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      “My first thought on seeing these pages was that perhaps not since Richard Baxter penned his massive Christian Directory has a book like Ask Pastor John been offered to Christians. From the vast number of questions to which John Piper has responded over a decade of podcasting, these pages contain 750 of the most listened-to answers. And while Piper’s ministry is separated from Baxter’s by more than three centuries, a common thread binds them together—the deep-seated conviction that the God-breathed Scriptures make us ‘wise for salvation’ in the fullest sense because, in providing teaching, reproof, correction, and training in righteousness, they are sufficient to equip us ‘for every good work’ (2 Tim. 3:15–17). The value of these pages is as evident as it is manifold. At one level, theological, pastoral, and ethical questions are assessed, analyzed, and consistently answered by bringing them to the touchstone of Scripture. But in addition, this is done with a rigorous and determined attention to both the wording and the interior logic of God’s word with a desire to help us to think God’s thoughts after him. And this in turn serves all of us as a pattern to learn and apply in our own Bible reading, and as a model that encourages us to live according to Scripture. In addition, the step-by-step care with which John Piper seeks to handle Scripture helps us—as he would wish—to discern how what he says applies in our own lives, and, indeed, where it might not. And so as a theologian he guides our understanding, and as a pastor he encourages us to grow in discernment so that we are not simply becoming automatons but are learning to think through and apply God’s word by ourselves, for ourselves, and to ourselves. We owe a debt of grateful thanks to John Piper for the labor of love and devotion of time and pastoral care this book reflects, and to his long-time colleague Tony Reinke, who—from an archive of over two million words!—has expertly selected and edited these pages. Here is one of those rare contemporary books that can be described as ‘should be in every Christian home,’ and to which we can turn again and again for guidance from God’s word, encouragement in Christ, and challenge to walk according to the Spirit.”

      Sinclair B. Ferguson, Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary; author, The Whole Christ and Worthy

      “I don’t know what is more remarkable, that the Ask Pastor John podcast has nearly two thousand episodes and over 230 million listens or that Tony Reinke has distilled all that content in order to give us a guided tour of 220 hours of audio recordings. Have you ever wished you could sit down with John Piper (or any wise, seasoned pastor) and ask him all your practical, nitty-gritty questions about life, ministry, parenting, sex, Bible reading, divorce, abuse, dating, gambling, eating, drinking, movies, demons, depression, poetry, and selfie sticks? Then this is the book for you. Even if you don’t agree with Piper on every jot and tittle of application, you will find that he is always thoughtful, always careful, always pastoral, and always tied to the Bible. Read the book straight through, a little each day, or use these five hundred pages as an encyclopedia on situational ethics and practical theology. Either way, I can’t imagine any Christian who wouldn’t be helped (and fascinated) by the hundreds of topics covered in this amazing resource.”

      Kevin DeYoung, Senior Pastor, Christ Covenant Church, Matthews, North Carolina; Associate Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary, Charlotte

      “Throw a hard question at John Piper and he will isolate the main challenge and address it with a sage answer, drawn from the Bible, delivered in a kind tone that lacks even a hint of hubris. He willingly answers all sorts of dilemmas, from hard Bible verses to the daily struggles of the Christian life to culturally charged questions that border on the embarrassing to the bizarre. For years I have been an avid listener because each episode draws me deeper into God’s word. Pastor John has spoken so wisely on such a wide array of topics that I am always ferreting through past episodes to learn more. But that vast archive can be daunting. With many years of experience as the host, Tony Reinke has pulled together the 750 most popular episodes from their first decade together into a single guide touching on dozens of themes. This book is an index to the podcast archive, drawing together multiple episodes on single topics, making it easy for me to find the audio I need, when I need it. As a podcast listener, I couldn’t be more pleased. I’m thankful to Reinke for compiling this encyclopedia and—now for over a decade—drawing out, documenting, and helping us all more richly benefit from America’s most beloved theologian!”

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

      “This book is a remarkable achievement, cataloging John Piper’s answers to hundreds of challenges and dilemmas in the Christian life. A modern-day Table Talk, reminiscent of Martin Luther, this book is like sitting across a table from a Bible-saturated pastor addressing issues that are timely and issues that are timeless. You likely won’t agree with every answer. I didn’t. But what I appreciate about this book is how, even when I disagreed, Pastor John pointed me back to the Scriptures and pressed my nose deeper into those pages where, through studying and savoring, I find the unerring words of life. I am thankful for this encyclopedia of wisdom and insight. It increases my love for God and his word.”

      Trevin Wax, Vice President of Research and Resources, The North American Mission Board; Visiting Professor, Cedarville University; author, The Thrill of Orthodoxy; Rethink Your Self; and This Is Our Time

      “For years, the Ask Pastor John podcast has served me as a go-to reservoir for pastoral encouragement and practical help. There is nothing else like it. If you’re serious about your joy in Jesus, turn these pages and find accessible, God-centered answers to life’s biggest questions. The book is brilliantly organized; few will sufficiently appreciate what Reinke has pulled off here.”

      Matt Smethurst, Lead Pastor, River City Baptist Church, Richmond, Virginia; author, Before You Open Your Bible and Before You Share Your Faith
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      Foreword by John Piper

      After spending eight hours preparing to record answers to five Ask Pastor John questions, I come downstairs at six o’clock and say to my wife, “What would we do if we did not have the Bible?”

      The answer is, we would presume that our own wisdom could penetrate the mysteries of life and point people to their eternal good. That is not what we presume. Our assumption is that God alone has the wisdom we need to honor him, love people, and be eternally happy in his presence. That wisdom is recorded infallibly in one place, the Bible. God’s word is the foundation and motivation of Ask Pastor John (APJ).

      Christ has given to his church “shepherds and teachers” (Eph. 4:11). I believe he called me to be one in 1966. Tony tells the story in his introduction. It is a dangerous calling. The very Bible that warrants the call, warns the called: “Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness” (James 3:1).

      A podcast that presumes to answer some of the hardest questions of life would be utter folly without the word of God. And even with the word, and the help of the Holy Spirit, it is a trembling work: “This is the one to whom I will look,” declares the Lord, “he who is humble and contrite in spirit and trembles at my word” (Isa. 66:2).

      For all the danger and all the trembling, it is a joyful work. The teacher always learns more than the student. This is God’s way: it is always more blessed to give than to receive (Acts 20:35). But the joy is not just in learning; it is even more in tasting its fruit in the lives of those who listen. For example, one young woman said to me, “My parents are not believers. I am a new Christian. I do not know how to do life. But when I hear your voice on APJ, it sounds like a soothing grandfather helping me know how to live.”

      There are advantages to being old. Sounding like a trusty grandfather is one. Another is recognizing rare gifts when you see them. The gift of synthesis manifested in this book is astonishing. For ten years I have watched Tony Reinke evaluate questions, record answers, edit recordings, host the podcast, and schedule the episodes. It is a precious partnership. But the skill you see in this book is of another order. Weaving hundreds of thousand-word answers into topical, coherent, readable chapters inspires my seasoned admiration.

      One of our hopes for this book is that you will be drawn into the audio podcast. Not because spoken words are truer than written words. But because the living voice carries the affections of the heart more effectively. Why does that matter?

      It matters because love is the goal of knowledge, not the other way around (1 Tim. 1:5). Christ-exalting behavior flows from Christ-cherishing hearts, not just Christ-knowing minds. Tony and I are Christian Hedonists.1 Therefore, this podcast flows from the conviction that God is most glorified in our listeners when they are most satisfied in him. So, we can’t settle for imparting new ideas. We aim to impart new affections. A miracle. Such affections can be heard more readily than read. We hope you can hear our hearts. There is a melody there. We call it the glory of God in the gladness of God-centered souls.

    

    
      
        1  See APJ 1913: “Christian Hedonism in Two Minutes” (March 15, 2023).

      

    

  
    
      Introduction

      A Little History of APJ
(and Why I Wrote This Book)

      This book tells the story of one podcast—Ask Pastor John (APJ). Every day our audience sends us hard questions about life. I read the questions, select a few, and ask them to longtime author and pastor John Piper. We call him Pastor John. And we ask him about everything—smartphones, shopping, sex, self-pity, swearing, Satan, and salvation. Nothing is off-limits. He takes his answers from the Bible.

      I submitted this book to the publisher in the first week of 2023, just a few days after we broadcasted our final episode of 2022—the bookend to our first decade. We have released 1,881 episodes, which have now been played over 230 million times, or about 125,000 times each. In the story of the universe these numbers are trivial, but in the story of this podcast they are remarkable reminders of God’s kindness to us.

      The stats give a sense of the number of lives impacted over the years. Five years into the podcast, Pastor John began to notice that “of a constellation of influences people receive from Desiring God, APJ is one that people mention to me as much as any other—from moms shuttling their kids to school and playing the podcast on the way, to lawyers building it into their early morning exercise routines, to high school students taking a break from homework, to eighty-somethings whose eyes won’t read anymore.”1 The podcast’s rise has drawn other notice. As I was wrapping up this book, I heard Kevin DeYoung publicly celebrate Desiring God’s many valuable labors. Then he singled out the podcast as “chief among their media content.”2 So it’s no surprise that when he now travels, Pastor John is thanked for the podcast more than anything else he does. In conference venues, the most common badge of affiliation and appreciation he hears is from people who approach him simply to say, “I listen to APJ every week!”3

      The podcast serves a steady diet of content to a growing audience that’s becoming increasingly diverse and international. It gathers older listeners, church leaders, and young adults, many of whom were raised in nominal or non-Christian homes and are now trying to navigate life as new believers. Across the generations, Pastor John’s voice is that of a (nearly eighty-year-old) mentor. One regular listener, a wife and mother, called APJ an “audible daily moment of gospel-centered encouragement, like a quick coffee with a dear friend who stirs my affections for Christ.”4 It is the unique power of persistent, steady, audio podcasting over the years to forge deep connections with listeners.5 So it’s also not a surprise when listeners tell us that Pastor John’s voice is like heeding the voice of a father, grandfather, mentor, or friend.

      An Origin Story

      To understand APJ’s success you need to understand one part of John Piper’s life. The part about why he thinks asking good questions is essential to succeeding in life. And that story begins with an awkward teenager—insecure, pimple-faced, and nervous—by the name of Johnny Piper, as he was first known to the world.6 The son of a respected preacher and traveling evangelist, Johnny was unable to talk in front of groups and deathly afraid of public speaking from grade five to his sophomore year in college.7 In front of others, he froze. An “intense nervousness” haunted him as his chief boyhood burden. But despite the debilitating limitation, his local church became for him “an oasis” where he gained respect for a growing knowledge of Scripture. While he couldn’t stand up and speak in front of a group—any group—he could answer Bible questions in his youth group.8

      Johnny became John around the time he entered Wheaton College (1964–1968; BA), the scene of a tumultuous 1966 that would change his course forever. As the year began, John was completing his second year of a lit major. But by May he took a sharp turn toward medicine and jumped into a premed track. On June 6, 1966, the aspiring doctor met his future wife, Noël, on campus.9 Just weeks later John was asked to pray in chapel, a request he surprisingly agreed to do with a vow to God: “If you will just get me through it so that I don’t freeze and my voice doesn’t stop, I will never turn down a speaking opportunity for you again out of fear.” It worked. He prayed in chapel (and has kept his vow ever since).10 That fall he was hospitalized for three weeks with mononucleosis. Lying in bed with “big yellow tonsils and palpitating spleen,” he heard compelling preaching on the radio that ignited a new fire within him.11 A passion to preach “that has never died.”12 In that hospital bed his calling moved from medicine to ministry,13 an inadvertent “bait and switch” on his new girlfriend, who “thought she was falling in love with a medical doctor.” She was understanding. John’s new calling was undeniable and clear: “You’re not going to be a medical doctor; you’re going to be a Bible guy. And your job for the rest of your life is going to be to look at it, see what’s there, try to savor it according to its value, and then say it for other people to enjoy.”14 Tongue loosed, he aspired to Bible scholarship, a decision driven by many factors including “an unceasing desire to have some questions answered” for himself and an urge to “help others answer them” too.15 In these formative years, Wheaton’s English department had awakened his heart’s affection for God and sharpened his mind to read texts more carefully.16

      John graduated with a literature degree and enrolled at Fuller Seminary (1968–1971; BD). There he was first exposed to a quote attributed to John Dewey: “We never think until we have been confronted with a problem.”17 And there he first read Mortimer J. Adler’s book How to Read a Book in its original 1940 edition. “Wonder is the beginning of wisdom in learning from books as well as from nature,” Adler wrote. “If you never ask yourself any questions about the meaning of a passage, you cannot expect the book to give you any insight you do not already possess.”18

      Dewey and Adler entered John’s life through a seminary professor who would permanently alter Piper’s entire approach to Bible study—Daniel Fuller, who quickly became the most influential character in Piper’s formation, second only to his parents (Bill and Ruth).19 Fuller modeled a “rigorous attention to the text.”20 He called it arcing, the act of writing out every proposition of a Bible text on a different line to figure out how those propositions relate to each other.21 The approach demands attention to detail as it “takes every word, every phrase, every sentence in the Bible with blood-earnest seriousness, and wrings it until every drop of life-giving blood falls out of it on the page,” Piper said. “And I’ve never been the same since.” His own transformation was rapid. By Dr. Fuller’s influence, between the age of twenty-two and twenty-three, Piper became, in his own words, “a different human being.”22 The rapid metamorphosis was driven by laborious practice. Proposition by proposition, Piper plodded through courses on Romans 9, Romans 1–8, Galatians, the Sermon on the Mount, and 1 Corinthians—the whole time “Dan Fuller pushing my nose down in the nitty-gritty of the conjunctions and the connectors.”23

      Arcing is a surgical skill that asks and answers questions within the ligaments of the Bible’s connective tissue. But it’s more than a sophisticated academic tool. It sustains faith. Over time, John came to discover that Christian learning is the process of heart convictions gained by asking great questions and finding convincing answers in the Bible. Whether a scholar investing in Christian minds, a preacher seeking to mature a congregation, or a parent seeking to raise his child in the Lord, all three must labor to avoid the deadly trap of authoritarianism. Answers must be rooted in the Bible’s authority, not the expertise of the scholar or preacher or parent. Failure here will “sow the seeds of apostasy,” because the student, the congregant, and the child must find their own way to their own convictions. To this end, question-asking is essential for an enduring faith.24

      John found himself developing into “two kinds of person in one: a highly analytical question asker and a romantic pursuer of deep and authentic, satisfying emotional responses to what I see and experience.” Rightly stewarded, curiosity must lead to worship. At Wheaton College, Piper found “the deepening and intensifying of my affections—my emotions, my heart response—to the good, the true, and the beautiful, and ultimately, of course, the highest good and the highest affections for God himself and his word.” Likewise, he found an intensifying “analytical bent toward probing, questioning, scrutinizing, and dissecting” texts. By Dr. Fuller’s influence, “I had formed habits of observation and analysis and text querying that were very fixed in my methodology.” From here on, “everything I have done, written, or spoken has been shaped by the double grasp of God’s word in these two ways”—in the “double response” of Psalm 119:97. Rigorous meditation in search of truths to love.25

      John took his question-centric probing of Scripture and his love for the resulting answers into three years of graduate school at the University of Munich (1971–1974; DTheol). But following his deeply transformative years at Fuller Seminary, the move to Germany was an exegetical disappointment. German academia was stuck on “textual gamesmanship” that never “pushed through the words to the reality that was driving and animating everything in the Bible.” Arcing had given Piper a method of discovery that kept him from being intimidated by his learned professors (Ps. 119:99). In Germany, he couldn’t outread his liberal professors by volume of reading, but he could outmeditate them with an open Bible. With this conviction from the psalmist, Piper knew that “one true citation from God’s word may silence a whole semester of human speculation.”26

      Academic games were powerless to forge convictions. Instead, as a twenty-six-year-old Sunday school teacher, John was convinced that the deepest questions of the human soul were often the simplest in form. The why questions. So he prodded his class to ask them, the why questions, until one man finally mustered the courage to raise his hand and ask, “Why do we go to church anyway?” It was a great question, a dangerous question, the kind of question that makes the asker vulnerable. But the honest question set Piper’s mind to work. Such basic inquiries must be asked (and never assumed) because “the person who does not know why he believes something or does something is like a robot: he does not know from whence his thought or action springs nor where it is headed.”27

      In response, Piper turned the attention of his class to the brimming affection of the psalmist (in Ps. 116:12–14). Like this psalmist, Christians gather with God’s people because our hearts are filled with a gratitude bursting to expression. To this question (why do we go to church?), and to every other question, mere intellectual answers are insufficient. “The psalmist was not solving a riddle or a mind teaser. He was giving expression to a heart delighted with real bounty, not mere thoughts about bounty: he felt the goodness and beauty of God in his own life.”28 So he had to express it. Hence, he had to be with the people of God. That’s why we go to church. This Sunday-school-class moment illustrates an essential conviction in Piper. Whether standing behind a music stand in a Sunday school class, teaching behind an academic lectern, laboring over the exegetical point of a biblical text at a desk, or standing in the pulpit preaching—true Christian communication aims to persuade by satisfying the regenerate heart with divine glory, not simply by addressing the curious mind with articulate reasoning. The why question may simply be the product of a curious brain, but its answer should appeal to the capacities of the thirsting heart. True in the early 1970s. True today.

      John Piper graduated from the University of Munich and became Dr. Piper, a Bible and Greek professor in Minnesota. And to prep for his inaugural semester as a professor he returned to Adler’s book on reading, newly minted in a revised version. Added to the new edition of the book (likely by its new coauthor, Charles Van Doren) was one sharp prescription for active reading: “Ask questions while you read—questions that you yourself must try to answer in the course of reading.”29 To this newly added line, printed on the page in italics, Piper eagerly underlined it with a pencil and added five emphatic symbols in the outside margin, two stars and three vertical lines (««|||). The hand-drawn ciphers codify a multilayered ah-ha moment—a “revelation.”30 The line struck him (and still does), because “no one thinks (which is the key to understanding) until they have a problem; and the best way to have problems for the mind is to ask questions. Questions are the best steady-state way of creating problems for the mind” because “a question-free mind is a thinking-free mind and a discovery-free mind.” Without this engagement, “reading becomes passive entertainment, rather than growth in understanding reality.” It’s great advice from Adler to every reader, but “when the book is the Bible—O my, the implications for soaring in conversation with the inspired writers and God!”31

      Adler simply confirmed what had already been operating in Dr. Piper’s mind for many years: “all learning is the fruit of question-asking and answer-seeking.” But like his Sunday school class, he would soon find that his college students asked too few of them. “It is astonishing how many only make assertions of what they presently think rather than posing questions in order to make their thinking better.” Why didn’t they? Two reasons. One, asking questions creates problems and adds to the workload. It’s academically easier to make assertions based on present knowledge. And, two, questions expose ignorance and require humility. The greater temptation is to make quick assertions on the fly, to avoid the embarrassment of “not knowing,” and to appear sharp and intelligent before others. The “questioning mind” must cut against these twin-sin tendencies: laziness and pride. Asking honest questions, in other words, requires childlikeness. “That a child asks so many questions shows his boundless energy and his unawareness of the adult shame of ignorance. Hence childlikeness in this sense is a prerequisite of a lifetime of learning.” To not ask questions is to stagnate, to never have the mind and heart refreshed as if by a mountain stream, a refreshment reserved only for those willing to ask “eager questions.” Such an unquestioning mind can only grow “more and more bigoted” as it becomes more sold out to the “correctness” of its past assumptions. To such a mind comes a damning end: “Hearing they do not hear and seeing they do not see” (Matt. 13:13).32

      Dr. Piper came to understand that one of his main tasks as professor was to impart a “dramatic reorientation” to the lives of even his most pious students, “who have imbibed from childhood an ‘unquestioning’ approach to the New Testament.” His challenge: convince students that question-asking was not to cast doubt on God and his revelation but to honor him and his word. By his own example, Piper would prove that “posing questions is not inimical to an open, docile, childlike spirit toward the Scripture.” So while many Christians associate these interrogations “with unbelief and doubt,” in reality “without questions, earnestly asked, there is rarely any true conviction of truth. There may be much espousing of ideas inherited or picked up along life’s way; but that does not make for deep hearty union with the God of truth and whole-souled amen to his counsels.”33 The sturdiest faith-convictions, the ones that cut deep and hold fast in the hungry heart like a fishhook, are convictions that start as childlike questions, earnestly asked in faith and resolved by Scripture. These answers convince the mind and feed the heart. For short, I’ll call this four-step approach “question-resolution-conviction-worship” (or QRCW).

      It’s not irreverent to question the Bible’s claims, if we are eager to receive the Bible’s answers. In fact, “reverence for God’s word demands that we ask questions and pose problems and that we believe there are answers and solutions which will reward our labor with treasures new and old (Matt. 13:52).”34 Reverent questions can only come from minds and hearts seeking answers. Irreverent “questions” come from a skeptical and antagonistic heart that has already closed itself to answers. God is most attentive to questions that are personal, honest, earnest, and urgent.35

      When done humbly and expectantly, this reverent and childlike approach (QRCW) proved superior to and more fruitful than all other forms of teaching—a result confirmed to Dr. Piper one evening in 1976, in a formal debate with another professor before students. This strict and proper debate structure was never his style, as he later reflected. He preferred more open and free-flowing dialogue. “What I really enjoy is question-and-answer sessions. There is where I am at my best, I think, and there is where understanding really happens.”36 To teach and persuade is to answer questions with the aim of worship. And Dr. Piper’s aptitude for answering such difficulties—questions on texts, theology, and ethics—was confirmed over time. Three years after his formal debate, God called him out of academia and into the pulpit.37 The teaching assistants in his department sent him off with a custom T-shirt that read: “Asking questions is the key to understanding.”38 It wasn’t a reminder. It was his brand.

      Dr. Piper became Pastor John in 1980. His eight-mile move to become the senior pastor of Bethlehem Baptist Church caught the attention of one local reporter who predicted that his methodology wouldn’t change much. “Piper’s preaching style will be similar to his classroom teaching style. In the classroom, Piper asks questions and makes his students do part of the answering. Behind the pulpit, he will ask questions and do the answering himself. ‘The way I study the Bible,’ said Piper, ‘is to ask questions of the text to try to get out its meaning. It is natural that my sermons will be a systematic exposition of the meaning of biblical texts. That is what I think good preaching is.’”39

      But good preaching must be more than resolving mental curiosities. Good preaching isn’t Socratic dialogue reduced to monologue, nor is good preaching like a classroom lecture. The preacher may raise and answer questions to help explain the text, but all with an eye to “the first aim of preaching”—not education, but a “supernatural encounter with the living God.” Asking the right questions is essential for arcing, exegesis, and sermon prep, and those questions may sometimes emerge in the sermon itself. But the final task of the preacher is to herald the glorious news that the living God of the universe is “calling his people to the fullest enjoyment of his kingdom.” That’s the sermon’s main goal. “I call it expository exultation.”40 In the sermon, questions are answered, the congregation is shown truth from Scripture, and then they are invited to be “caught up with the preacher in his love affair with God and his salvation.”41 Affectionate worship is the final aim of QRCW, whether in preaching a sermon or answering pastoral questions. The regenerate heart’s search for satisfying divine answers was—and remains—the pedagogical foundation from which Piper’s entire ministry is built.

      As predicted, in the transition from academic lectern to church pulpit, Pastor John never stopped asking and answering questions. The discipline shaped how he prepared his sermons and pastored his flock. Live and in-person Q&A sessions became a staple for Piper, both at home and on the road, as his preaching ministry rose to national and international notoriety in the early 2000s.

      In 1998, a new website launched to host Piper’s popular sermons (desiringGod.org). And as the volume of online listeners increased, so too rose the volume of theological inquiries. Email questions arrived about everything—Calvinism, eschatology, infant salvation, marriage and divorce, “just war” (in light of 9/11), and Bible reading tips. In the early days, these inquiries were answered by his assistants. With the website in place, it made sense to publish written responses to the most common questions as a digital FAQ. The site became an online hub of answers.

      Beginning in 2007, these questions were posed to Pastor John by radio host Bob Allen, who edited Piper sermons into radio broadcasts. In a ten-month span between June 2007 and April 2008, he produced 132 episodes.42 Several of these broadcasts included bonus in-studio audio, with Allen posing questions to Piper. Those responses were later excerpted from the radio programs and indexed as audio files at desiringGod.org under a new banner: “Ask Pastor John”—a heading first coined and added to the website in August 2007.

      After the radio program ended, Desiring God launched a livestream video format called Ask Pastor John Live.43 On a makeshift set, Piper answered real-time questions from viewers through a novel social-media platform called Twitter. Sometimes the live video format used a host to read questions,44 and other times the questions were printed on cards or flashed on a screen to Pastor John, who read the questions and answered them all on the fly, consecutively, one after another, without advance preparation. The videos ended abruptly a few years later, canceled in the spring of 2010 to make room for Pastor John’s eight-month ministry leave to focus on his heart, his marriage, and his family.45

      Podcasting

      The leave ended at the conclusion of 2010, and Pastor John returned to ministry rejuvenated and renewed. But no radio or video manifestation of APJ resumed.

      In January of 2012, I joined the team at Desiring God and launched my first longform podcast, Authors on the Line (AOTL). I interviewed authors over the telephone and handled the planning, hosting, writing, producing, recording, postproduction, sound engineering, and marketing. By the end of that first year, I completed eleven longform episodes and had settled on a process for efficiently getting conversations recorded, transcribed, edited, and published through a syndicated audio channel. I called John Piper’s home landline phone for the very first time at the end of November 2012 to record a special holiday episode of AOTL.46 Technologically, everything worked.

      Entering 2013, Desiring God faced a new challenge. In the spring, Piper’s pastorate at Bethlehem Baptist Church would end. And to allow the new church leadership to gel, he planned a year away in Knoxville, Tennessee, with wife, Noël, and daughter, Talitha, from June 2013 to August 2014.47 He would use the time to work on various book projects and to dream about the next decade of ministry ahead, a rural “retooling” for his next season of urban ministry.48 But the temporary move left Desiring God in a bind because we had never experienced ministry with Pastor John so long absent from Minneapolis. How could we keep his voice close to our audience while he lived and worked eight hundred miles away?

      With my little podcast experience, at a ministry team lunch on January 7, 2013, I proposed a new podcast with an old title: Ask Pastor John. Podcast delivery would follow the popular Q&A format, reminiscent of the old radio program and the livestream video, but could now geographically detach Pastor John from the host. It would replace eye contact and attentiveness to a video camera with the freedom to work remotely and to work from detailed notes. It eliminated the uncertainties of live and impromptu sessions. Now every episode could be preplanned and every question more carefully selected and studied. Pastor John would now have between forty-five and sixty minutes of prep time for each reply. No cold questions; no cold answers. A time investment made possible when Pastor John became a full-time employee at Desiring God a few months later.49 Providentially, at the same time, audio-only podcasting was becoming popular among Christian listeners.

      In the podcast proposal, I suggested that topics “could include leadership coaching, pastoral and exegetical and theological questions, responses to contemporary events, autobiographical details of public value, updates on current reading and thinking, responses to listener questions, as well as travel plans and personal and writing updates.” Pastor John could cover all those topics. That was clear. And I had a goal in mind: to “connect Pastor John to the Desiring God audience each week from now until the conclusion of his leave.” The podcast would then terminate after eighteen months, giving us about 390 episodes. Surely by then, I thought, every question would be answered.

      That evening I sent a formal proposal to Pastor John, and two hours later he eagerly replied: “This sounds excellent. Let’s pray that it will not just be interesting or informative, but spiritually awakening and Christ-exalting, and soul-sanctifying, and mission advancing, and that it would spread a passion for the supremacy of God in all things through Jesus Christ, and abundantly more.” Because the goal of human curiosity is not just right answers in the brain, but joy in the satisfied heart (QRCW). Then he asked: “Any suggested regular hour of the week. Like this week, starting Friday????”50 John Piper doesn’t use emojis and rarely repeats punctuation. Four repeated question marks translated into an eagerness to launch this podcast. Just four days after I sent my proposal, we launched episode 1 on January 11, 2013: “Reflections from John Piper on His [Sixty-Seventh] Birthday.”

      Our initial pace was brisk. Episode 100 released before the Pipers left for Knoxville. In our eager jump, we released 245 episodes in 2013 alone, one new episode from Pastor John every weekday. In due time we slowed the pace, but Pastor John’s voice remained very close to Desiring God’s audience. As the Pipers packed up to leave Knoxville and return to Minneapolis, we published episode 400 (on, of all things, a very sensitive marital intimacy question). No topic was taboo, and this episode proved it. The more willingly we embraced awkward situational topics, the quicker our audience grew.

      But episode 400 did not become our finish line; it became our tipping point (now the most played episode in the history of the podcast, with around 2.5 million plays and growing). By the time the Pipers returned home to Minneapolis, the podcast had registered nine million episode plays, and—thanks to episode 400—that number quickly rocketed past ten million.51 New daily emails from listeners increased from ten to twenty to thirty.52 We decided to ride out the growth momentum, and we never stopped. Here we are, ten years later.

      In the inaugural episode I called APJ a “relaunch” of the previous radio and video formats, but in fact the podcast version developed into a unique product within John Piper’s ministry legacy. The prep time allotted to Pastor John was a big reason why. After a decade, and nearing two thousand episodes, our basic premise remains unchanged, though we’ve modified various aspects of the podcast over the years. Early on we moved our landline phone calls to Skype and then to Zoom. Since Knoxville, Piper has always recorded in his upstairs office in Minneapolis in an urban home on a busy street, and not far from a hospital. Plenty of road noises and sirens have interrupted recordings. To combat the commotion, we experimented with various studio mics that helped but never totally silenced the clamor (most obvious the morning when city workers arrived unannounced to chainsaw down his beloved front-yard tree53).

      I also record in my home office, first in Minneapolis and then in Phoenix, always remotely. The exception being August 21, 2019, when Pastor John and I appeared on stage to record our first-ever APJ live in Nashville in front of about two thousand podcast listeners at the Getty Sing! conference. It resulted in five episodes.54 And it worked so well, we repeated it three years later.55

      To make our publishing pace sustainable over the years, we introduced seasons of guests and sermon extracts, and later scaled to a format of three episodes per week—two new studio episodes from Piper (on Mondays and Fridays), and one curated sermon-clip episode (on Wednesdays). When we launched a new sermon-clip podcast in 2023, we dropped the clips and settled on two episodes per week (on Mondays and Thursdays).

      Over time, the podcast proved useful for field recordings of Piper audio that wouldn’t fit other content channels. This included his prayer at a local pro-life rally outside a Planned Parenthood facility, simply recorded on an iPhone.56 Also on an iPhone, at a Desiring God staff meeting, we captured his prayer for the president, minutes after the staff watched Donald Trump’s inauguration together.57 And a local church captured an unforgettable prayer at the funeral for a family of five who had been in training to become missionaries to Japan when they were all killed in a single car accident.58 Each of these historic audio moments in Pastor John’s ministry found a ready home in APJ.

      APJ’s Goal

      The growth of the podcast was great, but it also led to occasional friendly emails from church leaders who feared that APJ’s widespread use was subverting the wisdom of local churches, pastors, and Christian friends in our lives who are better suited to help us in our struggles. So at the end of our first year, I asked Pastor John how he wanted listeners to engage with APJ. How should listeners balance the podcast with the voices immediately around us? “In the spirit of 1 Thessalonians 5,” he said. “Test everything; hold fast what is good” (1 Thess. 5:21). Test everything by the Bible. “That’s where I try to find all my responses to people’s questions.” Second, “I hope they esteem the spiritual leaders of their own churches highly and talk to them about the issues they face—which is also in 1 Thessalonians 5 (1 Thess. 5:13)! There is one final authority and it’s God’s word, not mine. I want to exalt God’s word over and over as true and wise and sweet.”59

      A few years later, Pastor John mentioned his hope that the podcast was equipping listeners to think for themselves. “My prayer is that, besides the immediate guidance and encouragement it may give, over time, people will absorb a way of thinking and a way of using the Bible so that in the decades to come they will become the sages in their churches where younger people come for wise, Bible-saturated, gospel-rich counsel.”60 The purpose of APJ is to disciple Christians into mentors who can better serve the people around them. The podcast doesn’t subvert local churches; it fortifies them. We pray the Christians who listen will be equipped to better serve the many nonlisteners in their lives. Based on our emails, this is happening. (And equipping pastors to be better pastors too.)

      The podcast doesn’t replace pastors or friends, because our episodes are not infallible. APJ is one source of wisdom, not a single decoder ring to solve all of life’s riddles. We don’t make decisions for listeners. Our aim is to equip and empower Christians to answer their own questions with an open Bible.

      To avoid religious authoritarianism (mentioned above), listeners must be equipped to find answers from Scripture on their own. Pastor John has explained how. Begin with a question and find the corresponding Bible terms. Run a digital concordance word study of those terms. Isolate five (or so) key texts, print them, study their context, and then circle and underline words that seem especially relevant for answering the question. With these texts in place, build your biblical convictions. Knowing most listeners could do this on their own, Piper seeks to “empower” listeners to engage the word for themselves. “You could make your own podcast,” he said with a smile.61

      Why This Book?

      John Piper is a pastor-theologian. Decades of pastoral ministry trained him for this podcast. I’m a journalist-teacher. Several years in the print-news industry trained me how to report events and conduct interviews, skills I now use to capture and curate pastoral wisdom to serve APJ’s audience. Reading audience emails, choosing the best questions, scheduling the episodes—my podcast labors are just an excuse to pull off a 220-hour interview with a pastor-theologian (and friend) who endlessly fascinates me. After a full decade, we have accumulated a huge archive of over 2.3 million published words.

      My book is a guided tour, a narrated synthesis of our 750 most popular episodes, mostly on situational ethics, published in the Ask Pastor John audio podcast over the course of its first decade (from January 11, 2013 to December 30, 2022). This book is a core sample of John Piper’s mind and theology. I pray it serves four purposes.

      1. I want to map the ground we have covered so I don’t repeat questions. With such a vast archive, about a third of new listener emails have been sufficiently covered in the past, either directly or indirectly. This suggests to me that even though we maintain a huge digital archive—fully transcribed and searchable—many people cannot easily find those episodes when they need them. Even I sometimes forget which questions have already been covered. So I pray this book matches our archive to new and future questions you will face. And helps me avoid repetition.

      2. I want to topically curate our episodes. As the podcast archive grew, I also noticed a sharp uptick in requests from friends and ministry partners asking me to point them to past APJ answers to specific questions they are facing. I did. And as I did, I discovered how each question is best answered from various angles in multiple episodes. The overlapping value of multiple episodes proved daunting at first. But to each request I responded with an abstract, a summary and synthesis of multiple episodes that I thought could help. In return, I was told these summaries did help. So I kept a running document to collect them over the years. That document became the genesis of this book. And when our international partners heard about these abstracts, they requested them for another reason. Translators interested in bringing the podcast archive to a new language (and APJ now exists in ten languages!) told me that they would benefit from a topical guide to help them triage episodes on given topics and subtopics to guide their work and cluster their focus.

      3. I want to celebrate Pastor John’s investment in this podcast. APJ is a one-of-a-kind pastoral resource. As inspiring as he is in explaining his do-it-yourself method, he does so by leaving out his own resume. His answers are not simply the product of a concordance. John Piper is a renowned New Testament scholar, world-class preacher, and veteran pastor with over three decades of church leadership practice added to his personal experience in marriage, parenting, and grandparenting. He watches his life and doctrine more closely than anyone else I’ve known (1 Tim. 4:16). And he was born to answer Bible questions.62 He has a keen eye for the crux, skilled in rapidly pinpointing the core problem in a given dilemma—a gift I’ve seen operate in tense meetings, complex email chains, and now in hundreds of APJ responses. While there’s always much more to say on a topic, he can isolate the main thing that needs to be said in a ten-minute episode. His willingness to invest hundreds of hours of preparation into his responses, personal piety, earnestness, devotion to Scripture, skill in pinpointing core issues, and deep experience are the ingredients to the secret sauce of the podcast’s popularity now, and of its potential to endure for decades ahead.

      4. I want to acquaint you with the scope and depth of the podcast archive. My fifteen years in curating pastoral wisdom is now employed in the goal of adding value to APJ. This book doesn’t replace the podcast; it complements it as an easily browsable companion guide, a summary of our most popular episodes, particularly focused on the situational dilemmas we will face. It’s a CliffsNotes version of our most popular episodes to aid meditation, retainment, and recall. Books can be easily stacked on shelves. Even magazines can be kept in a box or basket. But podcasts are strictly digital things—ephemeral audio files meant to stream, play, and then disappear like a soundwave in the air. But APJ was designed, from the start, to endure as a permanent audio archive. What you hold in your hands is a guided tour—a topically arranged encyclopedia to a podcast archive. I don’t intend for that to make immediate sense, because I think this book inaugurates a new genre. Basically, my prayer is that by making dozens of the major podcast themes browsable in print, this book will make the archive more useful to you at the very moment you need it. This book doesn’t have an index; it is the index, an index to serve you as you serve others. So for example, if you’re counseling someone (or a couple), don’t simply copy and assign pages from this book. Instead, assign specific podcast episodes. Use this book to find your assignments.

      As we build this podcast into a single content library, our first decade lays the groundwork for everything else to come. For current listeners, the book rehearses key highlights from the past. For future listeners, the book is an on-ramp to summarize the ground we’ve already covered. This book will immediately serve thousands of current listeners who found their way from the podcast to this book. But perhaps, if the Lord is gracious, the current will reverse in due time, and thousands of readers will find their way from this book to the podcast. That’s my prayer. As you gift this book to not-yet-listeners, you’re helping me fulfill this dream. Think of this book as a podcast promo made of paper and ink that you can physically hand to others.

      Getting to the Audio

      I want to show you around these 220 hours of audio recordings. I’ll again be your host, not from behind a mic but from behind a keyboard.

      The audio recording and transcript for each episode is housed at the Desiring God website (desiringGod.org). To move from the book to the episode, follow my footnotes. A footnote for “APJ 1173” means everything paraphrased or quoted before that footnote is from episode 1173. To find the full episode, go to the APJ homepage—AskPastorJohn.com—and simply type “1173” in the search bar. To find episodes in Google or YouTube, use the full episode titles in your search.

      Find the episode number in the footnote, flip to the episode index in the back of this book, and find the episode’s full title to use in your search.

      Speaking of that index in the back, over the years several APJ listeners have emailed to let us know they have listened to every episode of the podcast. You can, too, with that full title index as a guide to every episode featuring Pastor John over the course of our first decade, 2013–2022. It can be used to tick off episodes as you listen through the entire archive. And just browsing the title list is a great way to discover episodes too.

      The archive is overwhelming. I want it to feel more manageable through my book, first inspired by Richard Baxter’s classic A Christian Directory (1673), which weighs in at 1.3 million words (six times longer than this book). Forced in his introduction to address the elephant in the room—its enormous size!—Baxter lamented that it was to his “own great trouble” that “the world cannot be sufficiently instructed and edified in fewer words.”63 Ha! Yes. Now zooming past 2.3 million published words, the APJ archive dwarfs Baxter’s book. As it does, I’ll echo his sentiment. Instructing and edifying the world is wordy work.

      Thank-Yous

      But the labor involved in publishing APJ is no trouble or burden. It’s a joyful labor, largely because our listeners eagerly listen and enthusiastically participate. But it is work. Hard work. Firsthand, I’ve watched John Piper pour himself into every APJ recording session. In the summer of 2018, he bought a Fitbit heart monitor. A couple of weeks later, as we ended our recording of one particularly grueling series of questions, I said: “Wow, that was a lot!” He agreed. “Whew—I feel like I just ran a marathon!” he replied, with a joy-filled laugh as he looked down at the Fitbit on his wrist. “I have been stunned—stunned—when I look at the graph of my day. I have a lot of 60 bpm. And then spikes go up to 100 or 125 bpm. Of course, the spikes are there when I jog and when I lift. But they’re also there when I preach and record APJs. But I don’t feel out of breath like when I jog. It’s adrenaline—an adrenaline high, I guess.”64

      That summer we reached 100 million episodes played, and at this benchmark I discovered another side to his exertion. I asked Pastor John to reflect on what it had been like for him working on the podcast. “There are times I put my face in my hands and shake my head when I read the questions you send me from our listeners,” he said of his prep days. “So much suffering. So much sorrow. So many imponderable relational tangles with seemingly no human solution. So the effect of Ask Pastor John on my life is first to soften me for people’s suffering, and then anger me at sin and Satan. It drives me not only to the word of God, my only hope of helping anybody, but also to prayer and to the Holy Spirit. In other words, the podcast makes me feel helpless.”65

      Pouring our lives into the work, in a spirit of desperation, we depend wholly on God for this podcast to continue. Ten years old, nearing two thousand episodes, passing 230 million episode plays—all of it is grace. We charge no fees. We use no sidebar ads or paid sponsors. We depend wholly on God, putting it on listeners’ hearts to pray for us and to financially support us, so that we can—together—make the podcast free and accessible to millions of listeners around the world. APJ has the potential to serve the church for decades ahead, and it has been the honor of a lifetime to play my part in it. For all of it, I’d like to personally say thank you! To you—Desiring God’s precious ministry partners—I dedicate this book.
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      A Word before We Begin

      Don’t stop listening to the podcast! What you hold is a companion guide, a thematic synthesis, an easy-to-browse encyclopedia, to make the audio archive more valuable and useful. My book is intentionally brief, blunt, and to the point. The audio recordings are fuller, warmer, and more pastoral. Use them in tandem.

      You probably won’t agree with everything in this book or on the podcast. That’s okay. Read and listen as a good Berean with an open Bible and active discernment.

      You won’t need everything in this book. Not immediately. It covers a broad swath of situational ethics on our most popular themes.

      If you are a Christian leader and pastor, however, you should consider every word of this book. These topics will introduce you to the mind of John Piper as he addresses situational, ethical dilemmas from the Bible. By them I hope you will more clearly see how he processes challenging questions. It’s formative. While I am forever grateful to God that Piper writes books and preaches sermons, I have learned the most from Pastor John in his answers to great questions. Those answers help me contextualize his complete works.

      Study Pastor John’s text-first approach to ethics. With a question on the table, Pastor John begins with the clearest biblical texts on the topic first, then reasons out to proper application. The church can sometimes rush too quickly to discuss and debate very specific ethical applications, too often running past the first step of getting clear on the baseline relevant texts, which are the ground of all else. For the sake of the church, this text-first approach will remain an essential discipline for Christian authors, professors, journalists, counselors, pastors, preachers, parents, and anyone who describes or prescribes Christian ethics. The goal of the podcast is the aim of this book—to help you form your own ethical synapses, new junctions where Scripture connects to daily life in the twenty-first-century world.

      Most importantly, desire God. God is—“absolute, self-existent, and independent of all other reality” (Exod. 3:14). He has no beginning and no end. He experiences no need, no change, no improvements.1 Behind, under, over, and around the entire APJ podcast looms this self-sufficient Creator of the universe, infinitely happy in himself. Every other topic—from salvation to smartphones to sulking to sex—can only be handled Christianly in the presence of our triune Creator’s bliss. “From all eternity, before all time, God was alive with volcanic joy. Joy is essential to the very nature of God in the fellowship of the infinitely happy and holy Trinity. The Father loves the Son and finds him supremely well pleasing. The Son loves the Father and delights in all that he is. The Holy Spirit streams omnipotently with his joy between the Father and the Son. So God needs nothing. He has no deficiencies. He is free from all evil and full of all good.”2

      All of God’s subsequent sovereign actions display his all-powerful independence. God is “completely happy” within himself, “happy at the core of his being in his all-sufficiency.” From his self-sufficiency he creates the world, in love, a place “to share with creatures in his own image the very joy that he has in himself.” God doesn’t need creation. Or you. Or me. And yet he is so “perfectly happy” in himself that he chooses to create us and to redeem us from our sin through Christ’s blood so that we can experience the eternal bliss of delighting in him. And so arises “this great circle of enjoying God and glorifying God.”3 The two aims become one. Thus, second only to the happiness he enjoys in himself, “there is no higher or greater happiness that God is looking forward to” than “the delight that he takes in the echoes of his excellence in the supremely happy praises of the saints.”4 Only to this ultimate and eternal end—God glorified by our satisfaction in him—should each of our life decisions be considered and each of the following episodes be consumed.5
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      On Bible Reading, Bible Neglect, and Bible Memory

      Why do we read the Bible?

      We prioritize daily Bible reading because without it we fail to achieve life’s great purpose: “to make God in Christ look magnificent—to make him look precious and valuable, to look like the supreme treasure that he is” (Phil. 1:20). And yet, “there’s so much in us that is inclined to think or feel or act in ways that don’t make Christ look great.” To accomplish our great purpose, we must see glory. “If we don’t desire and cherish and enjoy and savor and treasure Christ, we will not commend him as magnificent in what we feel and say and do. Christ is most magnified in us when we are most satisfied in him, and we cannot be daily satisfied in the depths of our soul in Christ if we don’t see him and savor him.” And that will “only happen” by a “steady meditation on the word of God in the Bible.” In Scripture we behold Christ’s glory, and this glory transforms us from the inside out (2 Cor. 3:18; 4:4).

      Proper Bible reading is motivated by a desperation to see God. “The reason I read the Bible is because I am stone-cold dead without Christ and his word. But I want all my life—every part of it—to be glorious. I want life to be beautiful. I want life to be vastly more than it is if I’m left to myself. I want to see how astonishing reality is at every turn—every person, every rock, every tree, every animal, every work of salvation. I know that, left to myself, I am an absolute dud. I am blank, nothing deep, nothing moving, nothing intense, nothing beautiful, nothing precious, nothing sweet or wonderful—just empty, blank, unmoved, coasting along from one worldly preoccupation to another.” There’s “one hope for John Piper: that I would have eyes to see the God-entranced magnificence of everything—namely, that God would be pleased in my Bible reading to cause me to see the glory that is really there.” We must see and savor the glory that shapes us into redeemed sinners who magnify God by being satisfied in him. Set in this context, Bible reading is truly an “awesome quest.”1

      Why read the Bible daily?

      To a new believer who asked why daily Bible reading is so essential to a fruitful life: “I have never met a mature, fruitful, strong, spiritually discerning Christian who is not full of Scripture, devoted to regular meditation on Scripture, and given to storing it in the heart through Bible memorization—and that’s not a coincidence.” Indeed, “it is absolutely essential, after coming to faith in Christ, to be radically, deeply, experientially devoted—unshakably, unwaveringly persuaded—that reading and meditating on and understanding and memorizing and enjoying the Scriptures is absolutely essential for the Christian life.” It calls for daily practice.

      Here are ten reasons we need the word daily. (1) Scripture is a means of preserving our salvation. Salvation is a dynamic reality that functions in three tenses: past, present, and future. And in the present reality, “God saves us daily by Scripture” (1 Tim. 4:16). (2) Scripture meets Satan’s temptations (John 8:32, 44; 1 John 2:14). “Every time Jesus was tempted by the devil, he struck back with ‘the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God’” (Eph. 6:17). And he had it memorized “so he didn’t have to carry a book in the wilderness.” (3) Scripture is a means of grace and peace to us (2 Pet. 1:2). (4) Scripture is meant to sanctify our lives, to make us more and more holy (John 17:17). “We don’t become perfect in this life, but we do become holy” through the Spirit’s work in our lives via the word. (5) Scripture gives us joy (Ps. 1:2; 1 Thess. 1:6). “Life without joy is unbearable. The Christian life is filled with afflictions. But in them all, God sustains joy, and he does it by the Scriptures.” (6) Scripture protects from error (Eph. 4:13–14). How do Christians avoid becoming leaves blown around by all the cultural winds of opinions? The answer: “The unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God—knowledge that they experience not as the opinion of man, but as the word of God. That’s found in one place: the scriptures.” (7) Scripture gives us hope for eternity. Scripture promises us that the frustrations that limit our joy in this life will be removed in the age to come. (8) Scripture keeps us from being startled by false teachers and apostates (2 Tim. 4:3). (9) The Bible calls for careful handling, which we can only learn through day-by-day familiarity with the word (2 Tim. 2:15). (10) The Bible sustains our lives (Matt. 4:4). “Spiritual life—eternal life—just like physical life, must be fed, not by bread, but by the word of God. If you think that you have eternal life as a kind of vaccination against hell, which needs no nourishment, you don’t know what spiritual life is.” Spiritual life is sustained by the daily bread of God’s word.2

      How do I get the most from my Bible reading?

      With all these convictions in place, how do we maximize the impact of our daily Bible reading?

      People are very different, and Bible reading will be a different experience for everyone, including the man who initially asked the question. “How disciplined is he? How much time does he have available? What skill does he have in reading—what speed and comprehension? How familiar is he with all the parts of the Bible, even those maybe he hasn’t read at all? What level of curiosity does he have that might drive him to slow down and figure things out that are puzzling to him?” Our Bible reading experiences differ because “our capacities for reading and comprehending, our speed, and our life situations are different.”

      Despite the variables, here are common helps.

      1. Belong to a great church that models careful Bible reading by preaching verse by verse. “Few things are more helpful in grasping the totality of Scripture than a steady, week in and week out, month in and month out, year in and year out, decade in and decade out feeding on the preached word of God. Oh, this is so important. If your pastor doesn’t preach Bible texts and explain to you what they mean, please try to find another church. Because the decades of your life will be gloriously transformed if you sit under the preaching of the word like that for a long, long time.” What you hear preached on Sunday morning should illuminate what you read on Monday morning.

      2. Find friends who offer accountability and ask you how your reading is going.

      3. Set your routine. “Set aside a place and a time where you’re going to read your Bible every day. If you don’t have a set place and a set time, Satan—along with your own flesh—will almost certainly push your Bible reading right out of your schedule and out of your space.”

      4. Pray. “Pray earnestly over your Bible reading before you read, while you’re reading, and after you read. Pray that God would show you what’s really there and make it real for you.”

      5. Appreciate the deep change that comes from persistence. The Bible is huge. In a given day you’ll read four chapters, most of which you will forget in an hour. In this sense, daily reading will soon feel “absolutely overwhelming and pointless.” But in the discipline, Scripture is “lodging itself in your mind and in your heart in ways you cannot comprehend. The so-called forgotten language, the forgotten paragraphs, the forgotten words, the forgotten stories, the forgotten points are becoming a repository from which the Holy Spirit can draw out things you do not even know are there.”

      6. Take something specific from your reading. More practically, aim to “take one crisp, clear sentence with you—something encouraging, something motivating, something strengthening, something guiding. Write it down on a little piece of paper, stick it in your pocket, stick it in your purse, whatever. Say it to yourself over and over again during the day. Those sentences accumulated—365 of them—are an amazing power and stockpile of truth over time.”

      7. Very practically, use the Discipleship Journal Bible Reading Plan to read from four places in the Bible, with the benefit of catch-up days built into the monthly rhythms. But read it. Read all of it. Because “if we leave out big parts of the Bible, we probably won’t know God the way we should.”3

      What should we expect on our first read through the Bible?

      The Bible daunts any first-time reader, so it’s natural to feel intimidated from the start. Here are three negatives to “scare you off,” and then nine positives to “suck you back in.”

      Expect three challenges that will dampen your desire to read the Bible cover to cover.

      1. You will be opposed. “Satan hates the word of God and will disincline you, blind you, distract you, bore you.” He will do anything to keep you from the word. Pray for his subversive aims to backfire. “Ask God to keep your heart inclined, remove your blindness, grant you focus instead of distraction, and give you excitement instead of boredom.”

      2. You will be shocked. The Bible is raw and honest about life and eternal matters. It’s “stunningly graphic in its description, both of our outrageous sin and God’s breathtaking judgment on sin. If you have any kind of sympathetic engagement with the Bible, you will want to throw up at times when you see what God ordains against sin in this world.” Brace yourself.

      3. You will be confused. Expect to come away from Bible reading with unanswered questions, because God does not reveal to us everything we want to know (Deut. 29:29). And what he does reveal is sometimes hard to understand (2 Pet. 3:16). You will need preachers and teachers in your life to make progress in the challenging parts of Scripture. Press through the confusion. “Put things together that you can put together. And what you can’t figure out, put on the shelf for later attention, and keep on moving.” Don’t let any question stop your progress.

      If you press on, expect nine experiences to bless your efforts. (1) Your faith will be deepened. Faith comes from hearing the word, because the Bible was written to give us hope (Rom. 10:17; 15:4). (2) You will experience new liberation from lies and sins that have plagued you (John 8:32). (3) You will be outfitted with new weapons to withstand Satan (Matt. 4:1–11). (4) You will be made more holy (John 17:17). (5) You will become more loving (Phil. 1:9). (6) You will be sustained. “The Bible is the means of God by which he goes on saving us” (1 Tim. 4:16). (7) You will be given an indestructible joy (John 15:11). (8) You will meet God directly, because he meets us in his word (1 Sam. 3:21). (9) And you will behold more and more of Christ’s radiant glory (2 Cor. 3:18). These nine blessed experiences make the challenges of daily Bible reading worthwhile.4

      How do we stay passionate about Bible reading for a full year?

      We don’t follow Bible reading plans to tick off a daily checklist or to meet an external law. We do it to meet an internal necessity, because “feeding upon the word of God day-by-day is built into God’s way of saving you.” We are born again by the word that awakens our spiritual appetite (1 Pet. 1:23–2:3). In this new condition, Peter tells us to keep on desiring this word. This is no auto-appetite. We “stoke this desire for spiritual food in the word of God by which you were born again.” The pure word saved us (1 Pet. 1:23–25). And because of it, we can long for the pure milk of the word, “that by it you may grow up into salvation” (1 Pet. 2:1–3). James makes the same point. The word made you alive (James 1:18). Therefore, go on receiving the word with meekness (James 1:21). “The evidence of your new birth will be shown by your ongoing feeding on the word of God, which works in you all the kinds of things that keep you on the narrow road that leads to life and final salvation.” If you neglect the word, “what’s your alternative strategy for making it home?”

      Peter and James remind us that the Christian life starts with a new birth brought about by the word, and it is sustained by receiving the word humbly and regularly. Our spiritual lives are not preserved automatically; they are preserved by the means of God’s word. “I love to get up early in the morning, grab my cup of hot tea in the wintertime, sit in my chair for an hour, and enjoy fellowship with Jesus, the living King of the universe, in four different places of the Bible. It is my life. May I say it again? It is my life. Oh, may God cause you to experience his word as life!”5

      Where should I help a new believer begin his journey into the Bible?

      The Gospel of John is celebrated as a good place to start, given that its purpose is clearly to introduce the life and work of Christ (John 20:30–31). But you can go broader and begin with some sense of familiarity with the New Testament. The Bible is meant for a lifetime of exploration and daily discipline. John Piper’s sixty years as a believer have been sustained by this discipline of daily Bible reading. “Wherever you start, you are going forever in the Bible. This is not about merely starting.”

      Another place to start is with an overview of the New Testament’s structure. It begins with four Gospels, “the books about the historical foundations of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.” And then comes the book of Acts, “the story of how the early church got started and launched by the power of the Holy Spirit after Jesus went back to heaven, and how the church took root because of what Jesus had done.” Next comes a bunch of letters written by “the authoritative apostles—the spokesmen for the risen Christ—teaching the church how to live in the church and in society.” Finally, the “strange book” of Revelation finishes the New Testament with “the victory of God at the end of the age.”

      Or you can start with Luke and Acts, one book in two volumes. See the opening of the book and their united purposes as “one man writing a double volume about the foundations and then about the expansion of the church” (Luke 1:1–4; Acts 1:1–3). Then move to Paul’s letters.

      Every reader brings different intellectual capacities and reading abilities. Some will struggle to read, and that’s okay. Essential to Bible reading is also finding a church “with solid preaching, vital corporate worship, and a small group of relationships where you can ask lots of questions” and “get all the help in the world” as you make your way through the canon “little by little.”6

      Another consideration. If you’ve never read the Bible, start with Jesus. Begin with two books about his life and work. Start with the Gospel of Mark and then read the Gospel of John. Then read an epistle that puts all the implications of Christ’s life and work together, particularly Romans. Then consider a historical book about the early church, called Acts. And then read from the middle of the Bible, the Psalms, ancient songs that “capture all the moods and the ups and downs and the struggles of God’s people.”7

      Three essential components to daily Bible reading

      We need three essential components “to ongoing fruitful encounters with God and his intended truth through the Bible.” (1) Motivation, (2) skill, and (3) illumination. Or (1) the “want to,” (2) the “able to,” and (3) the “see through.” Or the (1) desire, (2) act, and (3) reward of Bible reading.

      Essential Bible reading component 1 is the motivation—the “want to,” the desire for Bible reading. “If we lose motivation, we will not read the Bible. And if we don’t read the Bible, we miss everything God has for us through the word.” We must be motivated for the task, with motivation like Jesus offers in John 17. “There is a fullness of joy that we will miss if we don’t continually listen to what Jesus speaks—that is, listen to the Bible” (John 17:13). And there’s a life transformation we will miss if we don’t read the Bible (John 17:17). And there’s a strengthening of our faith that comes through the testimony of Christ and his apostles via Scripture (John 17:20). “If you want faith, if you want holiness, if you want joy—they all come through encountering God in his word, Jesus says. That’s how we get motivated.”

      Essential Bible reading component 2 is the skill—the “able to,” the act of Bible reading. “Something mysterious happens when we pick up a pen or a pencil—not a keyboard, but a pen or a pencil—and we either write out the text, or if it’s too long, write down questions you have or observations you make about the things that you’re reading in the text.” The act of writing out the text will cause you to have new thoughts about the text you would not have had otherwise. Write out your thoughts and questions. Note-taking cultivates careful Bible reading.

      Essential Bible reading component 3 is illumination—the “see through,” the reward of Bible reading. The payoff. The realities of God—his character, will, and ways—“shine through the Scriptures.” We see these divine glories by the Holy Spirit (Eph. 1:18).8

      Component 3 is subtle, profound, and expounded elsewhere more fully. It means we don’t grow content with checking off daily readings, or marking up our Bible for Instagram, or even arcing or diagraming texts. Press “through the words” to get into “the reality” that was “driving and animating” the Bible’s words.9 “Massive realities are behind these words.” So push yourself “through words into reality.”10 “Push through” the Bible’s words and grammar and logic until you see “the reality behind all the words and grammar and logic.” And then dwell on that illuminated divine reality until it becomes “an emotionally experienced reality.”11

      How many Bible versions should I read?

      Settle on one main translation. The English Standard Version is Piper’s choice. The ESV is not perfect (no translation is), but it “strikes such a good balance between formal equivalence to the original language as far as possible and readability and appropriate dignity, while being accessible, for the most part, to ordinary folks,” a rare translation broadly useful for personal study, the church’s gathered life, and for memorization by both children and adults. That’s “asking a lot of a translation, to cover all of those bases.”

      Good Bible translations don’t overinterpret or oversimplify challenging texts. And yet, with all the varying philosophies behind each work, no contemporary English translation will “lead people into serious doctrinal error.” So it’s a great question: Read one or multiple? “The rule of thumb that I would suggest is this: use multiple translations for the purpose of increased understanding—for instance, use them as commentaries—and use one main translation for the purpose of memorization and the saturation of your mind.”12

      Ink or pixels?

      Is a Bible on-screen or a Bible on paper best for personal devotions?

      “I have done all my reading—Bible reading, devotional reading—on an iPad for several years now” and it’s a “wonderful” reading experience, having original-language resources and commentaries available with a screen tap. “So the digital word has made the Bible more accessible, and it has made helps easier to use. Those are some of the upsides.” Apps provide immediate access to tools to enhance our Bible reading experience.

      But the digital convenience has two drawbacks.

      1. The downside of transience. “I want to see the highlighting and underlining and note-taking with a digital Bible as more secure and more permanent. When I have a paper Bible in front of me, I can be underlining it, taking notes in the margin, and that Bible can go on a shelf, and forty years later—which is what I do with my King James Bible from when I was fifteen years old—fifty years later I can take that down and look at what God was doing, at what he was showing me.” Instead, there’s a lingering suspicion that digital notes are doomed to be deleted over time. A “lack of permanence.” We need software that “takes this seriously” by allowing users to export all personal notes and highlights into a file you can save, archive, and return to years later.

      2. The downside of immediate distractions. Digital Bible reading requires special focus because we’re just a click away from social media or texts or emails, or a pop-up notification away from having our screen intruded upon. Bible reading easily gets co-opted as we jump back and forth from app to app, a communion-killing compulsion. “Real change happens in the human soul when God shows up in his almighty, authoritative word and works on you. And that is just diminished when we are jumping around looking at other things.” It’s a serious downside. If you cannot overcome this app-jumping impulse, “I would say that it might be better not to even put yourself at risk.”13

      Yet again, digital Bible programs on a tablet add expediency at several levels. Daily readings are made convenient by an app like Logos where the Bible plan readings are hyperlinked to make it easy to flip to and read. You can copy, paste, highlight, and save verses for meditation later in the day. You can share Bible verses and brief meditations to Twitter and social media. You can click on English words to see their Greek or Hebrew origin. You can earmark texts for future writing projects. And you can reference Bible commentaries with a tap.14

      How do I find the meaning of a Bible text?

      Seven stages of discovery will unlock a text. (1) Define key words. Every word has a meaning, often derived from the context—from the immediate context, the paragraph, and the book overall. Find these keywords with Bible software or a concordance, “my most commonly used tool in Bible study.” Rather than turning to commentaries or Bible dictionaries, gather up texts to get you into the author’s head. “What issues all the insight, almost 90 percent of the time, is looking up words that put me onto the trains of thought in an author’s mind.” (2) Find the propositions. Propositions, “the basic building blocks of meaning,” tie those words together, usually with a subject, a verb, and some modifiers. (3) Relate the propositions. Look for these connections in words like because, therefore, in order that, although, or when. “This is the way an author communicates his meaning. He puts words together in propositions, then he puts propositions together in certain logical relationships.” (4) Determine the main point of the text flow. The propositions will link together into a logical flow, revealing the author’s point. (5) Compare different texts with similar themes. Find other texts that carry similar terms or similar logical flows, and compare and contrast how they convey the same meaning. (6) Stop to appreciate the reality behind the text. This is a serious step, too often neglected by even the most serious students. “Lots of young people, and older people, when they’re getting excited about seeing the meaning of words, seeing how propositions work, seeing how logical flows of thought develop, get all excited about words and logic. Suddenly they’re playing a game, and they’re forgetting about heaven and hell, life and death, God and Satan—the massive realities behind these words. So I want to push myself through words into reality.” (7) Make life application. Apply your discoveries to your own life. So run a Bible app search for keywords or get a good concordance—the “most helpful” and “most commonly used tool in my Bible study. Commentaries don’t even come close.”15

      Often the meaning of a complicated verse will come only by studying the larger context. When you’re stumped by a text, “step back and look at the larger flow” of the author’s thinking. This will often help resolve the meaning and purpose of a verse or phrase.16

      Too many Christians assume that others must tell them what a text means before they can start thinking about it. That’s false. God gave us “a huge, untapped resource for Bible study: our minds.” So think over texts as you write verses out by hand into a personal notebook. In seminary, Pastor John began writing the text out, and in “writing every proposition of every paragraph on a different line and figuring out how those propositions relate to each other—the very writing caused me to see things.” Writing slows us down, enhances learning, and improves retention. It allows you to write and retain your response. On the same page as the Bible text you copied out, write out implications you see or questions the text raises in your mind. The goal is communion. “We want to meet God in the Bible. And in my experience, slow, meditative, commenting, question-asking reading is where I meet God. I don’t meet God when I am rushing through a text. So get a pen and paper. Open your Bible and copy out a paragraph.”17

      Should we read the Bible for breadth or depth?

      The Bible is a huge book. So how do we enjoy it: verse by verse to uncover important details or chapter by chapter to understand the sweeping storyline?

      We need skills to do both. Some days you will not finish your entire reading, and that’s okay. Imagine you wake up one morning, get to your Bible reading, and read Romans 12:9–13, a text with thirteen exhortations in it! What do you do? Breeze past them to finish your daily reading? Or stop and focus on one command to take into your day? “And the answer is both. And I don’t know how. I just know I’ve got to read the Bible fast and I’ve got to read the Bible slow, because if you don’t read the Bible fast to get through it in a year or two, you can’t get the big picture.” Imagine a jumbo jet flying 560 miles per hour at 38,000 feet over Florida. “You look down and say, ‘Wow, that’s an amazing orange grove. Very nourishing. Really tastes good. Really gives me energy.’ Wrong! It doesn’t. You’re just flying tens of thousands of feet overhead. And that’s the way we read the Bible: flying overhead.” Eventually you must land, go to the orange grove, and pick one orange. So “let love be genuine” (Rom. 12:9). Pick one command from the cluster of thirteen and take it into your day. Be willing to stop and ask, What does this mean? Then pray. “I want to be like that. Holy Spirit, please kill the disease of hypocrisy in my life.” In Bible reading, know when to stop and meditate.18

      A decade later, Piper worked out a clearer process for doing both.

      To read for depth means stopping to reflect deeply on the words and phrases and propositions in a particular text. You can read through a few verses per day, but at that pace “it will take you eighty years or more to read your Bible. I am a great believer in slowing down and thinking, thinking, thinking.”

      But given the length of the Bible we must also read for breadth. “By breadth I mean reading broadly enough so that you take in the entire five-hundred-year period, say, of the divided kingdom in Israel, from Rehoboam right down to the end of the exile. In 1 and 2 Kings and 1 and 2 Chronicles we have king after king after king rising, falling, succeeding, and failing. Good and evil. Evil then good. A rotten father followed by a good son. A good father followed by a rotten son and on and on.” In this case, “I don’t know of any other way but reading through those books broadly to get the profound sense of both the repeated failure and rebellion of God’s people over centuries and the extraordinary mercy and patience of God.” There’s no replacement for taking a month to consume the breadth of these four historic books to fully appreciate God’s patience with them—and by implication his patience with us.

      Practically, three considerations. (1) Alternate mornings and evenings. Go for depth in the mornings and for breadth in the evenings. (2) Alternate by month. One month read for depth, the next read for breadth. (3) Alternate by year. One year read the whole Bible and the next year study only Romans. But whatever path you choose, “never stop reading. This is God’s very word. Broad or deep, it is his transforming voice.”19

      Reading broadly and deeply is part of the natural rhythm of reading the whole Bible in a year in the Discipleship Journal Bible Reading Plan, a favorite of Pastor John’s. Every day you read in four areas: two long Old Testament readings for broader study and two shorter readings in the New Testament for deeper reflection. “This has the great advantage of combining both a broad scope of reading and a narrow, intensified reading.” As an added help, catch-up days are scheduled into the monthly plan.20

      Balance deep reading with devotional reading

      How do we accomplish deep reading with pens and paper and marked-up texts, but also simply read the Bible devotionally?

      Bible reading is about life stability. “My goal in everything I’ve ever done with regard to the Bible is not to produce a lot of Bible nerds, but the kind of Christians who are so deep and unshakable in their convictions about eternal reality that they are not blown over by the winds of trouble and don’t simply float mindlessly along, conforming to the currents of contemporary culture.” The aim is to be an oak tree, “withstanding the winds of adversity” (Ps. 1:3). Or a dolphin, “cutting through the currents of culture.” To these ends, the Bible calls us to first become gold diggers, seeking after buried treasure (Pss. 19:10; 119:72, 127; Prov. 2:1–5). Imagine a treasure was hidden long ago in your backyard. Would you dig out this wealth? Yes, of course. That’s what Scripture is: a treasure of spiritual wealth beyond imagination, worthy of the grime, sweat, and excavation. So it’s “a matter of how desperate we are to get rich with true riches—the riches of Christ and the wealth of his glory, and his wisdom and his power for living the kind of radical Christian life this world so desperately needs.”

      Practically speaking, do both kinds of study: deep and devotional. Set aside one day to excavate deep into the word. And then read more devotionally throughout the week. “Find a slot in your week, early, before you have to do lots of stuff with the kids or work in the yard. Find a slot—maybe Saturday morning early or Sunday afternoon or Sunday evening—where you do some serious digging in God’s backyard once a week. But on most mornings, give yourself to a more devotional kind of meditation on the word. It’s never one or the other. It’s always both-and.”21

      How do we piece together chapters of Scripture?

      Reading whole chapters is hard work, especially when connecting propositions and finding the logical flow of arguments. Think of a whole chapter, or a whole psalm, like a jigsaw puzzle. “There are five hundred pieces laid in front of you, and as you look at them, they do not look at all like the painting on the front of the box. They are just one big jumble. That’s how the words and phrases and clauses might look to you in a chapter in the Bible when you try to think of the chapter as a whole.” So how do we start, when the Bible offers no overall picture on the cover to make sense of the pile of pieces?

      You examine one piece. “You notice that half of this piece is solid red and the other half is solid gold. You notice that the little protrusion at the top is split in half, and half of it is gold and half of it is red. From this, you infer with careful thinking that there is another piece somewhere that will be half red and half gold.” Of the five hundred pieces, maybe six meet this design. You isolate them, fit them together, and make one “mid-size unit.” Then you look for another unit. And build another. And another. Later you begin to fit the units together.

      Such work is tactile, too demanding for most of us to do in our heads. So print the text on paper, draw circles and lines on it, and make summaries of the mid-sized pieces. And then fit those larger units together to see their logical coherence. So “look at the pieces very carefully. Fit them together in mid-size units. Jot down the main points of the mid-size units until you have them all on a half-sheet of paper, and then think and think, and pray and pray, and think and pray and think and pray, and organize and draw lines, and try to fit them all together until they fall into place and you see how these five, six, seven, eight, nine points of the mid-size units are in a flow that make one big overarching point. You will be surprised, if you take a pencil and paper and do this, what you will see.”22

      How do I read the Bible topically?

      “I love this question because I think many people sell themselves short when it comes to what they can glean from the Scriptures—for their own spiritual enrichment in depth and for their life in a morally complex world. I think most of us doubt our capacities to find answers for ourselves. Others of us are lazy—let’s be honest—and we want somebody else to do the work for us. So we try to get a quick answer from somebody else rather than do it ourselves with rigorous study.” But the Bible will not give its riches to people who refuse to dig (Prov. 2:3–6). Over all of our Bible study waves the flag of Jeremiah 29:13: “You will seek me and find me, when you seek me with all your heart.”

      From this motivation, get to work and isolate your topic by a keyword, like money or marriage. Use a concordance or a Bible program. You could limit your study to one book, one author, or just the New Testament. But keep it manageable and don’t get overwhelmed. Once you have a list of verses, jot them all down and read each one. Write out the connections you see in the word as it appears in the same author or across Scripture. “Many people have the notion that simply reading and observing the Bible causes insight and wisdom. It doesn’t. It doesn’t. You’ve got to think.” You must think over (νόει) what you read (2 Tim. 2:7). To do this, you must keep your eye on the context and logic of each text. And follow the footnoted related texts to the one you’re studying.

      Keep paper and pens handy. “Be writing, writing, writing, either in a file on your computer or, like I do often, with a folded half-sheet of paper. I’m doodling and I’m constantly writing because when I write, I’m able to hold more things in my head. Without writing, everything tends to be a muddle. It’s just so complex. People that aren’t writing aren’t going to go very far in bringing a coherent picture of some reality.” Then, later in the process, consult commentaries, books, or web resources on your theme. But in everything, preserve what you have seen so that you can easily return to your discoveries later.23

      What happens when you pray over Scripture?

      Prayer is an essential component of Bible reading, but often ignored. “It is amazing, after all these years, how many times I simply start reading without praying. And I can tell the difference, profoundly.”24 Maybe this is one reason why our delight in God from our Bible reading is so short-lived.

      We read with the foundational conviction that we are called to focus our lives—our attention and our delight—on heavenly things (Col. 3:1–2). And we are to avoid setting our attention and delight on the things of man (Matt. 16:23). So what’s the solution to an enduring encounter with the word? “I think maybe the most helpful thing I could do is to bring you into a lesson God is teaching me afresh at age seventy that I should not have to be taught again after sixty years as a Christian. I have one tip for you that is just so front-burner for me right now.” The tip: pray, before you read your Bible, that God “would come and meet you in the reading of Scripture and open the eyes of your heart and show you what is really there, and make himself real, and bring about amazing changes in your life” (Eph. 1:18). It makes a real difference.

      If we pause and pray before we read, God will answer us in six ways. (1) We will hear. By our pre–Bible reading prayer, “God creates a supernatural atmosphere” to remind us “this moment is not just about you and a book. It is about you and the living God.” (2) We will see. God will answer and show us new things in Scripture. “Most of us are blind to the glories embedded by God in the very words that he has given us. We read them so casually. Reading the word Spirit, the word glory, the word cross, the word sin without praying is one experience. Reading those words after praying may be cataclysmically different, a different kind of seeing in those same words.” Divine weightiness attends to God’s word as it is prayed over. (3) We will feel. We want the right affections to attend our reading. “If you pray, God will open your heart to feel the preciousness of glorious things and the horror of evil things that you would not otherwise feel,” because “most of us do not feel emotions that accord with the realities we are thinking about. This is a work of the Spirit, and he does it in answer to prayer.” (4) We will be changed. By praying before reading, “God will work changes in you that you would not otherwise experience,” changes in your war against sin, desires for holiness, conquering of bad habits, recharging new resources for your relationships, and increased experience of the fruits of the Spirit. (5) We will be guided. “If you pray this prayer at the beginning of your Bible reading, God will from time to time provide the very guidance and leading that you have been longing for in regard to big decisions in your life. God delights to bring fresh vision and guidance into the life of his children while they are spending time with him in his word.” (6) We will recalibrate to true reality. Reading the Bible will give us new eyes to see spiritual realities, the lostness of the world, and the eternal future we each have.

      So each day, “pause before you read, and earnestly—with as much heartfelt longing as you can muster—pray to God that he would come and meet you in the reading of Scripture and open the eyes of your heart and show you what is really there and make himself real and bring about amazing changes in your life.”25

      A one-minute prayer before you read your Bible

      So what does this prayer look like? Before opening your Bible, pray a one-minute prayer of desperation, organized by the acronym IOUS: Incline my heart (Ps. 119:36). Open my eyes (Ps. 119:18). Unite my heart (Ps. 86:11). Satisfy my soul (Ps. 90:14).

      Find comfort that such an acrostic of desperation was pulled directly from the Bible. “I take unbelievably strong encouragement from the fact that the psalmists had to pray this way.” Incline my heart. “It is amazing that the psalmist would ask God to incline his heart to the word. What? You are not inclined to the Bible sometimes, Mr. Psalmist?!” Open my eyes. The psalmist opens the word but looks at basically a blank page and feels horrible about his spiritual insensitivity. We do too. Unite my heart. “My heart is all fragmented; it is going every direction. I am looking at a fly on the wall or hearing something on my driveway, and I get distracted in a hundred ways. And the psalmist does too.” Satisfy my soul. This final plea is “maybe the most important one of all,” as we join the psalmist in praying: “O God, don’t leave me in this season of boredom or blankness or deadness.”26

      Step 3 (U) applies especially to those with a divided heart, a normal experience of the Christian life. We want God to draw near to us, but we also have a heart that pulls back from him when he does.27

      In sum, I.O.U.S. (“my favorite acrostic”) is “my prayer virtually every day over the word of God,” says Pastor John.28 Without this little prayer, “I might blunder into God’s word in a spiritually self-sufficient frame of mind, in which I am not at all listening to God or hearing God.” And it’s a short prayer. “I’m talking about one minute. You say to God, ‘I am about to read your word, and I need your help.’” Bible reading is not for satisfying curious minds but for feeding hungry souls. “I am here to eat. I am not here to stockpile arguments. I am not here to get a lesson. I am hungry for you, God. I need to eat truth here!” This is the desperation behind the little one-minute prayer.29

      The acrostic is not only built from the psalmist’s spiritual vulnerability, but also from his darkest struggles. Together they make a prayer of desperation for the believer. “I have gone through very dark and cold seasons, and I want to make sure that when I say that, people realize that we are not talking about a simple, two-phased Christianity, as if there is really red-hot, devoted, vital Christianity, and then there is cold, dead, dark Christianity. The fact is, there are infinite gradations in between those two extremes.” And those gradations change all day long. “I wake up needing to become alive. And my strategy has been the same pretty much all the way along in trying to fight this fight for joy, and that is to pray earnestly while I look at the Bible.” This struggle is the heart of the acrostic prayer. “I want to see Jesus. I need Jesus. I don’t need mere propositions. I need an encounter with the living Christ, and I believe it comes through the word.”30

      A similar strategy works well when the Bible feels boring. When it does, simply recount its own testimony about itself. “I look at things that the Bible says about the Bible to rekindle my love for the Bible” (especially Ps. 119:25, 98; John 5:24; 6:68; 8:32; 17:17; Rom. 10:17; and 2 Tim. 3:16–17). But the bottom line is that for those who find the Bible boring, “you are not alone. We all are up and down in the degree to which we love to read the Bible.” But “even when you don’t feel like it, keep tending the garden like a farmer who has to get out there every day and pull the weeds and till the soil—not because that day the fruit is going to grow up, but because sooner or later, in God’s sovereign timing, if you tend your garden, it will grow.”31

      I read the Bible but I don’t feel anything—what do I do?

      Given the high calling of our emotional engagement with the word, what if I read my Bible, but I don’t feel anything in my affections that resonates with the worth, the value, the preciousness, the beauty, the pleasures of what those words are supposed to communicate? Is there anything I can do next?

      Yes, there is, because Scripture calls us to incline our ears and apply our hearts to knowledge so that it will be pleasant to the taste and fixed in the memory (Prov. 22:17–18). From this text we see that Scripture is meant to move from the head to the heart in three stages. (1) We incline our ear. When we struggle to hear someone, we lean in and listen more attentively. Same with the Bible. (2) We incline so that we can hear wisdom. (3) After inclining and hearing we then apply our heart to what’s been heard. This means, literally, “you take your heart and you push it—you push the nose of your heart into the beauty of the knowledge. If the heart is not feeling anything, you say to your heart, ‘Heart, wake up!’ And you take hold of the heart and you apply. You push it. You place it in the knowledge. You push on it.”

      The word of God is a precious diamond. It’s a gift. And if your heart doesn’t feel the preciousness of this, push it into the diamond to look at it from every direction, “and say to your heart: ‘Heart, move around this diamond. Look at the diamond from that side and look at the diamond from that side.’” Preach to your heart: “Come on, heart, wake up. Come on, heart, look at this. Come on heart, feel this. This is beautiful. Wake up, heart!” Make this the instinctive cry of your heart when spiritual affections wane over God’s word.32

      Prep your soul to encounter Christ

      Bible reading is for encountering Christ. So how do we know that we are not just connecting prepositions but beholding glory? Some thoughts on seeking out this encounter with God.

      1. Sync your soul. It can take a long time to sync our souls with divine glory. “One of the reasons we don’t meet God profoundly in his word as often as we would like is because our hearts are so unprepared and out of sync with the spiritual reality when we come.” It may take reading fifty chapters of the Bible before the sync happens! “I say it to point out the fact that we may be that out of sync spiritually and emotionally and psychologically with the Bible so that when we read, our frame of mind and the disposition of our heart and the spiritual receptivity of our heart are so out of step with the Spirit of the passage that nothing happens.” To sync, consider personal retreats, rare times set aside to read fifty chapters of the Bible and go hard after God.

      2. Draw from writers who have beheld Christ’s glory. Give them the first fifteen or twenty minutes of your time before you open the Bible. This will help sync your soul (1).

      3. Taste joy in the longing. We have no greater desire than to see our Savior. But this “perfect fullness of the enjoyment of Christ” is reserved for when we see him face-to-face (1 John 3:2). And yet this joy of Christ’s presence is something we taste now—“really, substantively, authentically, spiritually in the very longings for it.” Meaning it’s “artificial” to separate “our deepest yearnings and achings and longings and cryings for Christ from his presence, his sweetness, the tastes of his visits, and his love. That’s an artificial distinction. The longings are themselves a sweet taste of the bread of heaven. The yearnings are themselves a sweet detection of the aroma of paradise. The inconsolable desires of your soul for Christ are themselves a divine work of the Holy Spirit communicating to you in advance some measure of the sweetness of Christ himself in heaven.”

      4. Open your Bible and read. Use a plan to read the whole Bible in a year, something like the Discipleship Journal Bible Reading Plan. And anticipate that God will meet you—maybe in just one of the four readings in any given day. And that’s okay. Don’t expect God to make every Bible reading time unforgettable. But expect a few of them to be especially sweet. Read with this anticipation. And “even if God only shows up once a year, it’s worth a year’s reading. I mean, if he showed up once a year, it would be worth reading every day, wouldn’t it?”33

      Isn’t the Bible old and irrelevant?

      The Bible is old, but motivation for Bible reading is built on the conviction that its ancient pages are ongoingly relevant to our lives today. So how do we respond when it doesn’t feel relevant? Listeners ask this question about (1) the Old Testament, (2) the New Testament, and (3) the whole Bible.

      1. Is the Old Testament relevant to our lives? What do we gain by reading difficult Old Testament books like Leviticus, where the glory of Christ is not obvious and personal application for our postmodern lives seems unclear? The Bible is always relevant, but we should never imagine that the Bible was entirely written only for us today. The Bible, “with all of its many wonderful and strange parts, is designed by God, inspired by God, put together by God, not just for twenty-first-century, Western, middle-class culture but for thousands of cultures around the world, spread over thousands of years, with all of those centuries and all of those cultures being dramatically different.” Only God could pull off a task this huge. So the Bible is relevant for every culture, but it will not apply the same to each generation. For us, “there are going to be parts of the Bible that I as a twenty-first-century, middle-class, White guy find difficult to find relevance in or any kind of echo of my own present concerns. When that happens, I don’t think I should neglect any part of the Bible. I think I should be patient and pursue it all.”34

      2. Are Paul’s epistles from the first century applicable to twenty-first-century life? Yes, they remain relevant for several reasons. Some of Paul’s letters were intentionally circular, so their contents were not limited to a single church. This is also true of letters from James and Peter. Paul knew that his letters were from God, “words valid and relevant for his people of all time” (1 Cor. 2:12–13). As an apostle, Paul often spoke about the church universal because he knew that his teaching was “foundational and useful for the church’s whole existence” (see Eph. 2:19–20). And several New Testament texts deal with transcendent themes that will never change: the nature of God, the nature of man, and the truths of the gospel. Nothing about the gospel that we read is “time-bound or situation-bound,” but is equally true and valid and important for us today (see 1 Cor. 15:3). And many points of application for our lives are built on eternal truths that remain “valid across time.” So Christians still shouldn’t lie to one another, because we belong to one another (Eph. 4:25). We don’t avenge ourselves, because God is still our avenger (Rom. 12:19). Women don’t preach, because the creation order holds firm today (1 Tim. 2:12–14). And we still love through appeals rather than by commands (Philem. 8–9). Our situational ethics today are held firm by ancient truths.35

      3. How do we overcome the perpetual, low-grade feeling that the whole Bible is too long and old and irrelevant for us today? “What I would like to do is help this person get over the hump of feeling like the Bible is over their head or from another planet or just totally irrelevant. The real answer to the question of ‘Why press on?’ is this. It is worth it. The Bible has so much to give, and what it has to give can be found only in the Bible. If you turn away from it, it can’t be found anywhere else. Nothing can compare to it.” The Bible is “better than gold, better than silver, better than honey” (Pss. 19:10; 119:72). Only in the Bible do we find the truth that will save us eternally (1 Tim. 4:16). Only in the Bible do we find the truth that “liberates us from sin and Satan,” gives peace with God, empowers holiness, motivates love, and sustains our souls in life’s hardest trials. “It really is the greatest book in the world because it is the only book inspired by God Almighty, the Creator of the universe, and the only one that can make us wise unto everlasting life” (2 Tim. 3:15–16).

      With those convictions in place, here are six simple steps for overwhelmed Bible readers. (1) Find a modern translation like the ESV. (2) Get a good study Bible, like the ESV Study Bible with notes that will help answer the perplexing questions you meet along the way. (3) Write out the most challenging passages you stumble over and work through them with a pen in hand. (4) Watch Look at the Book episodes, video tutorials “for me to help guide you through texts that I hope will instill habits of reading in you that will make the Bible live and will make it understandable for you.” (5) Find your way to an expositional church that preaches through the Bible text slowly. (6) “Pray for God to give you light. God loves to make his Son known. He sent him into the world at the cost of his life so that he could be known and loved. He is not interested in holding back from you the light that he gave with his Son and gave with his word.”36

      Battling doubt and cynicism in Bible reading

      A woman wrote in to admit that her Bible reading is often “hijacked” by a sense of doubt and cynicism about Scripture, a spiritual battle more than an intellectual one.

      It’s never automatic that we believe the Bible to be true. All our Bible reading is spiritual warfare. “The devil really hates the Bible. He hates truth. He is a deceiver from the beginning, and he can make things look merely intellectual when, in fact, some pretty heavy spiritual stuff is going on.” But we can respond with prayer, asking that God “would fight your doubts and cynicism” as you also fight. In battling our inner cynic, we pray for God to “help my unbelief” (Mark 9:24). “Help your unbelief do what? Die. That’s what.” Unbelief must die for us to see divine beauty, the beauty that validates itself. “Seek in all your reading and praying in the Bible not just to know truth but to see the glory of Christ. There is a spiritual light shining from Christ that is self-authenticating if you see it.”

      In the believer’s battle with doubt and cynicism with the Bible, we must remember that Christ is kind and patient with us. Think and pray on this as you look to authors, teachers, local church leaders, and Christians around you who have a robust spiritual life.

      But never stop reading the Bible in the fight of faith, because the fight of faith is fought in the reading. “This is one of Satan’s main aims in your doubt and your cynicism. He wants to get you to stop reading when, in fact, the Bible says faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:17). Read on despite the inevitable dry seasons. “The dry desert winds blow. And those whose roots are not planted by the streams wither by cynicism and doubt. But those whose roots have gone down meditating day and night on the word of God are like trees that have roots way down by the water so that they are not killed by the droughts of doubt” (Ps. 1:1–3).37

      Why is the Bible so violent?

      The Bible features some shockingly violent texts, like Judges 19:22–30. Few Christians would approve of watching such violence on a movie screen. So why is it in our Bibles?

      We know that “all Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable” (2 Tim. 3:16). “All of it is profitable and God-inspired—and that includes the most violent parts.” Yet the violence on a page is different from the violence on a screen. Gratuitous onscreen violence is “not profitable and should be avoided.” But on the page, “God’s presentation of these things in writing in the inspired Scripture is no mistake. He presents the world in divine, context-laden, interpretive words—not lurid videos of blood and gore that preempt and replace the God-intended movement from reading written words to having word-built images in the mind. Verbal descriptions with divine explanations are not the same as worldly depictions for entertainment or education with no ultimate divine meaning.”

      The shocking violence of Scripture awakens us from dreamlike fiction. “We live in a very soft, easily offended, emotionally fragile culture that unfits us to grasp what most of history has been like, and what most of the world is still like. I think God gave us the Bible the way it is, with all the horrors, partly because he knew the day would come when we would be so spoiled, so cocooned, so overprotected, so coddled that we would not have the emotional and mental capacities to grasp utterly crucial realities in the Bible and in the world.”

      So what’s the meaning of biblical violence?

      1. Violence exposes the ugliness of unrestrained rebellion. Particularly in the book of Judges, we witness broken civil authority (Judg. 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). “Violence signifies what happens to a society when the river of evil flowing from the human heart runs wild without a dam of civil authority to keep it from spilling out over the whole earth and corrupting with violent effects. That’s the point: There was no king. ‘Everyone did what was right in his own eyes’” (Judg. 17:6; 21:25). Thus, “the book of Judges is written to demonstrate what happens when human beings, in all our sinful rebellion against God, have no restraints.” The human heart is so evil that civil authority is essential.

      2. Violence exposes sin’s wickedness. The world is violent because of human rebellion and the fall (Gen. 3:1–24). After the fall, “when God-opposing, God-rejecting, God-disparaging, God-demeaning treason against God entered the world—God responded not simply by judging man’s emotions and thinking and willing and relationships, but he also responded by subjecting the human body and the entire material and physical creation to his judgment” (Gen. 3:14–19; Rom. 8:20).

      So why did God curse the whole creation? “Why did he ordain that the effect of moral evil would be displayed in the horrors of physical evil—earthquakes, floods, famines, pandemics, wars, and every manner of horrible mistreatment of man on man? Oh, my. He did it because he knew that people who are dead in their trespasses and sins would never comprehend the moral outrage of treason against God unless they saw it reflected in the physical outrage of violence against men.” No sinner “loses sleep” over his cosmic treason against God. “But let their physical body be touched with cancer or their house be touched with rioting, and then their emotions rise up with moral indignation. Violence and suffering exist in this world as a divine witness to the meaning and the seriousness and the outrage of sin against God.”

      3. The Bible’s violence showcases the bloodiness of our faith. Our gospel is the message of “the Lamb who was slain” (Rev. 13:8). We’re saved through violence. This text reminds us that “God’s plan before the foundation of the world” was that the center of our salvation would be “one of the grossest, most violent and gory events in the history of the world—namely, the crucifixion of the Son of God.” For us there’s “no salvation without this violence.” And in a gloriously subversive way, we will celebrate this violence forever (Rev. 5:9–10) because in this “gruesome death of his infinitely precious Son,” we come to appreciate the greatness of God’s love to us (Rom. 5:8).38

      So pastors should read the Bible cover to cover to be reminded of the violent sinfulness of the world and of God’s global sovereignty over it all. “How easy it is to put the sovereignty of God to the side while lamenting the miseries and wickedness of this world. God is in charge of the world. This is one of the great benefits of reading the whole Bible cover to cover every year,” something Piper has done for decades. “You watch the terrible sweep of evil in the world, and the Bible portrays it better than anybody—the sweep of evil from century to century in the world. And you have this rugged, unwavering, biblical perspective that God is on his throne and is in charge over the world, and evil does not, will not, triumph. So that note must be struck. The sovereignty of God must be struck by a pastor over and over again because his people are going to start losing it as things get bad.”39

      Indeed, “the murder of the Son of God” was “the worst act in human history.” And God planned it (Acts 4:27–28).40 He remains “sovereign over all sin,” and in that governance “he never sins.”41 That’s because there are two wills in God. The sin of murder can, at the same time, (1) contradict God’s moral will (Exod. 20:13; Deut. 5:17) and (2) fulfill God’s sovereign purposes (Acts 4:27–28). In God, there are two wills: (1) A will of command—a moral, revealed will. And (2) a will of decree—a sovereign, ultimate will (Eph. 1:11).42

      Let the Bible demolish your theology

      Reckoning honestly with the Bible forces us to purge old errors we cherished. In his twenties, Pastor John’s theology was tormented by new biblical realities in Scripture that contradicted his understanding of God’s goodness, especially over questions like whether God predestines some for eternal wrath. “I know what it is like to see these things at first and not see how they fit with his justice and goodness. And I have wept. My early twenties was a season of great torment mentally and emotionally over theological issues like this. I have tasted what it means to put my hands on my desk, face in my hands, and cry out to God, ‘I don’t get this!’”43

      This testimony prompted an email from a listener whose theology was likewise being deconstructed.

      Getting theology right is something like a dynamic puzzle, where one key piece that seems to hold together a whole theology in our mind can be dislodged and everything else moves. Perhaps you learned something as a child and believed it. “And now you are reading your Bible and you say, ‘That is not a Bible piece.’ And it comes out. Then what happens?” The other pieces shift, “because you might have to jostle fifteen pieces to put the new Bible piece back in. And here is what I think makes us frightened to the point of weeping: it feels as though all of those fifteen pieces might be wrong. They moved. They shifted out of the position that they had. The thing that was giving them coherence just suddenly was gone.” But in the shift, the Holy Spirit brings a new coherence built on biblical truth that brings freedom and peace.

      To this aim of theological coherence, the Bible calls for us to add theological knowledge (Phil. 1:9; Col. 1:10; 2 Pet. 3:18). But it also demands that our theological knowledge be refined and any false notions we have about God be destroyed (καθαιροῦντες; 2 Cor. 10:5). And that’s why the growing pains hurt. “I assume that not every opinion in my brain is a perfect opinion, and there may be some lofty opinions that get in there from time to time or left over from when I was a kid that need to be torn down.” As these errors are purged from us, it stings, “especially if they are old or cherished or from mom and dad.” As you construct a better and more cohesive biblical vision of God, pray that he would give understanding and lead you to an eternally beautiful and biblically accurate picture of God—beautiful in its biblical accuracy (Ps. 118:5–6; 2 Tim. 2:7).44

      Is Bible reading only profitable if we come away with application?

      No. “And here is why I feel strongly about it. I would say that probably 99 percent of our lives is lived without immediate reflection upon a life principle. Rather, we just act. If you think about your day, there are maybe a hundred big decisions you make in a day. And by big, I just mean conscious.” We don’t have time to weigh every decision. And in this light, Jesus made it clear that what we do is an expression of who we are. “The good person out of the good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure produces evil, for out of the abundance of the heart his mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45). Out of the heart’s abundance we speak, either from an abundance of evil or of good (Matt. 12:33–37; 15:18–20).

      “Well, that is scary, right?” Yes, a scary heart-abundance paradigm with two big implications for our lives. It means that “most of our lives are lived spontaneously. Most of our lives are not lived after ten seconds of reflection on a biblical principle. So where do they come from? They come from being a kind of person.” So “how do you become a kind of person so that you are a good tree that bears spontaneous good fruit instead of a bad tree that bears spontaneously bad fruit? You soak in the Scriptures, and you let your sight of Jesus and your taste of Jesus and his ways in the Bible affect and shape your soul. Your soul marinates in the sauces of grace until the soul is made soft and tender and supple and sensitive to the leadings of the Holy Spirit so that in a kind of spontaneous way, it responds.” Basically, we aim to live out the Christian life, in most of life, from the heart, through an informed, Spirit-filled subconscious.45

      “I’m a Christian Hedonist for theological reasons. I’m after people’s affections—their hearts, their emotions, their feelings.” Maybe a few things we say or do “by dint of willpower against our passions,” but “very few.” Ninety-nine percent of what we do and say comes from the abundance of what’s inside our hearts (Matt. 12:34). Therefore, “the number-one issue in life is having new passions.” Or to say it another way, God coaxes our daily holiness by feeding our passions with the lavish, eternal promises we discover in his word. A dynamic on full display in 1 Peter 1:1–25.46

      How do we avoid intellectualism with the Bible?

      The Bible calls for hard thinking and deep feeling. But each of us tends to fall on one side or the other, either toward an anti-intellectual feeling, or an antifeeling intellectualism. So how do we avoid a cold, academic study of our Bible? Five strategies.

      1. Read as a life-and-death battle. There are many people in the church who, for “personality reasons” or “theological reasons,” think emotions are unimportant—just “the caboose at the end of the train.” Not so. Love is essential. Loving God with all your heart is essential (Matt. 22:36–37; 1 Cor. 16:22). Love for Christ above all others is essential (Matt. 10:37). Love for God is a matter of life and death. The “deepest, heartfelt, affectionate, relative kind of love” that we can imagine for a mother or father or son or daughter is the love we are to have for Christ—but intensified. If Christ is not our supreme love, “we are not worthy of Jesus.” So we must become “totally persuaded” that knowledge of God without love for God is “eternally deadly. Deadly! So, I am trembling at the thought that I could go about my academic work or my scholarly work or writing work or preaching work or study work in some kind of cold frame with no awakened love for God, affection for God.” Making the quest to overcome intellectualism is “a life-and-death battle.”

      2. Read for more than truth. We are looking for value to adore and love. The devil “probably knows more true things about God than we do,” but he will never worship God as “supremely valuable and supremely satisfying.” If Satan refuses to treasure what he knows about God, then “our aim in reading the Bible should not be demonic.” Instead, we read “with a view to feeling what is valuable about God, treasuring the treasure that God is. The aim is to see the millions of reasons why God is a treasure, not just the millions of evidences that God exists or has certain attributes. All of our theological refinement should be for the sake of doxological embrace and enjoyment.” We don’t just drink in the word; we drink to taste God’s goodness for ourselves because “the tasting is the nutritional encounter with the living God that grows us up into salvation” (1 Pet. 2:2–3).

      3. Read in desperation. Pray before reading. “You can make yourself read. You can make a list of God’s attributes. You can make lists of ways that God behaves. But you can’t make yourself feel how wonderful they are.” So we must pray that God would satisfy us (Ps. 90:14). Why? Because “the human heart doesn’t naturally feel it when it hears and sees the beauties of God.” Prayer “is absolutely essential, not only that my eyes would be open, but that my affections would be awakened.” To that end we pray. “We ask God to make us satisfied in God.”

      4. Read others. Read authors who express beautifully the spiritual realities they see and feel deeply, voices like John Owen, Jonathan Edwards, John Newton, and C. S. Lewis.

      5. Share your joy. “Open your mouth and bear witness to family and friends and neighbors and colleagues to the beauty of God and your joy in him. It is precisely in giving expression to our joy that intensifies the joy itself. A shared joy is a doubled joy. God loves mission. God loves witness. God loves sharing. God loves loving people. And he does not love hoarding.” We glorify God and intensify our own joy as we share the joy he gives us in our Bible reading.47

      Does John Piper overthink the Christian life?

      No, and the nature of Bible reading explains one reason why not. Much life application flows from the careful reading of the Bible, in tracing lengthy arguments and logical connections. If God didn’t want our serious thinking, he would not have given us such a long book. Based purely on the nature of Scripture, serious thinking is essential. “It was a huge moment in my life when I woke up to the fact that the Bible is not just a string of pearls to be admired one at a time, or a package of Life Savers to be dissolved on the tongue of my soul one at a time. Rather, the Bible, in most of its writings, forges a chain of arguments connected by words like because and therefore and although and in order that.” By this design, God expects us to work hard to follow the “argument chains” in the text.

      As one example, Paul chains together five arguments against sexual sin in 1 Corinthians 6:18–20. (1) Such sin violates your own body; (2) your body is a temple of the Spirit; (3) you were redeemed at a cost; and (4) you are not your own. Therefore (5) glorify God with your body. Our sex ethics require us to trace these progressive connections in the text.48

      Paul chains together another argument in Romans 1:15–17. He makes four statements that build through three “because” statements, or “for” statements (“For I am . . . for it is . . . For in it . . .”). “I read my Bible for two decades before I discovered that’s the way Paul wrote. You can’t understand Paul’s intention, what he’s trying to communicate, unless you understand the logical relationships between those four statements.” And he “signals those relationships, loud and clear, by using the word because [γὰρ] three times” as he builds “from foundations to conclusions.”49

      Do I love Bible insights more than I love God?

      A young woman who highlights and writes notes and draws multicolored diagrams on her Bible has been warned by older Christian women that her study of Scripture is too academic. It lacks devotional warmth. Too much head and not enough heart, they say.

      The core question for all serious Bible students is whether we have committed “a slight misplacement of affections onto what is discovered more than the one who revealed it.” Or, do we have “an excitement more with intellectual insights than with God himself?” This danger is not often obvious to us at first.

      Or to ask the question another way: Can we honor God through a detailed study of Scripture? Absolutely. For example, watch how Paul employs typology, drawing from the Old Testament to shape Christian desires and affections (evidenced in 1 Cor. 10:1–5). In Paul’s words, Old Testament events are recorded as “examples” (τυπος) for us so that “we might not desire evil as they did” (1 Cor. 10:6). In other words, “typology is about emotions.” To cultivate healthy loves within us, we study Old Testament and New Testament connections.

      The rigorous study of Scripture honors Christ when done authentically. “I want to glorify God by serious, rigorous, detailed study of the Bible that owns up to all that God put there. But here is something we need to remember: some people are wired by God in their genetic makeup that if they themselves make that effort at detailed study, their heads shut down their hearts. It does. As soon as they try their best to think hard, they start feeling cold.” To such a person, the detailed study of Scripture by others would trigger a false alarm.

      So for those who love deep Bible study, what can be done? The one who studies most rigorously should love most rigorously too. “In other words, if others think that our study will damage us, we must prove to them that it does the opposite.” Among the older Christian women concerned for a too-academic approach to the Bible, this young woman’s call is to “out-love them, out-rejoice them, out-repent them, and out-serve them. And how will they then be able to say that study is hurting her if all the evidence is in the other direction?”50

      Later in the year came a more specific question. In Bible reading, how do I fight the temptation to glory in the novelty of personal discovery? How do I kill the impulse to study only to impress others on social media?

      It’s a two-part danger—one part cerebral and one part vainglory.

      1. The cerebral trap. As we’re reading our Bible, “we see something new and fresh and amazing” and taste “a flash of genuine enjoyment of what it shows us about God. And then there is an almost immediate impulse to begin shaping it for a conversation or an email or a devotional thought or a sermon or a lecture or a blog post or a poem or a tweet. This is real dangerous stuff. And it can feel in that moment as though we have lost the authenticity of our enjoyment of communion with God in the truth we have seen.” The danger here is that “the impulse to plan to teach or restate in some way what I have seen may reveal that my enjoyment is not really in the Lord himself at that moment, but rather in the intellectual process of making the discovery and in the impulse.” In this case, pray: “Lord, deliver me from the bondage to that kind of intellectualism that finds more pleasure in the processes of intellectual discovery in the Bible than the glorious one we have discovered!”

      2. The vainglory trap. The second danger is that “the impulse to turn my insights into, say, a teaching plan or a blog or something may signal that I crave recognition from an audience for what I have seen. So my pleasure is not so much in what I have seen as in the approval others are going to give me for seeing it. Oh, how horribly insidious and dangerous this is! If my impulse to teach reveals that to me, I am on my face pleading, ‘O God, deliver me from that kind of vainglory!’”

      Despite the dangers, these impulses to see, discover, and share truth, bring four benefits too. (1) Healthy discovery should lead to an impulse to put words to it, to “turn seeing into saying.” (2) Healthy discovery should lead to sharing. This is how divine beauty works. “As our minds circle and orbit around some glorious sight, some discovery about God and his word, viewing it with joy from all the angles as we orbit the thing we have seen, the very circling of the mind to see the beauty of the truth tends to fling the mind outward where people are, so that they can be drawn into this orbit of seeing.” To see beauty is to be compelled to share beauty. To share beauty is to see more beauty. “I think that belongs to the very nature of the truth of God, the very nature of God. He is not a privatistic God. He is a very public God. He is a displaying God, a communicating God, an expansive God. So it is not surprising to me that not only would our seeing become centrifugal almost immediately, but that he would design for that centrifugal impulse to become a way of seeing more.” (3) Taught truth is enjoyed truth because “teaching is not strictly a mere second step after enjoyment but is an extension of the enjoyment itself. Otherwise, I think teaching becomes inauthentic.” Failing to enjoy a truth in the act of teaching is nearly as bad as the original inauthenticity of merely enjoying the discovery. “So it cuts both ways. For teaching to be authentic, it must be an extension of that joy, I think. Otherwise, it is just not Christian teaching of glorious truth.” (4) For all Christian communicators, our calling is to see and enjoy divine glory as we seek to shape others by what we have seen.

      So self-test to ensure you’re not “enjoying the process of discovering things about God” more than you are “enjoying God authentically and supremely.” If you sense this to be a problem, “the most practical thing” you can do is stop. “Pause repeatedly” to tell God how much you enjoy what you see. “Tell him. Talk to him about how good he is, and beautiful he is, and wise he is, and just he is.” Halt the impulsive desire to share or write a new point into a sermon. This worship-pause is “a great test of my soul.” Build into your Bible discipline time to sing to him. And when it comes to sharing with others, see it (1) “not merely as a way of saying, but as a way of seeing more of God by saying.” And (2) see the joy-filled act of teaching as the “authentic overflow” of enjoyment in God that began in private.51

      Bible reading in dark seasons

      Don’t neglect the Bible during spells of discouragement and depression. Bible reading is for seasons of testing, and particularly for seasons when we feel dejected. As Paul says, “For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Rom. 15:4). “This is amazing; this is sweeping!” The keyword is endurance for getting through tough seasons. For the suffering, Bible reading is not irrelevant and optional but appropriate and essential. “If you can, insomuch as you can just make it a few verses, be in the word every day. Even though you don’t feel like fighting, give yourself that medicine every day.”52

      Bible reading, meditating in the mind, and stirring your affections by biblical truth—as a daily discipline—is “the central biblical strategy” for escaping discouragements, disappointments, and the dark seasons of life—a point made and embodied by Asaph in Psalm 77.53 It is also a point embodied by a friend of Pastor John’s, a “seriously depressed” man who endured an eight-year darkness—“almost to the point of immobilization”—who never stopped reading and memorizing Scripture until one day God “broke in” and delivered him. The friend “always chalked up” his escape “to the fact that he continued in the word, even when he didn’t feel much and could barely function.”54

      I’m too busy and exhausted—when should I read the Bible?

      This question came from three listeners: a pastor, a single woman, and a mom.

      First, a tired pastor wrote in asking how he could recharge his body and soul after being depleted by the demands of ministry.

      Pastor John applied thirty years of pastoral experience and told him to plan his devotional Bible reading when he has the most energy and focused attention. Likely, first thing in the morning. “Take your best times of the day with your best energy and feed your soul. Worship the Lord over his word with your best energy, not the dregs at the end of the day. Any pastor who says, ‘I work so hard at the demands of the church ministry that I don’t have energy for feeding my own soul through Scripture and Scripture-saturated books,’ has got his day backward. If there are parts of the day with much energy and parts with little energy, then let one of the parts with much energy be given to what is absolutely indispensable: communion with God in his word for the sake of seeing and savoring the King of heaven. If this personal joy, personal fellowship, and personal hope languish, everything languishes—and worse than languishes usually. It’s deadly. What our people need from us more than anything is the aroma of Christ.”

      The tired pastor must steward his affections carefully, ensuring that he does not allow his affections for Christ to be deadened by a steady diet of popular media. “I believe we live in a day where immersion in popular culture—with all of its God-ignoring, sin-enjoying, pride-exalting assumptions—is not only assumed to be harmless but assumed to be necessary. Both of those assumptions are wrong—deadly wrong.” Pop media is an affection killer.55

      Second, a female listener wrote in to say that she feels spiritually stuck and too tired for edifying Bible reading. God’s word has been pushed to the margins of a life filled with cooking, cleaning, exercising, running errands, getting food, and shopping—all “classic, good, valuable things.”

      Jesus understood these realities when he entered the house of Martha and Mary. Martha welcomed Jesus into her home. And while she was “anxious and troubled,” frantically trying to pull off the impromptu hospitality and “distracted with much serving,” her sister Mary “sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching.” Martha complained that she was left “to serve alone.” To which Jesus replied: “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things, but one thing is necessary. Mary has chosen the good portion, which will not be taken away from her” (Luke 10:38–42). There are many things, but only one thing is necessary. “More needful than your pattern of cooking, more needful than your pattern of cleaning, more needful than your pattern of exercising, more needful than your pattern of errand-running and shopping—it’s just plain more needful.” You need to hear the voice of God. And yet, since the time of Christ, the word is often choked out by the busyness and cares of life (Luke 8:14).

      So, very practically, go to bed earlier, wake up forty-five minutes earlier, shower earlier, and then hit the coffee to “let caffeine do its magic.” But if this doesn’t solve the drowsiness problem, “get up out of your comfortable chair and walk around the room in circles, reading your Bible. There’s nothing sacred about sitting, and it’s much harder to fall asleep while you’re walking. I did it just the other day.”

      But “more important than these nitty-gritty, practical suggestions is the foundational experience that the word of God is more precious than anything” (Ps. 19:9–10). “Don’t let gold and don’t let food feel more valuable or sweeter than the word of God. They’re not.”56

      Third, the question from a mom who struggles to get time in the word. Her husband must step in. Single moms will face particular challenges here, but “God’s idea for marriage and parenting is two parents. That is his ideal. And one of the reasons for this is so that one can cover for the other and make sure that both are connecting with God through Jesus in the word every day.”

      For the sake of mom’s soul, dad should work especially hard to establish parental order. “My impression is that way too many parents today think their children should be allowed to control the atmosphere of the house. That is a big mistake on a lot of levels. So, dad, step up. Partner with your wife in establishing routines, and expect obedience—expect submission to her and to your authority.” Bring “the whole atmosphere of the house” under “parental order.” Next, set a playtime. In the Piper home, Pastor John took the kids for an hour after dinner. “Noël had done it all day. I can do it for an hour, and she can do whatever she wants. And if it is time to read the Bible, there she has it.” Also, build in short retreats for mom (and for dad). Lead your wife in the word. Give her adult conversation in the word. Pray for her regularly.

      In the end, consider the discipline of Susanna Wesley, the busy mother of Charles and John Wesley and seventeen other children. “Nine of them died in infancy. That left ten. She promised the Lord that she would spend time in prayer and the word every day, and at one point, her strategy was this: she taught the older children and the younger children that the younger ones were responsible to the older. And when you see mom with an apron over her head at the table, don’t bother her. Keep the kids quiet. ‘That is my time with God,’ she said. So train your children with that kind of rigor. Expect obedience. Find your apron or your closet. But, dad, I am looking to you for the major support.”57

      When reading disabilities intrude on Bible reading

      Dyslexia and other mental and physical challenges make reading painfully hard. So how can a reader who is plagued by limits of concentration work through the Bible in short spurts?

      The first step is convictional. “We live by faith or we don’t live at all. And faith comes by hearing and hearing by the word of God” (see Rom. 10:17). As Jesus said, we don’t live only by physical food, but from every word spoken to us by God in his word (Matt. 4:4). “Faith cannot be sustained without the word of God.” If faith dies, holiness dies, and holiness is essential to our final salvation (Heb. 12:14). So Bible reading “goes right to the heart of what it means to be a Christian and how to sustain faith.”

      Whatever physical challenges some readers face, every Bible reader can expect massive spiritual resistance. “The big ones are sin, indifference, love for the world, and spiritual blindness to the glory of Christ.”

      But then come challenges that are physiological (like dyslexia) or due to age (like senility). For those challenges, Pastor John offered five pieces of advice.

      1. Read to savor. “The goal is not just to put in a certain amount of time or to cover a certain amount of material. The goal is to see and savor God, his ways, and his promises. The goal is to fight for faith and to walk in obedience by faith. Be sure to keep that mindset. Go to the Bible to get food for your faith.”

      2. Plead for healing. Ask God for supernatural help. “I’m dismayed how many Christians are fatalistic, materialistic, and humanistic when it comes to their disability.” Don’t just think of your disability in terms of medicines or therapies (which are important). Pray for full healing.

      3. Work harder. “There are some strengths we’ll never have and some things we’ll never accomplish. But, oh, what amazing things people with disabilities have accomplished by refusing to be dominated by the negative implications of their weaknesses.” Instead of reading for an unbroken ideal of thirty minutes, you may need alarms throughout the day to read the Bible ten times for three minutes. Think about strategies to read small portions more frequently.

      4. Lean on audio Bibles. You may comprehend better by following the text with your eyes as you listen to an audio Bible with your ears. “I do that. When I’m especially tired, I let the audio read for me while I read with my eyes.”

      5. Lean on others. “Cultivate deep friendships in the body of Christ and in your family. Do this so that when you’re old and can’t do hardly anything for yourself, others will be there for you to read to you, and to perhaps, in that last comatose hour, say glorious words really loud into your seemingly deaf ear: ‘Even to your old age I am he, and to gray hairs I will carry you. I have made, and I will bear; I will carry and will save’ (Isa. 46:4).”58

      Should we use audio Bibles for daily devotions?

      Speaking of audio Bibles, a long-haul trucker asked if simply listening to the Bible is sufficient for his daily Bible intake. Obviously, it suits his lifestyle well.

      Such a desire shows a wonderful hunger for the word in his life. But the practice comes with many pros and cons, raising six questions. (1) Can you recall what you hear? We process audio inputs differently. “Some people can remember almost everything that they hear.” Is this you? Or do you forget everything you hear? Know how well audio mediums stick. (2) Is the audio Bible reader accurate? How the text is read is a form of interpretation. Pace, cadence, emphasis, pauses, emotional tone, soft voice, loud voice, pronunciation—all of it is an interpretation of the text. “If the interpretation is perceptive and penetrating and true and powerful, that’s a benefit to the hearing listener. If the interpretation is contrary to the author’s intention in meaning or tone, it can be a great hindrance from profiting the way God intended us to profit when we read or hear the word.” (3) Can you stop? God will meet you and move you in his word. In that moment, what will you do? Will you let the audio run and the moment pass? Or will you be in a position to pull over, stop, and embrace the moment? (4) How much focus can you give the Bible? As you work, can you give the text your full attention? The Bible will compete for the attention you need to safely drive. This is not evil; “it’s just a limitation of all that the word might accomplish if it had our full and complete attention.” (5) Can you look up cross-references to other related texts in the Bible as you go? No. (6) Can you take notes as you go? No, not easily.

      “Because of everything I’ve said, I would suggest that listening to the Bible not be the only way we fellowship with God in the word. Listening is a great way to meet God. It has its own advantages and benefits, but it also has limitations. So why not both?” Listen to the Bible and find time to read the text itself. Benefit from the strengths of both mediums. And in whatever way you do it, keep pressing into the word to be filled with glorious truths from its pages (Ps. 119:18; Eph. 1:17).59

      I have one hour to read. How much Bible? How much other books?

      It’s dangerous to get too specific to any one person’s life and needs in answering this question. But there are broad applications.

      First, the Bible calls us to learn outside the Bible. “I can imagine a person saying, ‘Well, if the Bible is the very word of the Creator of the universe, why would you not just stay with your Bible all day and listen to God? For goodness’ sake—he’s God!’ The answer to that question is that the Bible tells you not to: ‘Go to the ant, O sluggard; consider her ways, and be wise’ (Prov. 6:6). In other words, close your Bible and go out and look at anything and learn something from the world.” Close your Bible and look at the lilies (Matt. 6:28). Close your Bible and study the birds (Matt. 6:26). “Don’t just read the Bible. Read God’s world as well as God’s word.”

      This holds true in our vocations. The Bible calls us to work diligently (1 Thess. 4:10–12). “But you learn how to be a tentmaker like Paul, or a doctor like Luke, or a carpenter like Jesus’s father, or a professional fisherman like Peter not by reading your Bible. The Bible doesn’t tell you which stitches hold tents together when the leather gets wet. It doesn’t do that. It’s not designed for that.” Listen to the wise, study nature, “and figure things out.” So the very Bible itself tells us to pay attention to other sources of knowledge as it “instructs us to learn about the world, learn about people, learn about vocations, and learn about society and social processes that God made.”

      With this principle in place, learn from edifying books. If you have a copy of John Calvin’s Institutes or J. I. Packer’s Knowing God, and you also want to read your Bible, how do you divvy up the hour? It’s practical math. A slow reader reading at two hundred words a minute for fifteen minutes a day can cover over one million words per year. A serious book with 360 words per page translates into 3,041 pages read per year at this pace. Averaging books to 250 pages each, “that’s twelve very substantial books, all in fifteen minutes a day for the average slow reader.” This leaves forty-five minutes per day to read Scripture slowly, thoughtfully, meditatively, prayerfully—and at a pace to get through the entire Bible in one year.

      So make both readings work in tandem. “My experience, and the Bible itself, tells me that other people’s vision of what they have seen in the Bible can be a great means of seeing more in the Bible. I know this is true. If I take ten minutes in the morning to read John Owen or Jonathan Edwards, I see more in my Bible.”60

      If I listen carefully to sermons, why do I need to read my Bible?

      Eager listeners on Sunday encourage pastors. But pastors are not encouraged if their sermons fail to breed eager Bible readers the other six days of the week. Faithful preaching “doesn’t just satisfy hunger—it creates hunger. I would have felt like a total failure if my people said, ‘Because of your preaching, we don’t read our Bibles!’” Faithful preaching creates new longings for the word.

      Evaluate your Bible appetite with two questions.

      1. How much of the Bible do you want? Imagine being in love. “‘My girlfriend writes me every day. But I would rather just read her letters once a week. And I think I would like somebody else to read them for me and give me a digest of what she said.’ Are you kidding me? I was in love in the summer of 1967 while working as a water safety instructor. I was eager to go off every day with these lavender envelopes to smell them for five minutes before I opened them. I am not going to give those letters to anybody else.” In the same way, Scripture is “an unparalleled love letter to the people of God.” Its words are sweet every day, not just on Sundays (Ps. 119:103). Scripture is our daily delight and daily meditation (Ps. 1:2), more desirable than the gold that greedy treasure hunters seek daily (Ps. 19:10; Prov. 2:4). “So why would you only want one glimpse a week of this beauty, one taste a week of this honey, one deposit a week of this silver in your bank, one letter from your lover?”

      2. How much Bible do you need? Scripture is our daily sustenance, more necessary than bread (Matt. 4:4). “Temptations are too relentless. Doubt is too frequent. Satan is too active. Tribulations are too heavy. Conflicts are too many. Emotions are too volatile. Perplexities are too difficult. Faith, hope, and love are too threatened to think I can deal with these all week long, simply from one word I got on Sunday. I can’t do it. And I don’t think anybody can.”61

      If I read my Bible, why do I need preachers?

      On the flip side, if we’re faithful Bible readers, why do we need preachers?

      God designed it like this. The church is given the “infallible word of God in the Bible” and then later, and underneath its authority, God gives the church “fallible elders” who are gifted to lead and teach the flock. Even Paul, the “‘in-fallible’ apostle,” entrusted the ministry of the word to fallible pastors (1 Thess. 5:12–14). In this text, Paul is “telling the teachers how to minister the word, and he’s telling the members how to receive the word and how to respect the teachers.” In another place, Paul commands one pastor, Timothy, to herald that infallible word (2 Tim. 4:1–5). Whether or not the believers in Ephesus each had a copy of the epistle written to the church (which we now call Ephesians), they’re called to attend to Timothy in Ephesus as he heralds that epistle and equips his church for the work of ministry (Eph. 4:11–12). This was God’s design.

      So why did God design for his infallible word to be handed off to fallible teachers? Five answers.

      1. Preachers make new discoveries. God gifts preachers and teachers and makes them “apt to teach” (διδακτικόν) the Bible, “which means that they should have the time, the inclination, the skill, and the spiritual discernment to see things in God’s infallible word that many ordinary folks just don’t see” (1 Tim. 3:2).

      2. Preachers train new discoverers. Preachers who are disciplined to discover truth for their congregation train that congregation to see more truth on their own, in their private reading.

      3. Preachers stoke new affections. Good preaching (that is, expository exultation) means that “the preacher himself feels and communicates the worth of what he’s seeing.” It’s a preaching that both sees and savors the realities of the text. “This means that those who listen to such preaching, over time, will not only have their heads stocked with new thoughts, but will have their hearts awakened to new affections for God and his word and his ways and his people.” For example, the preached word is meant to encourage the fainthearted (1 Thess. 5:14). “Affections are changed—not just minds—through God-ordained preaching.”

      4. Preaching saves (1 Cor. 1:21). “We might imagine that all the world needs are Bibles dropped from airplanes into people’s lives,” but God’s plan is to save people through the word preached.

      5. Preachers are indispensable. God designed that we be mutually encouraged by the expressions of others’ gifts (1 Cor. 12:21), including preachers. “God has determined that Jesus Christ, through the ministry of the Holy Spirit, will get more glory through the Christ-exalting, Spirit-dependent, word-saturated, mutual ministry in the church than he would if people only read their Bibles, rather than hearing other believers speak the word into their lives. That’s the bottom line: Christ is more glorified through doing it God’s way than by forsaking God’s way while presuming to love the Bible.”62

      John Piper’s whole ministry methodology in one text

      In exploring the role of Bible teachers in our personal reading of the text, we meet one of the most influential paradigms for understanding John Piper’s Bible-centered ministry methodology—Psalm 119:97–100.

      “When I was in graduate school in Germany, forty-five years ago or so, I was in my twenties. I was surrounded by world-class, high-powered scholarship in people who did not believe the Scriptures as God’s word or share my love for the gospel.” He knew that his limited reading capacity could be overcome by careful attention to the word, and he drew tremendous comfort from Psalm 119:99. There David makes the claim: “I have more understanding than all my teachers, for your testimonies are my meditation” (Ps. 119:99). His teachers had God’s word. But David believed that “direct, sustained, personal, love-filled meditation on the word of God itself would produce, in his mind and in his heart, a kind of discernment and a kind of insight that would protect him from errors in his teachers, and would give him an authentic, personal, true understanding of God and his ways that would go beyond what he got from his teachers, or what they got from their way of study.” Freed from being “at the mercy of scholarship,” he experienced “personal, prayerful, sustained, thoughtful, rigorous, love-soaked meditation.” By it, he could outsee his teachers. “And, frankly, looking back fifty years now, I believe it’s true. I believe God granted me to see beautiful things that many of my more sophisticated, even more intelligent, teachers did not see.”

      We listen to teachers, but we test everything according to the word (1 Cor. 14:37–38; 1 Thess. 5:21; 1 John 4:1). But we must also find delight in reading the word itself, without aid. “Something’s wrong with the taste-palate of the tongue of your soul if you need to have the food of God’s word always spiced with the words of a fallible human being.” True Bible scholarship is driven by an affectional dynamic. “If every time a lover gets a letter from his beloved, instead of reading it—reading it slowly as if to savor every word, revealing the heart and the mind of the beloved—he goes searching for somebody else to read the letter to him and then talk to him about the letter, that’s a defective relationship. I mean, this is serious.” Careful Scripture reading is about feeding delight, not simply accumulating knowledge.63

      To further understand John Piper’s entire ministry approach, consider these two provocative tweets. “In my twenties, I knew I could not outread my liberal professors. But I took heart from this verse that I could outmeditate them. So can you.”64 Two years earlier he tweeted: “One true citation from God’s word may silence [a] whole semester of human speculation.”65

      I asked Piper to expand on these tweets and the key texts that inspired them both (Ps. 119:97–100). These verses “are very, very precious to me,” he said. Psalm 119:97 defines the practices. It sets the stage as David celebrates God’s law—or more literally God’s torah (תּוֹרָה‎), all of his teachings (Ps. 119:18). David is celebrating all of God’s revelation, not simply his rules. He’s saying: “Oh, how I love everything you say!” So David loves God’s teaching as he meditates on it all day long. During his college years, Piper experienced this double focus. He meditated deeply on texts. And what he saw, he loved. A “double response” that “set the course of my life.” It set it to the point that “everything I have done, written, or spoken has been shaped by the double grasp of God’s word in these two ways.” This dual discipline paid off in his next six years of higher education. He became more confident in dealing with the biblical text directly, finding that “spending long hours staring at the texts—wrestling, digging, querying, praying—paid more dividends for me than if I had spent all of that time reading secondary sources.”

      So when future professors put more emphasis on secondary resources, he wasn’t impressed. He knew that direct engagement with Scripture (with head and heart) makes one wiser than (1) enemies, (2) teachers, and (3) the aged. Those practices of Psalm 119:97 bear their fruit in Psalm 119:98–99. Hence, “the more seriously and diligently and lovingly you dig into God’s word, and let it dig into you, the more likely it is that you will be wiser and more insightful than those who get their learning another way—no matter how much older than you they are.” So read the Bible for yourself. And to any aspiring pastor: “If they will love God and love his word, and if they will give themselves untiringly to careful handling, meditation, on God’s text, they will never have to be cowed by their enemies, their teachers, or the aged—even the aged John Piper. They will be able, on their own, to get what they need and preach the word.”66

      When does my Bible neglect become sin?

      Here are five symptoms, determined by key internal spiritual shifts, we should be aware of.

      1. When you lose your desperation. Only the Bible can give us a glimpse of God himself, feed our faith, give us joy, and sanctify us (1 Sam. 3:21; John 17:13, 17, 20; Rom. 10:17). “Wherever diminishing Bible reading is owing to a loss of desperation for seeing God, trusting God, rejoicing in God, and holiness—as if those things don’t matter or can be found without the word—sin is taking hold.”
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