Stott says “If the Bible is indeed God's Word written, we should spare no pains and grudge no effort to discover what he has said (and says) in Scripture.” He goes on to ask how shall the student of the Bible grasp its message with accuracy? He answers with first a warning against any pretension to infallibility. God's Word is infallible, for what he has said is true. But no Christian, individual, group or church has ever or will ever be an infallible interpreter of God's Word.

But God has made provision for us to grow in our understanding of the truth and protection from the worst forms of misinterpretation. He has give us three teachers to instruct us, and three principles to guide us. Over the next six weeks we will discuss these teachers and principles.

Our first and best teacher is the Holy Spirit.

For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. (2 Peter 1:21)

The biblical authors spoke from God, not on their own but as they were moved by the Holy Spirit. So, since the Holy Spirit caused them write the words from God, then the Holy Spirit can interpret them. The best interpreter of any book is its author, since he alone knows what he intended to say. So God's book is best interpreted by God's Spirit.

The work of the Holy Spirit in communicating God's truth to us has two stages:

Revelation – objective - the disclosure of the truth in Scripture

Illumination – subjective – The enlightenment of our minds to comprehend the truth disclosed in Scripture

Each stage is indispensable, for without revelation we have no truth to perceive, and without illumination we have no way to perceive that truth.

So, a person must have help from the Holy Spirit to understand God's Word. Does every believer get this help? Stott points our four kinds of people that the Holy Spirit enlightens:

The new, born-again Christian

An experience of rebirth is essential before we are able to grasp heavenly truth, as Jesus said “...unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3). And Paul speaks of the same:

The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned. (1 Cor. 2:14)

Stott relays this story from his personal life:

My mother brought me up to read a passage of the Bible every day. For her sake and out of habit I continued the practice until my late teens. But it was a largely meaningless routine; for I did not understand what I was reading. After my conversion, however, the Bible immediately began to become a living book to me. I am not of course claiming that I suddenly understood it all. Nor do I pretend that I no longer found some of it dull and difficult. But it assumed a new relevance for me, as the Holy Spirit illumined and applied its message to my life.

The humble Christian

Stott states “There is no greater hindrance to understanding than pride, and no more essential condition than humility.” Jesus made this clear:

At that time Jesus declared, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.” (Matthew 11:25-26)

The “wise and understanding” are the intellectually proud, from whom God hides Himself. The “little children” are the humble and sincere. It is not the ignorance or simplicity of a child that Jesus is alluding to, but the open, receptive and unprejudiced mind. That is who God reveals Himself. And there is only one way to express such an attitude of humbleness before God – through prayer. We need both to pray before we read Scripture and to read it in a prayerful frame of mind, just as the psalmist did: “Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of your law.” (Psalms 119:18) Or as Paul prayed for one of his churches:

...that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him, having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe, according to the working of his great might (Ephesians 1:17-19)

Such a humbling of ourselves before God, acknowledging our darkness and appealing for his enlightenment, will not go unrewarded.

The obedient Christian

God's purpose through Scripture is not merely to “instruct” in general terms, but specifically to lead us to Salvation. And therefore He watches our response to His Word. The degree of our willingness to hear and obey will largely determine the degree of understanding we receive. Jesus promised that those who have a will to do God's will would know whether His teaching was true, and that He would show Himself personally to those who proved their love for Him by their obedience:

If anyone’s will is to do God’s will, he will know whether the teaching is from God or whether I am speaking on my own authority. (John 7:17)

Whoever has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me. And he who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him and manifest myself to him. (John 14:21)

The communicative Christian

The understanding that the Holy Spirit gives us is not intended for our private enjoyment alone. It is to be shared with others (sharing your light). Just as Jesus said:

You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do people light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house. (Matthew 5:14-15)

In the same way, He intended His teaching to be made known, not to be kept secret. The apostles were to listen to their Master's teaching, in order to communicate it to others. And as they spread His Word, even more was revealed to them. So it is the same with us – the more we communicate our understanding of God's Word to others, them more the Holy Spirit will reveal to us.

