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I

t is said that Augustine in his pre-conversion
days had serious problems with the Scriptures. He had been trained in all the fine
points of rhetoric and was offended by the
Bible’s simplicity. The Scriptures did not meet
Augustine’s standard of style and eloquence. Yet
one day he was in a garden and thought he heard
some voices—perhaps some children playing a
game—saying, “Take and read, take and read.”
Immediately he picked up a Bible, let it fall open,
and read the first verse he saw. It was Romans
13:13-14,
…not in carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual
promiscuity and sensuality, not in strife and jealousy, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make
no provisions for the flesh in regards to its lust.

Augustine’s problem was directly confronted.
He was convicted of his sin. The simple Scripture
was a means of his conversion. The simple language he had once despised had come alive to
him.
One of the aspects of the Holy Spirit’s work is
to illuminate—to shed light upon the Scriptures.
The Holy Spirit does this not only in cases like
Augustine’s, where the end is conversion, but also
in the daily lives of believers. There is nothing
more necessary to complete understanding of
Scripture than the light of the Spirit. Paul, for example, prays for the Ephesians,
…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. I pray that
the eyes of your heart may be enlightened so that
you may know what is the hope of His calling,

what are the riches of the glory
of His inheritance in the saints
(Eph. 1:17-18).

The Spirit is the one who
enlightens us. The Word of
God is our source of wisdom,
revelation, and knowledge.
It is important when studyArt Lindsley
ing Scripture to use every
means available to arrive at the meaning of a text.
Commentaries, theological dictionaries, Greek
and Hebrew lexicons, and a careful method of interpretation are all of value. However, if our study
stops with the use of external means, we fall short
of complete understanding. Spiritual understanding is the highest gift that God can give. Jonathan
Edwards says in a sermon, “Divine and Supernatural Light:”
Spiritual wisdom and grace is the highest and
most excellent gift that God ever bestows on any
creature: in this the highest excellency and perfection of a rational creature consists.

We could listen to this emphatic language and
ask, what does the illumination of the Spirit add
to our understanding? If there is only one literal
sense to Scripture, surely this could be discovered
by anyone’s objective study of text. Could not a
non-Christian arrive at a proper understanding of
a text? The answer is yes and no. Yes, they could
have an accurate understanding of the passage.
No, there are levels of meaning that they would
miss. There is a difference between having a true
opinion about a text and having a full sense of its
significance. It is possible to grasp an idea with
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the mind and yet sense neither its truth, nor goodness, nor beauty. It is possible to understand that
God’s holiness is a fact without feeling a sense of
its excellence. The Holy Spirit’s illumination of
Scripture does not reveal any new words, propositions, or doctrines. He gives us a deep sense of
truth. The Spirit drives home in the heart and conscience what the mind understands. We ought to
pray with the psalmist, “Open my eyes, that I may
behold wonderful things from thy law” (Psalm
119:18).
This deep sense of the beauty of God’s word
leads to assurance and conviction of its truth.
Paul’s goal for the Laodiceans and Colossians was
that they might have
…a full assurance of understanding, resulting in
a true knowledge of God’s mystery; that is, Christ
Himself… (Col.2:2).

This assurance is so important that John Owen
wrote:
…there is not any truth of greater importance for
men to be established in; for unless they have a
full assurance of understanding in themselves,
unless they hold their persuasion of the sense of
Scripture revelations from God alone…they will
never be able to undergo any suffering for the
truth or to perform any duty unto God in a right
manner.

Our own doubts often hinder our worship,
obedience, and service to others.
Above all, the Spirit gives us confidence and
boldness. Luther, in his Bondage of the Will, argues
against Erasmus on the place of assertions in the
Christian life. Erasmus is wary of any assertions.
Luther, on the contrary, maintains, “Take away
assertions and you take away Christianity.” The
mark of the Christian should be assurance and
confidence in believing God’s truth. The Christian is one who asserts because the Holy Spirit
has given a firm grasp of the truth. Thus, Luther
says to Erasmus:
Leave us free to make assertions and to find in
assertions our satisfaction and delight; and you
may applaud your skeptics and academics…the
Holy Spirit is no skeptic, and the things He has
written on our hearts are not doubts or opinions

but assertions—surer and more certain than life
itself.

If we desire this sense of the beauty of God’s
truth, if we desire this assurance and confidence,
if we desire this spiritual wisdom, we must ask for
it. James 1:5 says, “…if any of you lacks wisdom,
let him ask of God…and it will be given to him.”
Later in the same book it says, “You do not have
because you do not ask” (James 4:2).
It would be a good rule always to pray for the
Spirit’s help and guidance before and after reading the Scripture. We should pray that the Spirit
shed his light upon our hearts so that we might
sense the power and goodness of Scripture and
become established in a full assurance of understanding. I believe that if we put this into practice
it will revolutionize our study of Scripture. Jesus
says in Luke 11:13, “…how much more shall your
heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who
ask Him?” If we ask for the Spirit’s illumination,
He will help us to have a deeper sense of the truth,
goodness, and beauty of a text; its application to
our lives; and the ability to powerfully communicate to others the truths we learn. Above all, we
will come to a deeper assurance of the truths God
has revealed to us and give Him praise for all He
has said and done for us.
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