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WRESTLING WITH TRUTH 
ST PAUL’S CHURCH, CHELTENHAM 

27-Feb-2011 
 

1. Introduction 
For the past few weeks, we’ve been looking at different spiritual practices that we do 
individually and as a community of believers.  So far we’ve dealt with ‘creating space’, ‘prayer’, 
‘fasting’, ‘submission’, and most recently ‘service’.  This morning, we are going to consider a 
spiritual practice that is sometimes overlooked, which is really unfortunate.  But before that, a 
few things should be said about the series as a whole.  
 
It has been stressed that the Spirit works in and through these practices in order to deepen our 
relationship with God.  Whether stated or not, another stress has been that these practices are 
also forms of worship.  By seeing things in this way, we begin to see what worship is, how to do it 
and why.  Worship, simply stated, is glorifying God with all that we are because of all that he has 
done for us.  And when we truly realise what God has done for us, we will understand that 
everything we do should be done for his glory and nothing we do should divert the attention 
away from his glory.  To say it another way: worship is about God alone; it’s not about us.  The 
moment that it becomes about us is the moment is ceases to be worship, and the moment is 
ceases to be worship is the moment it becomes detestable to God—no matter how spiritual or 
worshipful it might appear.   
 
In saying that worshipping God means glorifying him with all that we are, and making sure that 
the glory is given to him alone; this is a way of describing what it means to love God.  Now, to 
love God does not mean having emotional flights of fancy, or warm gooey feelings about God, 
or walking around all day with a silly grin; no, love, as described in the Bible, is much deeper—
and certainly more meaningful—than that.  In fact, if we were to look at all the descriptions of 
love for God, we would quickly see that neither fluffy emotions nor cuddly experiences are 
involved.  This is because love, as described in the Bible, is neither an emotion nor an 
experience.  Love is a way of being.   
 
Now, if loving God is a way of being, and if ‘a way of being’ is an egg-headed way of saying, 
‘who we are and what we do,’ then loving God means surrendering all of who we are and all of 
what we do to him, primarily because he deserves it.  Another reason why we completely 
surrender to God is because it’s the fullest expression of true love.  This is partly why Jesus says to 
‘love the Lord your God with all of your heart, and with all of your soul, and with all of your mind, 
and with all of your strength’ (Mark 12.30).  And if this kind of love involves a complete surrender 
of all that we are, then we can begin to see why Paul says: ‘I urge you, brothers and sisters, by 
the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God—
this being the rational service of your worship’ (Romans 12.1). 
 
William Temple put it this way: ‘Worship is the submission of all our nature to God.  It is the 
quickening of conscience by his holiness, nourishment of mind by his truth, purifying of 
imagination by his beauty, opening of the heart to his love, and submission of will to his purpose.  
And all this gathered up in adoration is the greatest of human expression of which we are 
capable.’1  Notice that the reason we do what we do, and the reason why we are the way we 
are is because of God.  It’s all about God’s holiness, God’s truth, God’s beauty, God’s love, and 
God’s purposes; none of it is about us.  As I said before, worship is about God; not us.   
 

                                                   
 1 W. Temple, Readings in St John’s Gospel (1939), 68. 
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So, what spiritual practice—or act of worship—are we dealing with this morning?  It is one that 
I’ve hinted at since we’ve started.  Before telling you, I should say that I’m a bit nervous to deal 
with this practice.  I’m a bit nervous because as soon as I tell you what it is, I fear that some of 
you might think: ‘That’s not an act of worship; that’s just punishment.’  It might be of some 
comfort to know that I used to think that about this spiritual practice; but not anymore.  I have 
come to learn that this is a deeply meaningful practice and I firmly believe it can enrich our 
understanding of what it means worship to God, which then affects how and why we worship.  
The topic for this morning is the practice of ‘study.’  To follow Chris’ lead and give this sermon a 
title, I would call it: ‘Wrestling with Truth: The Purposeful Search for God.’   
 

2. Defining Our Terms 
When asked, ‘what is study?’ we might be inclined to say, ‘Boring, tedious, mind-numbing, 
boring, something only a few egg-heads do, did I mention “boring”?’  But study does not have 
to be these things.  Now, what if the question was, ‘What is studying the Bible?’  Would we 
respond in the same way?  Or would we try to simplify things and say, ‘Studying the Bible really 
just means reading it on a regular basis,’ which often means reading it devotionally.  In some 
ways, this is true: devotional reading is certainly a type of study, however not all study is 
devotional reading.  Think about this way: we wouldn’t study a Maths or physics book 
devotionally; at least, I hope we wouldn’t do that.  
 
So how do we distinguish between the two types?  Well basically, the difference can be 
determined by the reason, goal or purpose in reading the Bible. I will come back to this a bit 
later, but I want to go ahead and offer an important distinction.  The purpose of devotional 
reading is to feed the soul, while the purpose of studious reading is to feed the mind; and both 
are expressions of our love for God.  Remember, Jesus says to ‘love the Lord your God with all of 
your heart, and with all of your soul, and with all of your mind, and with all of your strength’ (Mark 
12.30).  Moreover, Paul emphatically states: ‘You must not be conformed to this age, but you 
must be transformed by the complete renewal of your mind, in order to genuinely recognise 
what the will of God is—that which is good and acceptable and perfect’ (Romans 12.2).  Notice 
that engaging the mind is not a suggestion; it’s necessary. 
 
Now, while there is a distinction between devotional reading and studious reading, both are 
essential.  We cannot prioritise one over the other simply because one sounds more spiritual than 
the other.  Moreover, we cannot neglect the feeding of the mind because we think it would 
somehow neglect the feeding of the soul.  No, we must do both because to neglect one for the 
other is to diminish a vital part of who we are, and in diminishing that part of who we are we end 
up not worshipping God will all that we are.  True worship involves our soul, our mind, our body 
and our strength—all working together.  As Jesus said, ‘an hour is coming—and, in fact, it’s 
already here—when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for such 
people the Father seeks to be his worshipers’ (John 4.23).  However, the idea of worshipping in 
truth (or with our minds) is often neglected, which again is unfortunate. 
 

3. Questions Reconsidered 
So, let’s come back to the two big questions: what is study, and what does it mean to study the 
Bible?  Broadly speaking, ‘study’ is a period of time devoted to structured and intentional 
learning of a particular subject, with the purpose of obtaining lasting and true knowledge of that 
subject.  This means that ‘study’ should not be done in a half-hearted way; it needs to be a time 
where we can devote our minds fully to it.  Also ‘study’ should not be disorganised or sporadic; it 
needs to follow a trustworthy and consistent way of learning.  Finally, ‘study’ should not be done 
aimlessly or just for fun; it needs to have a clear and meaningful goal.  In this case, the goal is 
true knowledge—or true belief.   
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What happens when we apply this to the Bible?  At least three things: 
 

1. Studying the Bible means setting aside time to read it in an intentional way.  When we 
realise what the Bible is, what it says and what it has to offer, then the decision to set 
aside time becomes easier.   

2. Studying the Bible means having an idea of what we want to study and how to do it.  This 
means: not picking up the Bible, letting it fall open to whatever book or chapter, read 
the first thing we see and then kick back thinking that we truly wrestled with the text.  
That’s not studying the Bible.  In fact, I’m not really sure what that is.   

3. Studying the Bible means knowing why we do it and the long-term benefits that come 
from studying.  To give away a little: one of the reasons why we study is because we 
want to know who God is, what he has done in Christ and how we can having a truly 
meaningful relationship with him.  Connected with this is another reason: we want to 
know God’s truth and we want to live our lives according to that truth.   

 
With these things in mind, let’s flesh some of the details for studying the Bible.  For the rest of our 
time this morning, I want to consider five key things: 1) how to study, 2) where to study, 3) what to 
study, 4) how long to study, and 5) why we study.  However, I should mention that much of what 
I’m going to say is painfully brief, mainly because of time constraints.  When I teach this as a 
course, it usually takes about 20 hours.  You’re getting the 30-minute version.  My hope is to give 
you enough to whet your appetite for wanting to know more about how to study the Bible and 
why you should do it.  
 

4. How to study 
There are often two extremes.  On one side, we could pick a topic to study in the Bible, amass all 
the books or commentaries on that topic, read all of that and then call it a day.  I admit that this 
option has it merits, but it also has considerable issues—not to mention the fact that not 
everyone has access to such materials, which also assumes that everyone wants to read those 
things.  (And we all know what happens when we assume).  However, the problem here is that 
we’re not really wrestling with the text; we’re simply wrestling with what someone else has to say 
about the text.  Moreover, we’re also assuming that the scholars we might read are right, or that 
they’re being fair with the text. 
 
On the other side, we could do something like this: randomly open the Bible, read a passage (or 
two), sit back and say, ‘All right, now I will wait for God’s Spirit to teach me what that passage 
means.’  While I am not going to say that the Spirit does not speak to us when reading the Bible, I 
will say that this approach is not really studying in the active sense of the word; there is no real 
engagement of the mind.  It is true that the Spirit will come to our aid and guide us into truth, but 
the Spirit is not going to do all the work for us.  Wrestling with the text and seeking out its true 
meaning requires active participation on our parts.  And wrestling with the text and seeking out 
its true meaning in an active way requires more than just reading a single, random passage.   
 
The solution, I think, rests somewhere between these two extremes.  Part of the solutions is that 
we need to be more informed in our reading of the Bible.  This means we have to study the 
topics or books of the Bible in their context, which means trying to understand what is going on 
in and around the text and trying to sort out what is really being said.  Not doing this creates all 
sorts of problems.  As one of my University professors once said, ‘A lot of bad theology comes 
from really good passages’ (J. Weatherly). 
 
What made the theology bad was that the larger truths around and in the passage were either 
misunderstood or ignored all together.  Now, if in studying we find ourselves not sure about 
certain things, then this is where checking with other writers—especially those who are experts in 
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a given topic—can be useful, because they can show us ideas or connections in the text that 
we might not normally see.  However, as before, we cannot allow the work of others to excuse 
us from doing our own study, our own wrestling with the text.   
 
The other part of the solution is that we need to be more sensitive to the guidance of God’s Spirit 
when we study.  This means that we need to be aware of how the Spirit guides our studies.  
However, this means that we need to be aware of how the Spirit operates in general, which also 
means we need to be aware of who the Spirit of God is; and in some ways, that is something 
that requires a study of its own.  To oversimplify things, one of the leading roles of the Spirit is to 
reveal God’s truth (or, God’s wisdom).   
 
This means, as Jesus states, the Spirit will only speak what is true, and that this truth can be 
verified by what is known to be true (see John 16.13-15).  ‘How do we know these things?’, you 
might ask.  ‘By studying the Bible,’ I might respond.  Why is it important to be aware of these 
things?  I’ll deal with this a bit more when we come to the ‘why we study’ part, but I’ll go ahead 
and give you a teaser: God the Father, God the Son and God the Spirit are not the only ones at 
work in the world.  Evil is certainly at work, trying to distract or mislead us with false knowledge or 
false beliefs; and evil knows how to put a beautiful mask on what is false. 
 
What are some practical things to know about studying?  Here are some random ideas:  
 

1. We need to be aware of and sensitive to the cultural differences between our world and 
the world of the Bible.  For example, the story of the prodigal son.  The father running to 
his son seems fairly normal to us.  However, in the ancient world, it was a cultural faux pas 
for a man to run—especially an older man.   Would knowing this affect how we 
understand the father’s decision to run and why he made that decision?  

2. We need to allow the Bible to speak for itself.  In other words, we need to respect what it 
says rather than try to make it say what we want it to say.  The Bible is not designed to 
justify individual beliefs, personal experiences or even certain theologies that we already 
think are true; the Bible is designed to reveal God’s truth and show us how we are to be 
transformed by and live according to that truth.   

3. We cannot be afraid to ask questions.  As we study, we need to be asking things like, 
‘Who is talking?, who is listening?, what is being said, and how it is being said?, how does 
this relate to other passages on the same subject?’; and we certainly need to be willing 
to ask, ‘What in the world does that mean?’   

4. At the same time, we cannot be afraid of the answers.  This means: if, in studying, we 
learn that something we’ve believed to be true is not based on the truths of Scripture, 
then we need to admit that and allow Scripture to correct our beliefs.  As before, one of 
the goals of studying the Bible is true knowledge and true belief. 

 
5. Where to Study 

Some say that studying the Bible is to be done totally in private.  Usually this means going off to a 
secluded place, which is certainly useful.  Other times it means getting rid of distractions (e.g. 
computers, phones, the telly), which I think is more meaningful for the practice of study.  It’s also 
more difficult than going some place secluded.  There is something about being alone with the 
Bible and plunging into its depths.  In these situations, we are forced to rely solely on what is 
before us and what God alone says in the text, and we also become much more aware of the 
Spirit’s guidance and instruction.   
 
However, I do not think it is good for study to remain a private thing because learning is best 
done in conversation.  We are all relational beings, and we are all in this life together.  Moreover, 
as believers in Christ we are all trying to learn what it means to live in a way that is honourable to 
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God and obedient to his truth.  One way to do this is by learning from those have been walking 
with Christ longer than we have.  This means wanting to understand how they seek God’s truth 
and apply to their lives.  It also means being open to their counsel when we have troubles with 
trying to understand what God might be trying to teach us.  More to the point: studying with 
others encourages accountability and helps protect against whacky ideas or strange beliefs, 
which often emerge when there is no accountability.   
 

6. What to study 
As far as topics go, the Bible is full of them.  Moreover, many of the topics in the Bible could easily 
be studied for years on end, which might not sound that appealing to some of us.  The same 
applies to books of the Bible.  Right now our home-group is going through the book of James, 
and we’re taking about 10 weeks to do it.  I’ve said this to the group already: 10 weeks may 
sound like a long time, but it’s really not.  Ten weeks is only getting started.  There is so much to 
learn from that little book, and we’re trying to dig in as much as we can with the time we have.  
But quite honestly, we’re only scratching the surface.  If this is true for the book of James, then it is 
more true for the Bible as a whole.  The Bible is incredibly vast and unthinkably deep; all we have 
to do is be willing to dive in and explore it.   
 
Abstractions aside: what about practical options.   
 

1. Studying a particular book of the Bible is always a good place to start. I might suggest 
picking something short at first; but please know that short doesn’t always mean easy.  
The book of Jude is incredibly short, but it is wonderfully complex.   

2. Topical studies are also useful.  By ‘topical,’ I mean: the person and nature of God, the 
OT prophets, the ministry of Jesus, the work of the Spirit, the history of the early church, 
the meaning and purpose of worship; you name it.   

3. If you’re feeling really brave, you could also do word studies.  I’m sure I lost over half of 
you with that one.  However, I have to say that this can be an enormous help for 
understanding the meaning of the text.   

 
For example: the Greek word for ‘gospel’ or ‘good news’ is eujaggevlion.  We see this term 
all over the place in the Gospels (ironically), especially as it relates to Jesus’ teaching 
about the kingdom of God and the salvation it brings.  Because of that, we typically think 
that’s what the word ‘gospel’ means.  It’s a nice theological term about a theological 
idea or teaching. 
 
But what would happen if I told that eujaggevlion, in every day use in the ancient world, 
referred to political announcements—namely, the rise of a new Caesar?  Would that 
affect how you understand Jesus when he says, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of 
God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel’ (Mark 1.15).  In general, because 
eujaggevlion has this political connection, and because Jesus was using to refer to the 
kingdom of God (i.e. his own life and ministry), this might begin to explain why Jesus was 
seen as a political threat and thus worthy of capital punishment. 

 
7. How long to study 

Let me be blunt.  Studying the Bible is not reading through it in a year or 90 days and then ticking 
that box.  In other words: studying the Bible is not something we do just once and expect to 
have all the answers.  Studying requires loads of time, in fact it requires a lifetime; but even that is 
not long enough.  I’ve been studying the Bible in a focused and intentional for nearly 14 years, 
and I can honestly say that I’ve barely scratched the surface.  There is so much to be explored 
and so much to be found.  And while this might sound like a bad thing; it should be encouraging 
and exciting because it means that there is always something more to learn from God.  And 
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quite honestly, I would rather learn about a God who is inexhaustible than one I can figure out in 
90 days.   
 
So, on with the practical: how much time?  Well, we could be quite disciplined about it.  
Alexander Campbell, an influential American preacher in the 19th century, maintained a strict 
schedule for his studies: 1 hour of Greek, 1 hour of Latin, 30 minutes of Hebrew, 2 hours of reading 
the Bible in the original languages, 10 verses committed to memory, and at least 1 hour studying 
church history.  This was his daily routine.  Some of you might be thinking, ‘Either that dude was 
really bored or he had nothing else to distract him.’  Well, Campbell was the father of multiple 
children (14, I believe), preached at least twice a week, held a Bible school in his own house, 
editor and contributor to a Christian magazine, wrote several books and took part in numerous 
theological debates during his lifetime.   
 
Admittedly, the Campbell schedule might be a tad ambitious; how about something more 
realistic.  This partly depends on your circumstances, and it also depends on what you want to 
study; but I would suggest starting small—maybe twice a week for at least one hour.  If you have 
more time, then shoot for multiple days a week, again for at least an hour a day.  Keep in mind 
what we said before: the spiritual practices are ways of deepening our relationship with God, 
and the practice of study is one of the key ways in which that deepening happens.  That being 
the case, if the purpose of studying the Bible is to know God’s truth and how to live according to 
that truth, do we honestly think that we can learn such things and deepen our relationship while 
not making the effort and giving it the time it needs?   
 

8. Why We Study 
On the personal level, studying the Bible equips our minds and hearts so that we can recognise 
temptation and sin, resist both and live in a way that is honourable to God.  David says, ‘How 
can a young man keep his way pure?  By keeping it according to your word.  With all my heart I 
have sought you; do not let me wander from your commandments.  I have treasured your word 
in my heart, so that I might not sin against you.  Blessed are you, O Lord; teach me your statutes’ 
(Psalm 119.9-12).  It might also be worth pointing out that Jesus resisted the temptations of Satan 
by appealing to the truths of Scripture.   
 
In terms of the church community, Paul says, ‘All Scripture is God-breathed and profitable for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; so that the man of God might 
be adequate, equipped for every good work’ (2 Timothy 3.16).  Part of what this means is that 
studying the Bible is essential for harmony in worship and unity in truth and mission.  It also means 
that the truth of Scripture is the foundation for understanding our identity in Christ—both 
individually and as a believing community.  It is usually the case that when Scripture is not the 
foundation of belief and truth that worshipping God becomes distorted and superficial, 
obedience to God becomes a burden and the desire for mission fades.   
 
Connected with is another reason for studying: we need to be aware of how the truths of 
Scripture are often distorted by false teaching.  While working at church in the States, I used to 
attend a men’s Bible study on Saturday mornings at a neighbouring church.  One week, before 
beginning the study, the minister was chatting with the group about a professional basketball 
player, but he gave the wrong team-name.  As soon as he said the wrong team, over half the 
men in the room corrected him.  The minister, with a slight grin, responded by saying: ‘You know, 
if I say something wrong about basketball, you guys are all over me; but if I were to say 
something completely heretical, you would never know it’ (B. Russell).  
 
The reality is that there are people today claiming to speak the God’s truth when they are 
actually speaking anything but God’s truth.  You can find them on the telly, on the internet and 
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they might even knock on your door in neatly pressed white shirts.  Sometimes these teachings 
are easy to spot, because they are so blatantly wrong.  However, there are also times when the 
falsehoods are so subtle and beautifully stated that they have the appearance of truth.  This 
second type is potentially more dangerous for the life and identity of the church, and it is to this 
type that the wonderfully complex letter of Jude speaks: 
 

Beloved, while I was making every effort to write to you about our common salvation, I felt 
the necessity to write to you appealing that you contend earnestly for the faith which was 
once for all handed down to the saints.  For certain persons have crept in unnoticed, those 
who were long beforehand marked out for this condemnation—ungodly persons who turn 
the grace of our God into licentiousness and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ 
(Jude 3-4). 

 
Basically, these people—who have wormed their way into the church—have distorted the 
message of salvation and turned it into permission to live a completely self-indulgent life.  By 
doing so, they have taken the focus off of God and placed it entirely on mankind, and in doing 
that they have glorified man and denied the glory that belongs to God alone.  Jude shows that 
the only way the believers can spot this misguided (not to mention, false) teaching is by 
remembering what is known to be true, and then defend that truth.  The same applies to us.   
 
The only way we, as a body of believers, can recognise false teachings and know that Scripture 
is being distorted is by first knowing the truths of Scripture.  To say it a bit abstractly: the only way 
we can know if something is not is by first knowing what it is.  And the only way to know what is 
Scriptural truth is by devoting time to structured and intentional learning of Scripture, with the 
purpose of obtaining lasting and true knowledge.  And if we submit all of mind to the study of 
Scripture, for the purpose of knowing God’s truth, and we do so for God’s glory, then we can be 
assured that the Spirit will come to our aide and be our perfect guide to God’s truth, and we will 
begin to learn how to glorify God by worshipping him in spirit and in truth. 
  
Abstractions aside, let me put it this way: my hope is that you now see why studying the Bible is 
so vital for us as individual believers and a church community.  As I mentioned near the start of 
this sermon, studying is a way to worship, for in studying we are actively engaging and 
surrendering our minds, which fulfils the command to love God with all of our heart, with all of 
our soul, with all of our minds, and with all of our strength (Mark 12.30).  And in surrendering 
ourselves to God, and loving him with our minds—along with everything else about us—we can 
know for certain that we are glorifying God with all of who we are and all that we do.  We know 
this because we understand that: 
 

Worship is the submission of all our nature to God.  It is the quickening of conscience by his 
holiness, nourishment of mind by his truth, purifying of imagination by his beauty, opening of 
the heart to his love, and submission of will to his purpose.  All this gathered up in adoration is 
the greatest expressions of which we are capable (William Temple). 


