–21; 2:14–15; 3:2; 15:4; 1 Cor. 2:10–12; Eph. 2:20; 2 Thess. 2:13; 2 Tim. 3:15–17; Heb. 1:1; 2 Pet. 1:19–20; 1 John 2:20, 27; 1 John 5:9.1

      Understanding the Doctrine of Scripture

      For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. (Rom. 1:18–20)

      God created the world not only to bring us pleasure through its beauty and sustain us through its resources but also to serve a significant moral purpose. Everything God made is designed to confront us with God’s existence and nature and, in so doing, confront our delusions of autonomy and self-sufficiency. Every morning when we get up, we bump into God and come face-to-face with his existence. He is revealed in the wind and the rain, in the bird and the flower, in the rock and the tree, in the sun and the moon, in the grass and the clouds, in sights, smells, touches, and tastes. Everything that exists is a finger that points to God’s existence and glory. The cycle of the seasons points to his wisdom and faithfulness. The fact that we all see creation’s beauty and are warmed by its sun and drenched by its rain points us to his love and mercy. The thunderous storms, with crashes of lightning and violent winds, point to the immensity of his power. The created world is a surround-sound, Technicolor display of the existence and attributes of the one who created it all. The message of the created natural, physical world is so all-encompassing and clear to everyone that you have to fight to suppress, deny, and resist its message.

      How good God is to build into creation reminders of himself, so that we, image bearers created for relationship with him, would be reminded of him again and again simply by looking at the world he created, which surrounds us everywhere we look.

      But God in his infinite wisdom knew that the general revelation of creation, which confronts us with his existence and glory, could not impart to us the kind of knowledge of him, the necessary knowledge of ourselves, an understanding of the meaning and purpose of life, and an awareness of the disaster of sin and of the fallenness of the surrounding world that could rescue us from us, propel us to him for his saving grace, and provide us a plan for how we should then live as children of that same grace. And so he gave us the wonderful and amazing gift of his word.

      It is important to never stop giving thanks that God guided and directed the writing of every portion of his word and carefully ruled the process by which the various books of the Bible were protected, collected together, and preserved, so that we could hold the very words of God himself in our hands and be assured that what we are reading is, in fact, all that God knew would be essential for us to know and understand.

      As we think about the doctrine of Scripture, it is impossible to overstate the importance of what we are now considering. The existence, inspiration, authority, and trustworthiness of Scripture is the doctrinal foundation upon which every other doctrine stands. If there is no such thing as a God-breathed Scripture, if it does not reveal to me the truths that are essential for a knowledge of God, knowledge of self, and the way of salvation, then I have no right or authority to say what is true to myself or anyone else. If there is no inspired, authoritative, and trustworthy word of God, then I am left to myself to decide, by my own experience, personal insight, or collective research with others, what is true.

      This would mean, then, that there is no unified, God-given standard to which we all can appeal. Every person must discover what he or she thinks is true, and then we all must do what we think is right in our own eyes. There can be no way of being sure that what you think and believe is right, so you have no right to argue for what you believe to another; no authoritative system of truth exists that can provide a unified standard of belief and moral behavior. We are left in a world (with its fingers pointing to God) without any way of knowing for certain what the word, passed down from the Creator himself, would provide for us. No one has any basis for delineating doctrines, declaring that they are true, and teaching that they should provide the framework to guide our thinking, desires, decisions, words, and actions.

      As we consider Scripture as a gift of God’s grace, we must think about one other thing. One of the devastating results of sin is that it reduces all of us to fools. A fool looks at truth and sees falsehood. A fool looks at bad and sees good. A fool ignores God and inserts himself into God’s position. A fool rebels against God’s wise and loving law and writes his own moral code. A fool thinks he can live independently of help. A fool will not think as he was designed to think, desire what he was created to desire, or do what he has been called to do. But here is what is deadly about all of this: a fool doesn’t know he is a fool. If a fool isn’t given eyes to see his foolishness, then he will continue to think he is wise. So God, in the beauty of his grace, did not turn his back on our foolishness and walk away. God looked on foolish humanity with a heart of compassion and not only sent his Son to recue fools from themselves, but also gave us the wonderful gift of his word so that fools would not only recognize their foolishness, but would also have a tool by which they could progressively become wise.

      I have thought many times that I would not know how to live without the wisdom of God’s word. I would not know how to be a responsible man without the wisdom of God’s word. I would not know how to be a husband, a father, a neighbor, a friend, a member of the body of Christ, a citizen, or a worker without the Bible. Without Scripture, I would not know right from wrong. Without the truths of the word, I would not to know how to understand and respond to suffering. Without Scripture, I would be confused about who I am and what the purpose of my life is. Without my Bible, I would not know about sin or understand true righteousness. Without God’s word, I would not know how to handle sex, money, success, power, or acclaim. Without Scripture, I would have no understanding of origins and no concept of eternity. Without the word, I would ask people and material things to do for me what they have no power to do. Without God’s word, I would have no idea of my need for rescue, reconciliation, and restoration. Without my Bible, I would have no understanding of what it means to love or what it is that I should hate. Apart from God’s word, I would have no wise and holy law to follow and no amazing grace to give me hope.

      The way I understand everything in my life has been shaped by the body of wisdom that is found only between the first chapter of Genesis and the last chapter of Revelation.

      True confession: I have written more than twenty books on a variety of topics, but none would have been written apart from the gift of God’s word to me. If it were not for Scripture, I would have no wisdom of any worth to share. And if I were so bold as to attempt to write something, I would have no confidence in the truthfulness and helpfulness of what I wrote, if it were not for God’s word. My Bible is my lifelong friend and companion. My Bible is my wisest and most faithful teacher. My Bible is my mentor and my guide. My Bible confronts me when I am wrong and comforts me when I am struggling. The word of God turned me into a willing student, and I will never quit studying until I am in my final home. Because I am a fool who has been rescued by Wisdom and given by him the gift of the wisdom of his word, my Bible is my most treasured physical possession. I know that as long as sin still lives in me, there will be pottery shards of that old foolishness still lying around that will need to be dug up and replaced with divine wisdom, so I approach my Bible every day as a needy and thankful man. I cannot boast in any wisdom that I have because it is all from my Lord, written into the pages of his word.

      The apostle Paul speaks to the foolishness of sin and the rescuing wisdom of God’s word:

      For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written,

      “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise,

      and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.”

      Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. 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. For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men.

      For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God. And because of him you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, righteousness and sanctification and redemption, so that, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.” (1 Cor. 1:18–31)

      As he writes this powerful contrast between human wisdom and the wisdom of God, Paul is talking about Scripture, with its core message being the gospel of Jesus Christ. Paul’s words echo David’s in Psalm 119, where we see the wisdom of God’s law. There is hope for fools because there is wisdom to be found—not first in the university classroom, on the pages of a research paper, on a popular podcast, or on the New York Times bestseller list, but in the pages of God’s word. You can be highly trained and still be a fool. You can be a well-educated and gifted communicator and still be a fool. You can be successful and prominent and be a fool. You can have social media dominance and still be a fool. You can be a person that people look to for guidance and still be a fool. But no one is hopelessly trapped in their foolishness, because God, who is the source of all true wisdom, is a God of tender, forgiving, and rescuing grace. To all who confess their foolishness and run to him for wisdom, he offers mercy and grace in their time of need.

      I want to note one more thing. Although the Old Testament was originally written in Hebrew and the New Testament in Greek, God, in the wisdom of his sovereignty and the tenderness of his grace, has ordained and guided the translation of his word into the common languages of peoples around the world, so that the truths revealed only in his word would be available to all who would desire to know them and live in light of them. And he has called generations of gifted, trained, and godly scholars to participate in the ongoing translation of his book, so that no one anywhere would be left without the gift of God’s word.

      Not only do we have the gift of God’s word, but we also have the gift of the Holy Spirit, who guides us, teaches us, and illumines the word for us so that we can know, understand, confess, and repent. I not only need the content of God’s word, but I also need the help of the Holy Spirit to enable me to understand it, to assist me to apply it, to empower me to live it, and to equip me to take its message to others. God rescues me from my foolishness not just by handing me a book, but also by giving me himself to open the wisdom of that book to me. I don’t do this as an author. I write a book and move on. It is then up to the reader to make sense of what I have written. I don’t travel to reader after reader, sitting with them as long as it takes, shining light on the things I have written, making sure they understand, and helping them to apply the content of the book to their everyday lives. But that is exactly what God does. He goes everywhere his word goes. He patiently sits with readers every time they open his book. He teaches them out of his word. God is not only the author of his word, but he is also its primary teacher. When you get the word of God, you also get the God of the word, and that is a beautiful thing.

    

    
      
        1  Author’s paraphrase of the doctrine of Scripture as found in parts of the Westminster Confession of Faith, chap. 1.
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      Scripture in Everyday Life

      What does it look like to live in light of the inspiration, authority, and sufficiency of the word of God? Well, if you really believe that the Bible is the word of God, preserved by God for you, wouldn’t it be the most valuable, esteemed, treasured, and well-used possession in your life? Would you not love the moments when you could sit with it, read it carefully, study its content, and meditate on its implications? Wouldn’t you commit yourself to be an avid reader and a lifelong student of the word of God? Wouldn’t you work to be sure that you have understood and interpreted it correctly? Wouldn’t you treasure the teachers and preachers whom God has raised up to walk you through his word? Wouldn’t you want to make sure that everything you desire, think, say, and do was done in a joyful submission and careful obedience to the word of God? Wouldn’t you want to apply it to every area of your life? Wouldn’t you run to its comfort and heed its call? Wouldn’t it have more influence over your decisions than your friends, Google, or the voices on Twitter? Wouldn’t biblical literacy and theological knowledge be your life-long quest? Wouldn’t you be looking for every opportunity to share its glorious message with others? And wouldn’t you grieve those moments when you have to confess that you ignored or resisted its message? Wouldn’t it be the thing that shapes the way you approach every area of your life? Wouldn’t that quiet time, when you separate yourself from other people and other responsibilities and it is just you, your Lord, and his word, be your favorite part of your day? Wouldn’t you give God heartfelt praise for the amazing gift of his word every day?

      If the Bible that we have in our houses and can hold in our hands is the word of God, shouldn’t what I have described above be true of all of us? But sadly, it isn’t. Many of us do not spend daily time in our Bibles. Many of us have a low level of biblical literacy and lack clear theological understanding. And many of us have voices of influence in our lives that are functionally more authoritative than Scripture. Many of us are not students of God’s word. Many of us are only fed from it for one hour each week as we gather together for worship. No wonder it doesn’t influence:

      our sense of identity;

      the way we make decisions;

      the shape of our friendships;

      the way we approach our education;

      the way we pursue our jobs and careers;

      the way we approach romance and marriage;

      the way we parent our children;

      how we deal with conflict;

      how we handle success and failure;

      the things we do with our money;

      where we look for fulfillment;

      how we deal with difficulty;

      the way we deal with media and entertainment;

      our relationship to the body of Christ.

      It’s no wonder that the church of Jesus Christ is a dysfunctional army in many ways and in too many places, spending more time dealing with its weak, sick, and wounded than it does taking the next hill for the sake of God’s kingdom and the work of his glorious gospel of grace. If I could listen in on and watch a month of your life, what would I conclude about the place of God’s word in your life? Other than our salvation and his presence now living inside us as his children, our Bible is God’s most precious and valuable gift to us. The question is, In our everyday lives, do we act like it is?

      Let us consider what God provides for us in and through his word, so that we may live as he has designed for us to live in the place where he has put us.

      God’s Word Saves

      The apostle Paul tells Timothy, “From childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings [God’s word], which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 3:15). Without the Bible there would be no narrative of redemption, no clear gospel message, no knowledge of the attributes and plan of God, and no knowledge of sin and God’s offer of forgiveness. No other tool is more central to God’s work of redemptive rescue than the word of God, empowered by the Spirit of God. Without the Bible we would be hopelessly lost, without God and without hope in this terribly fallen world.

      But there is so much more. God’s work of salvation is not done. He is still at work in your heart, exposing remaining sin, convicting you of what is wrong, and enabling you by grace to live in brand-new ways. The word of God is essential not only for justifying grace but for sanctifying grace as well (John 17:16–17). If you are serious about growing in grace as a single person, as a student, as a professional, as a mom or dad, as a husband or wife, in your job, as a friend or a neighbor or a member of the body of Christ, then you should be committed to regular study of God’s word. If you are concerned about a life of thought and desire that is pleasing to your Lord, then you should live in God’s word.

      If you are feeling defeated by secret sins, you should run to God in confession, but you should also run to his word. If you struggle with anger as a parent or too much conflict in your marriage, you should run to God for help, but as you do, run also to his primary tool of help, his word. If fear oppresses and discouragement overwhelms, you may need to seek help from others, but you also need the counsel and encouragement of God’s word. If you seem to lack meaning and purpose, it is the word of God that will again and again give you reason to get up in the morning and a purpose worth living for.

      God used his word to save you, he is now using his word to continue to rescue you and grow you, and he will continue to save you through his word until that work is complete and you are on the other side.

      God’s Word Points

      Second Corinthians 5:15 contains a tiny phrase that is not only explosive in its implications, but also points us to one of the most important functions of the word of God in each of our lives: “And he died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves.” Paul is saying that the DNA of sin is selfishness. Sin puts us in the center of our world and makes life all about us. Sin is about self-focus and self-glory. It is motivated by what we want, when we want it, and how we want it. Sin turns every human being into a glory thief, taking for ourselves what belongs to God alone. Sin is self-congratulatory and self-aggrandizing. Sin causes us to think that we are righteous, wise, and strong, when we are not. Sin makes us rebels, wanting to submit to no one’s law but our own. Sin causes us to write our stories with us at center stage, commanding the attention and credit we think we deserve.

      But one of the most important things God’s word does is to confront us with another story. In this story we are not at center stage. In this story we were given life and breath to serve the purposes of another, and for the sake of the glory of another. The biblical story starts with God at the center. It chronicles the great glory war, with the great captain, Christ, gaining victory through his death. The war begins in Genesis 3 and will continue until the war is finally won and everything that exists serves God’s glory in the new heavens and new earth.

      This story reminds us again and again that self-glory is the ultimate human dysfunction and is always self-destructive. It teaches us that self-worship is bondage and true freedom is found only when you surrender your heart to the worship of God. The Bible reminds us that coming to Christ in repentance and faith is not just about forsaking your sin and receiving his forgiveness by faith, but it is also about forsaking your glory for his.

      But here’s what each of us needs to understand. As long as sin still lives inside of us, there will be a glory war in our hearts. So every day we need to see again that the life we have been welcomed to has God at the center, not us. Every day we need a message that points us to God. Every day we need to be reminded that life is not about our comfort or the success of our plans. It’s not about how many people look up to us and want us in their lives. It’s not about the size of our houses or the quality of our cuisine. It’s not about whether we’re fit and free of disease. Life is about God, his glory, and the success of his purposes in and through us. The Bible points us to this from cover to cover.

      Self-glory will make you an easily irritated, critical, and judgmental parent. Self-glory will turn a marriage into a war of who gets what they want first. Self-glory will make you an exhausting, entitled friend. Self-glory will keep you from being satisfied and make it more natural for you to complain than to be thankful. Self-glory will make you more known for your demands than for your service. Self-glory will cause you again and again to take credit for what you could have never earned or produced on your own. Self-glory will make you threatened by and envious of the success of others. Self-glory will turn you into a church consumer instead of a committed participant in its work. Self-glory deceives us, distracts us, and entraps us, and it can ultimately destroy us. Self-glory leaves behind a mountain of broken people and things. It never produces good fruit.

      Self-glory itself is an argument for how much we need the word of God in our hearts and in our thoughts every single day of our lives. We need the word to point us once more to a glory greater than our own, the only glory that will ever satisfy our hearts. We need our personal stories progressively embedded in the story of the one who made us and designed us to live for his glory. We need to be reminded that the gospel of the grace of Jesus has his lordship at the center. We need to hear again and again that living as his disciples means being willing to forsake everything to follow him. We need to be humbled again and again, to be called back again and again from our self-focus. And we need excitement ignited in us again as we acknowledge that there is nothing more freeing, satisfying, and healing than living for the glory of God. This means we need his word pointing us again and again to the centrality of his existence and his glory.

      God’s Word Teaches

      I remember my days as a seminary student with fondness and thankfulness. By God’s grace I was able to focus three years of my life on one solitary thing, the study of God’s word. This was a singular blessing. I don’t know when I have been more thankful and motivated by anything in all of my life. I soaked it all in, and to the suffering of my wife, at the end of each day I repeated, in great detail and length, each lecture I had heard. I read long portions to her from dense biblical theology books. I was obsessed, thrilled at what I was learning. It got me up early in the morning and kept me up late at night. It was just about all I thought about and talked about. My mind was blown away by the word of God in a way that it had never been before.

      One day after classes, I ran up the steps to our third-floor apartment and said to Luella, “It’s not just that I’m learning the content of the Bible and learning theology, but for the first time, I’m learning to think—really, truly think!” Not only was the Bible opening up to me; the whole world was opening up to me, with levels of meaning and understanding I had never known before. As I sat day after day studying the word, I was, in fact, sitting at the feet of the Creator of the world and everything in it. Yes, the word was the tool, but it was held in the hands of the ultimate teacher, my Lord. I was being taught as I had never been taught before, not just by wise and seasoned professors, but also by my Master through the majestic wisdom of his word.

      God’s word teaches in ways unlike anything else. It teaches you things that you will learn nowhere else. It doesn’t just impart knowledge to you, but it also forms wisdom in you. It reveals to you the deepest, most profound spiritual mysteries that could ever be considered. Like a good teacher, God’s word undoes you and then rebuilds you again. It deconstructs the thoughts and motives of your heart and then reconstructs them.

      You cannot sit under the teaching of the word of God with an open and willing heart and remain the same. In teaching you, it recreates you in the likeness of the one who made you and gifted you. The Bible has been my best professor by far. Do you attend its class every day with heart and mind ready? Do you live your life as its student? The Bible is God’s constant curriculum, and it has no graduation ceremony. No matter how long you have been a Christian, you will need its instruction today as much as you needed it on your first day as an infant Christian. You will find yourself going back again and again to passages that had previously taught you, only to realize that they are so deep that they have many more fresh and new things to teach you.

      I love how David expresses the teaching power of Scripture in Psalm 119:97–100.

      Oh how I love your law!

      It is my meditation all the day.

      Your commandment makes me wiser than my enemies,

      for it is ever with me.

      I have more understanding than all my teachers,

      for your testimonies are my meditation.

      I understand more than the aged,

      for I keep your precepts.

      We all have artifacts of old and unbiblical ways of thinking hanging around in our minds. We all have gaps in our theological understanding. We all need a deeper and more practical understanding of the plans, purposes, and call of God. We all need a fuller and richer understanding of the gospel of Jesus Christ. We all need to learn more about the dark tragedy of sin. We all need to understand more deeply what it looks like to grow in grace. And we all need to learn more about how these things apply to the situations, relationships, and locations we live in every day. None of us knows everything that the Bible has to teach us. If you think you have mastered this book, it probably means you haven’t been mastered by it.

      Has biblical literacy changed the way you approach your friendships, the way you parent your children, your conduct in your marriage, the way you use your money? Has theological understanding caused you to live with greater hope, courage, love, and joy in those places where you live and relate? Where, right now, are you struggling to apply your biblical and theological understanding to your everyday life? Is your biblical knowledge producing street-level, practical, agenda-setting wisdom? Do you still find the joy in the study of God’s word that you once had? Is the Bible your most esteemed, sought-after, and influential teacher?

      God’s Word Rescues

      God has designed the Bible to function as your spiritual first responder. If you are regularly reading, studying, and meditating on its content, you will be rescued again and again. The concept of rescue is both evocative and humbling. Rescue always implies that there is some danger near; that is, something that threatens your health and safety. In a fallen world, where evil still exists and the enemy moves about as a roaring lion, we are always near clear and present danger. But there is more.

      Because sin still resides in our hearts, we are tempted to move toward danger rather than away from it. The fact is that sin doesn’t always seem sinful or dangerous to us. The reason sin is able to lure, seduce, and entrap us is because it is so good at presenting itself to be beautiful and harmless, when it is neither. When a man is lusting after a woman, he isn’t overcome with a sense of danger. No, what he sees is beauty, and what he experiences is pleasure. If you are gossiping about someone on your cell phone, you aren’t feeling fear of the danger of what you are doing but rather the scintillating thrill of carrying a story about someone to someone else. If you are committing the sin of gluttony, you are so busy enjoying the pleasures of what you are consuming that you have little spiritual awareness of the danger of what you are doing. We need the rescuing function of the word of God not only because sin is dangerous but also because it masquerades as anything but dangerous.

      The concept of rescue also connotes the need for help outside of what you are able to provide for yourself. If a person requiring the help of a first responder were able to rescue himself, he wouldn’t need the first responder. The humbling truth is that on this side of eternity, somehow, someway, we will all need the rescue of the word of God. It provides power, wisdom, direction, and insight that we would never have on our own. One of the primary ways that the Bible rescues us is by contrast. Again and again, in a variety of ways, it contrasts the destructive danger of sin with the beauty and blessing of following our Savior. By story, Wisdom Literature, command, principle, and gospel encouragement it helps us to see the dark sinfulness of sin and the shining beauty of a life lived under the lordship of Jesus Christ.

      Since we are not spiritually self-rescuing beings, we should constantly place ourselves under the rescuing mercy of the word of God.

      God’s Word Warns

      Let’s be honest here: there are some very threatening passages in the Bible. The Bible is marked throughout with God’s clear and often stern warnings. God warned Adam and Eve of the cost of eating the fruit of the forbidden tree. He warned his children as they entered into a new set of temptations in the Promised Land. The theme of the Prophets is warning, whether it’s directed to the idolatry of his people or to the injustices of wicked leaders. God sends Jonah to preach a message of warning to evil Nineveh. Christ sternly warns the self-righteous Pharisees. Jesus warns the disciples as he leaves his mission to them. And there are stark and scary warnings to believers; some of the strongest are found in a stream of passages in Hebrews (2:1–4; 3:7–4:13; 5:11–6:12; 10:19–39; 12:14–29).

      Why are there so many warnings in Scripture? They are there because God loves us. You see, a warning isn’t judgment. If all God intended to do was to judge you, he wouldn’t first warn you. Parents constantly warn their children. They first warn to not touch the hot stove, the lit candle, or the electrical outlet. Later they warn what is safe to eat and what is dangerous, and down the road they warn about the dangers of the internet and social media. Then come the warnings about the dangers of driving a car or of sexual temptation. Later parents warn about the unique dangers of being at a residential university, the temptations of money, or the challenges of a serious romantic relationship. Every one of these warnings is motivated by tenderhearted parental love.

      One of the ways we experience the fatherhood of God is in his unrelenting commitment to warn us of the various dangers of life in this fallen world. In each warning we are being loved by our Father in heaven. Each warning exhibits his patience, faithfulness, wisdom, and grace. Each warning reminds us of his care. Each warning teaches us again that he is ready and willing to forgive and restore. Each warning is a call to trust him and to follow him by faith. Each warning reminds us that our Father is infinitely smarter than us. He really does know better, and we should listen and obey.

      Parents, what are you doing with God’s warning to not provoke your children to anger? Husbands, what are you doing with God’s warnings of the dangers of unfaithfulness to your marriage commitments? In your career, what are you doing with God’s warnings about not loving the world? In every area of our lives, God blesses us with protective and preventative warnings. He does this because he loves us and he knows the susceptibility of our hearts.

      You don’t want to be like the toddler who refuses to listen to Mommy’s warnings and burns his finger on the oven door. You don’t want to be like the teenager who blows off his dad’s warnings and makes decisions that alter the rest of his life. God loves us, so he has dotted his word with warnings. With fatherly care he says, “Don’t look there, don’t say that, don’t desire this, don’t do that, don’t choose that, don’t love that, watch out for this.”

      Taking the Bible seriously in your daily life means living a life that is shaped by the protection of the warnings of your heavenly Father. He warns you, and you are blessed. As a student, a boss, a mom or dad, a married person, a worker, a neighbor, a citizen, a man or a woman, a young person or an old person, a professional person or a laborer, in ministry or in everyday life, in private or in public, where have you failed to submit your heart and life to God’s loving warnings? You and I would do well to resist thinking that in some areas of our lives, we are smarter than God and there will be no cost for ignoring his wise and loving warnings. Every sin, and the personal, relational, and situational dysfunction that follows, is a result of a failure to humbly heed God’s warnings. And remember, he not only warns you, but he also empowers you with the grace you need to live inside of his warnings.

      God’s Word Protects

      Human beings need boundaries. This was true even before sin entered the world and did its destructive work. Adam and Eve needed boundaries even though they were living as perfect people in a perfect world and in a perfect relationship with God. No human being has a wide enough base of experience and knowledge or is prophetically wise enough to be able to set his or her own boundaries. Only the Creator, who knows his creatures, the world he created them to live in, and the life that they were designed to live, can lay down the right set of protective and preventative boundaries. God’s boundaries, that is, his laws, are an expression of his love for us. They protect us from danger and draw us toward a deeper dependency and communion with him. God graces us with his law.

      Think about when God first gave his law on Mount Sinai. God, in a show of incredible divine power and authority, had just redeemed Israel out of their four-hundred-year travail in Egypt and delivered them into the wilderness to journey to the land he had promised them. But his children had a huge and potentially destructive problem. Because they had been in slavery for so many generations, they had no idea how to live. So God gave them his civil, ceremonial, and moral law. These laws were given to his children as a sign of his love and grace. The law organized their lives, shaped their worship, protected their hearts, structured their relationships with their neighbors, and provided a legal system. But most of all, it protected the Israelites from themselves. God’s law was one of the primary ways God protected and preserved his people.

      The same is true for us. God has retained and restated his law for us in the Bible. There is not a day in any of our lives when we are free from the need of the protection of God’s rules as revealed in his word. If you’re a mom, you need God’s law to restrain you and direct you as you give yourself to the arduous and long-term task of parenting your children. As a husband, you need God’s law so that you will treat your wife as God designed and remain faithful to your covenantal vows. As a worker, you need God’s law to shape the way you do your work, relate to your boss, and cooperate with your fellow workers. In your university, you need God’s law to shape your life there and the way you fulfill your responsibilities as a student. In your private life, you need God’s law to set boundaries of thought, desire, and behavior.

      As any loving parent would, God the Father, in his word, sets boundaries of protection for us. He does not do that to rob us of our freedom and joy, but so that we would be freed from the bondage and sadness that always result when sinners choose their own way. Although Jesus Christ fulfilled the law and bore the full penalty for our breaking of the law, he restated and reinstituted the moral law for us, because he knew we would need this protection until we are on the other side and free from our sinful susceptibility to go our own way.

      God’s Word Encourages

      We all need encouragement. You and I can’t live without hope. What is hope? It is both an expectation and an object. There is something that you set your heart on (expectation) and there is someone or something that you look to to deliver it (object). God knew that in this broken and groaning world, no longer functioning as God intended, we would need daily encouragement, that is, constant hope. God knew that this fallen world, populated by less-than-perfect people, would never be able to provide sturdy, reliable, faithful, and trustworthy hope. Horizontal, earthbound hope always disappoints.

      So God gave us his word, and in giving us his word, he gave us himself. What do I mean by this? One of the greatest gifts of the word of God is that the glory of the God behind the word splashes across every page. God knew that in this world we would be desperate for hope, so he pulls back the curtain of separation and shows us himself in stunning glory. Consider Isaiah 40, where human language is stretched to its furthest elasticity to capture the majesty of God.

      But he doesn’t reveal just his power and glory; he also wants us to know he is sovereign (Dan. 4:34–35). But there is more. He wants us to know he is near: “I will never leave you nor forsake you” (Heb. 13:5). He also wants us to know he is a God of forgiveness and grace: “To the Lord our God belong mercy and forgiveness” (Dan. 9:9). These are just a few examples of themes of God’s self-revelation in his word. He knows that we need hope, and he works through his word to focus our hope on him and assure us that hope in him will never, ever disappoint us.

      How does God’s word encourage us? It reminds us that vertical hope is not some dreamy, iffy wish, but rather a confident expectation of a guaranteed result. How can this be? Because the object of our hope is the Lord of heaven and earth, the Creator, the Savior, who bids us to rest our hope on him.

      God’s Word Motivates

      Though I love what I have been called to do, I don’t always wake up every day feeling motivated. Sometimes I feel unable. Sometimes the task seems too great. Sometimes I’m exhausted. Sometimes I doubt the outcome of my work. Sometimes laziness is more of a struggle than it was the previous day. Sometimes troubles distract me. Let’s be honest: faith isn’t natural for us. Doubt is natural, worry is natural, denial is natural, fear is natural, but the courage of faith is not natural for us. Here again is one of the ways the word of God is a huge blessing. God stoops to meet me in my struggle and motivates me through the great and precious promises of his word.

      We find literally thousands of promises in Scripture. God’s promises mark every kind of biblical literature and litter every period of biblical history. Wherever his people are, whatever they are facing, God greets them with his promises. He does this to motivate their faith and to cause them to act with courage. His promises encourage, strengthen, and instill hope, and because they do, they motivate us to resist giving up and to continue to do what he has called us to do.

      Because of God’s promises to us, we don’t gauge our ability or potential for success or victory based on our righteousness, wisdom, or strength, but on the magnitude and surety of what he has promised us. So even when we know we are weak and are aware of our failures, we continue, because of all of the good things that he has promised to be for us, do for us, and deliver to us.

      You don’t need me to tell you that life in this fallen world can be heartbreakingly discouraging. Everything from mechanical failures to the failures of family and friends can make life complicated and difficult. And because we’re not able to see what is coming around the corner, we don’t know when life will get tough again. We also have to deal with our own weakness and proneness to wander. But we see God’s tender heart as he rains his promises down on us so that we would be soaked with his motivating grace. Hard, dry seasons will come, but we are invited to step into the rain of the promises of God’s word to drink in new hope and strength, to rise up again with renewed motivation to do what God has called us to do in the places where he has positioned us.

      You don’t need to run to the current popular motivational speaker to boost your hope and courage. No, you just need to daily run to the word of God. God’s promises not only motivate you; they also build confidence and trust in God into your heart and guide you according to how God has called you to live.

      God’s Word Confronts

      We should give thanks every day that the word of God functions in the life of God’s people as a mirror (James 1:22–25). When we look with ready minds and open hearts into the mirror of the word of God, we see ourselves as we actually are. This word picture is really quite helpful. When you stumble to the bathroom in the morning to take your first look in the mirror, to see the damage that the night has done to your physical appearance, the one thing you can count on is that your mirror will never lie to you. It will always confront you with what you actually look like. You probably have never been tempted to doubt or debate the accuracy of what your mirror reveals to you about you.

      The same is true of the mirror that is your Bible. What it reveals to you about you is always accurate and always trustworthy. But the mirror that is your Bible doesn’t have the limits of your bathroom mirror; that mirror can show you only your physical self. But the protective and restorative power and beauty of the mirror that is your Bible exposes to you your spiritual self, that is, your heart. Consider the words of Hebrews 4:12: “For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” The Bible has a power that no other book has. God’s word has the ability to discern and expose the true thoughts and purposes of your heart.

      Why is this so important? Why is it so essential? Why should we celebrate the mirroring function of the word of God every day and its picture of God’s rescuing, protecting, and redeeming love? Because sin blinds (Heb. 3:12–13). I have no problem seeing the sin of friends and members of my family, but I am often surprised when mine is revealed. We must give up the thought that no one knows us better than we know ourselves. This thought will tend to cause you to resist anything that the mirror of the word reveals that you haven’t already seen, because in your confidence in your own self-knowledge, you will think its judgment is inaccurate. The truth is that as long as sin still lives inside of us, there will be inaccuracies in the way we see ourselves because there will still be pockets of spiritual blindness in us.

      We all desperately need something that can cut through our blindness and confront us with who we are at the deeply formative level of the thoughts and desires of our hearts. The word of God has been given to us to do this very thing.

      But our spiritual blindness is even more pervasive than I have just described. If you are physically blind, you know you are blind and you begin to develop a set of life skills to cope with this significant physical deficit. Not so with spiritual blindness. Perhaps the scariest and most spiritually debilitating aspect of our spiritual blindness is that unlike the physically blind person, the spiritually blind person is not only blind, but he is blind to his blindness. We tend to think we have accurate spiritual self-sightedness, when actually we are suffering from pockets of spiritual self-blindness and we don’t know it. When you think you see, you don’t reach for things that can help you to see. So we all need to do with Scripture what we do with the mirrors in our houses every day. We know that we don’t see our physical selves accurately, so a day doesn’t go by without us standing before a mirror, receiving its confrontation, and then making physical adjustments to our appearance. We need to place ourselves before the mirror of God’s word every day, humbly submit to its heart-revealing confrontation, and run to God for his rescuing, forgiving, empowering, and transforming grace.

      No matter what your place in life is, no matter what opportunities and responsibilities are yours every day, no matter what temptations regularly haunt you, no matter how long you have walked with your Lord, be thankful that your Bible is the world’s most powerful, penetrating, and accurate mirror. The constant confrontation of this mirror is one of God’s most loving and gracious gifts to you.

      God’s Word Convicts

      Sadly, we all have a perverse ability to justify ourselves, that is, to argue that the wrong we have done is not that wrong after all. We are all too skilled at working to make ourselves feel good about what God says is not good. We need more than the confronting power of the word of God. It is wonderful that God has designed Scripture to expose and confront us at even the deepest level of the thoughts and desires of our hearts. It is a grace to us that when we look into the pages of the word, we not only see God in all of his glory, but we see ourselves with accuracy. But as long as sin still exists inside of us, we will still deflect Scripture’s confrontation, calling to mind people who we think fit these confronting truths more than we ourselves do, and walking away unchanged.

      So we all need the convicting power of the word of God. Yes, it is the Holy Spirit who convicts, but his primary tool is Scripture. Without grief over your sin, there will be no confession or repentance. Here’s how conviction works. You cannot grieve what you have not seen, you cannot confess what you have not grieved, and you cannot repent of what you have not confessed. Our ongoing deliverance from sin and growth in Christian maturity depends on the Holy Spirit giving sight to our eyes and working grief in our hearts. First Thessalonians 1:5 captures this for us: “Because our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction. You know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake.” There is not a day in any of our lives that we don’t need the ministry of the Holy Spirit to bring God’s word to us in convicting, grief-producing, and confession-resulting power. Dads doing the hard work of parenting, you need the word’s convicting power. Boss, you need the heart-exposing power of the word of God daily. Pastor, you need the word of God to convict you as much as you need it to prepare you for ministry. Student, as you face all the responsibilities and temptations of your university life, you need this heart-changing power. In the way we all handle our money, steward our time, care for our bodies, use our minds, live in our relationships, and do our daily work, we need that convicting combination of the word and the Spirit. The Holy Spirit will continue to convict us of sin until sin is no more, and the tool that he uses is your Bible.

      God’s Word Guides

      When was the last time you needed to use your cell phone as a flashlight, perhaps to look for something in the garage, read a menu at a darkly lit restaurant, or find something in the backyard at night?1 Why did you need it? Your answer probably includes some expression of dark or darkness. As a sinner living with other sinners in a fallen world, you encounter darkness every day. While you may experience Instagram-worthy, sunny-day picnic lunches, the reality is that life is more of a midnight walk through the woods. On any given day, you probably encounter more darkness than you do truth—both internally and externally. So to move forward without danger and get to where you are meant to go, you need something to light your way.

      No passage gets at this need and God’s provision better than Psalm 119:105: “Your word is a lamp to my feet / and a light to my path.” You need light for your marriage and your parenting. You need light for your job and your relationships with your neighbors. You need light for your struggles with desires and temptations. You need light to help you deal with the unexpected. You need light to cope with new difficulties that emerge. You need light for when you have been sinned against. You need light to deal with weaknesses of the body and hardships of the heart. You need light for those moments when you’re alone and overwhelmed. You need light for all the unknowns that will show up on your doorstep tomorrow, the day after tomorrow, and for the rest of your life.

      It’s hard to find a better description of Psalm 119:105 than what the great nineteenth-century preacher Charles Spurgeon wrote:

      “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet.” We are walkers through the city of this world, and we are often called to go out into its darkness; let us never venture there without the light-giving word, lest we slip with our feet. Each man should use the word of God personally, practically, and habitually, that he may see his way and see what lies in it. When darkness settles down upon all around me, the word of the Lord, like a flaming torch, reveals my way. Having no fixed lamps in eastern towns, in old time each passenger carried a lantern with him that he might not fall into the open sewer, or stumble over the heaps of ordure which defiled the road. This is a true picture of our path through this dark world: we should not know the way, or how to walk in it, if the Scripture, like a blazing flambeau, did not reveal it. One of the most practical benefits of Holy Writ is guidance in the acts of daily life: it is not sent to astound us with its brilliance, but to guide us by its instruction. It is true the head needs illumination, but even more the feet need direction, else head and feet may both fall into a ditch. Happy is the man who personally appropriates God’s word, and practically uses it as his comfort and counsellor,—a lamp to his own feet.2

      You don’t need to bloody your nose and bruise your toes by bumping into trees and tripping over roots. You don’t have to grope around fearfully in the darkness. The light of the world has graced you with the light of his word! It will shine around your feet in the midst of the darkness so you don’t stumble and fall.

      • • • 

      How should we all think about and approach God’s loving and essential gift of his word? We should first approach Scripture with a deep and abiding sense of need. This means that every time we open the book, we pray that God would grant us open eyes and a tender, humble, open, and ready heart. It also means that we don’t read God’s word in a quasi-guilty, sense-of-duty, this-is-what-good-Christians-do sort of way. No, we approach our Bible reading and study with heartfelt joy. What is the DNA of joy? The answer is important: gratitude. You never hear much joy coming out of complaining people. We are grateful for God’s word because we find him there, we find his saving grace there, we find astounding wisdom there, we find guidance for our daily living there, and there we find hope to do it all again tomorrow. We must also approach God’s word with commitment. We must commit to study it, but even more to submit our hearts and minds to what we encounter there. We must determine to fight, in the power of God’s grace, any resistance we have to its message and its call. Finally, every time we encounter God’s word, we covenant with God that we will seek to apply it faithfully and specifically to our own lives. This means we carry it out of devotions and into those places where we live, decide, speak, act, and react. We do all of this with hearts that are amazed that God loves us enough to gift us with such a life-giving, life-changing book.
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