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TOWARDS A CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY OF READING
SYLLABUS

Purpose: To see a Christian theology of reading fleshed out; in particular, to see why 
Christians read and why Christians practice discernment with their readings while also 
expounding of how to be discerning, and how to read for the purpose of Christian growth 
and glorifying (thereby, enjoying) the Lord.
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I. Why Christians Read:
a. Explanation of section: Here we go over the purpose and benefits for 

Christians reading both the Bible and other books.  We will also consider 
examples affirming the principle that strong Christians read.

b. Why you should read the Bible
i. Psalm 1’s summary: It is a blessing

1. The blessing of not associating with sinners: “How blessed 
is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked,
Nor stand in the [a]path of sinners, Nor sit in the seat of 
scoffers!” (v.1)

2. Question: How do we avoid the corruption of sinners, and 
sinful culture all around us? (v.2)
”But his delight is in the law of the LORD,
And in His law he meditates day and night.”

The blessed man’s relations to the Word of God:
a. “delight”
b. “he meditates day and night.”

3. Consequential blessings described (v.3)
”3 He will be like a tree firmly planted by [b]streams of water,
Which yields its fruit in its season
And its [c]leaf does not wither;
And [d]in whatever he does, he prospers.”

ii. 2 Timothy 3:16: It’s usefulness
“All Scripture is [a]inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, for[b]training in righteousness; 17 so that the 
man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.”

1. How it is profitable:
a. “for teaching”
b. “for reproof”
c. “for correction,”
d. “for[b]training in righteousness”

2. Purpose (“so that ”):
a. “man of God may be adequate”
b. “equipped for every good work.”

iii. Psalm 119
1. Help prevent and remove sins (v.3, 8-11, 16, 29, 36, 102-

103)
2. Help with obedience (v.4-5, 8, 30, 33-34, 44-45, 51, 56-57,

59-61, 68, 106, 112, 117, 129, 168, 173)
3. Help with not being ashamed (v.6, 21-23, 31, 39, 51, 80) 
4. Help us to worship Him

a. Help us remember Him (v.55)
b. Help us seek Him (v.58)
c. Help us to have reverence for God (v.38, 120)
d. Help us to be thankful (v.7, 62)
e. Help us to rejoice (v.14, 111, 162)
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f. Help us praise (v.164, 171, 175)
g. Help us to meditate (v.15, 27,)
h. Help us sing (v.54, 172)

5. Help us share about God with others (v.12-13, 43, 46, )
6. Help us seek more of God’s Word when we have been 

exposed to it (v.16-20, 35, 47-48, 73, 78, 83, 97, 103, 108-
109, 125, 131, 135, 140-141, 144, 167, 169) 

7. Help counsel us for life (v.24, 42, 105, 130)
8. Help revive us (v.25, 37b, 40, 50b, 88, 93, 149, 154b, 156, 

159)
9. Help us hear from God (v.26, 173)
10. Help comfort us (v.28, 32, 50a, 52, 76-77, 82, 114)
11. Help us avoid the vain things in life (v.37a, 53, 72, 127)
12. Help us lead us to salvation (v.41, 81, 94, 123, 154a, 155, 

166, 170, 174, 176)
13. Help give us hope (v.49, 116)
14. Help us hate sins (v.104, 113, 115, 118-119, 126, 128, 136, 

139, 158)
15. Help us want to have fellowship with believers (v.63, 74, 

79)
16. Help us see God’s loving kindness and faithfulness (v.64-

65, 68, 90-91, 124, 132, 138)
17. Help us with discernment (v.66)
18. Help us undergo trials and persecution (v.69-71, 75, 84-87, 

92, 95, 107, 110, 121-122, 133-134, 143, 145-148, 153, 157, 
161)

19. Help us see God’s law is absolute (v.89, 96, 137, 142, 150-
152, 160)

20. Help us become wise (v.98-100)
21. Help give us peace (v.165)

iv. Application: 
1. How do I cultivate the desire to read the Bible?

a. Keep this outline as a reference and review it.
b. Have fellowship with others by asking others why 

do they read the Bible and what did they 
c. Go through Psalm 119 on your own and categorize 

the blessings and reasons to read the Bible.
d. Have someone to be accountable for your reading.
e. Find what you most need now in your life and read 

passages on that topic.
f. Read the Bible to enjoy God’s Word and savor Him.

2. How do I maintain and not lose my desire to read the Bible?
a. All the previous applications should be 

implemented.
b. Consistently and diligently apply it!
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c. Whatever routine you have in reading the Bible, 
maintain it.

d. Keep on challenging yourselves with deeper 
understanding of the Word of God.
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c. Why you should read other books
i. Introductory issues

1. Establishing the Need: Some say, “I only read the Bible, 
nothing else,” with the attitude that a Christian should only 
read the Bible.  But is this really biblical?

2. Clarification: Christians should read books beyond the 
Bible, but that does not mean Christians should read every 
kind of non-Christian books at all times.  There needs to be 
discernment.

Reasons:
ii. Reading non-canonical books is not wrong: those who write the 

Bible also read non-Canonical books
1. Old Testament authors read non-Canonical books

a. Moses read the Book of the War of the Lords 
(Numbers 21:14-15)

i. The Book of the War of the Lords is not in 
the Bible.

ii. Moses describes Israel’s journey in 
Numbers 21:10-13.

iii. Moses then quotes from the Book of the 
War of the Lords in Numbers 21:14-15.

iv. Implication: If God is interested in history 
books enough to reference it, what does that 
means to us as people of the Book?

b. Joshua read the Book of Jashar (Joshua 10:12-13)
i. The Book of Jashar is not in the Bible.

ii. In the context of this passage, five king are 
waging war against Gibeonites (Joshua 10:5) 
and Joshua leads Israel against the kings 
while the Lord cause son to stand still (v.12).

iii. There is then a reference that this event was 
documented in the book of Jashar ( v.13).

c. Author of 2 Samuel read the Book of Jashar (2
Samuel 1:18)

i. Again, the Book of Jashar is not in the Bible.
ii. In the context of this passage, King David 

laments the death of King Saul and his son 
Jonathan by chanting a lament (v.17).

iii. There is then a reference that this song can 
be found in the book of Jashar ( v.18).

d. Author of 1 Kings read the Acts of Solomon (1 
Kings 11:41)

i. The Acts of Solomon is not in the Bible.
ii. In the context of this passage, the account of 

God bringing up adversaries against 
Solomon (v.14-40).
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iii. Since too many historical events have
occurred reference to more historical 
account is given, pointing to the Acts of 
Solomon ( v.41).

e. Ezra know of, read and quotes secular letters and 
decrees (Ezra 4-5)

i. Letters of oppositions
1. In the context of this passage, there 

were non-Jews who were actively 
plotting against the Jews rebuilding 
the Temple (Ezra 4:1-5).

2. Part of their plan is to write a letter 
to King Artaxerxes ( v.6-10).

3. This letter is originally not the Word 
of God.

4. The letter is quoted from vv.11-16.
5. Consequence: End of temple work 

( v.17-24).
6. Implication: If God felt it was 

important enough to record a secular 
letter to a king, what does that means 
to us as people of the Book when it 
comes to being knowledgeable of 
those who write and plot against the 
cause of Christ?

ii. Decree of King Cyrus
1. In the context of this passage, the

Jews continued to rebuild the 
Temple (Ezra 5).

2. When challenged, the Jews knew 
about the decree of King Cyrus from 
the first year of his reign (v.13)

3. They even know the content of what 
was written in it (v.14-17)

4. This decree was important enough 
that Ezra 1:1-4 recorded it.

5. Implication: If God felt it was 
important enough to record a secular 
political decree made by a king, what 
does that means to us as people of 
the Book when it comes to 
understanding political documents 
Biblically?

f. Other possible non-canonical sources the Bible 
reference: 1 Chronicles 27:24, 29:29, 2 Chronicles 
9:29, 12:15, 13:22.
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2. New Testament authors read non-Canonical books
a. Paul use of Meander’s writing in 1 Corinthians 

15:33
i. Meander was a non-Christian Greek popular 

play writer who lived around 300 B.C.
ii. One of his line was “Bad company corrupts 

good morals”
iii. Paul’s used this to make a point: “Do not be 

deceived: “Bad company corrupts good 
morals.””

iv. Implication:
1. Paul’s quotation of this Greek 

literature suggests that he was at 
least familiar with what must have 
been a saying that is common 
knowledge if not even having read 
the work himself.

2. It shows familiarity of written play is 
not in of itself something that is 
wrong.

3. This is more astounding considering 
this is a Jewish man familiar with 
Greek literature: How much are we 
aware of our own and other cultural 
writings?

b. Paul read Epimendies in light of Acts 17:28a
i. Context: Paul was preaching the Gospel to 

Athenian philosophers and explaining his 
presuppositions to them in order to make 
sense what he was saying.

ii. In the first half of Acts 17:28 Paul said, 
“ for in Him we live and move and [a]exist,”

iii. This is a quotation from a non-Christian
Cretan seer and philosophical poet 
Epimendies who lived in the seventh or 
sixth century B.C.

iv. Implication:
1. Paul’s quotation here indicates his 

knowledge of Greek poetry and 
philosophical discourse.  Therefore, 
it is not a sin in of itself to be 
familiar with poetry or philosophical 
discourse written by the world.

2. While not adopting everything of the
worldview of the authors whom he 
read, nevertheless there is a place for 



8

Christians engaged in apologetics to 
know the literary output of the World 
with Christian discernment (the 
subject of Christian discernment will 
be eventually discussed) and 
employing it to defend the faith.

c. Paul read Aratus in light of Acts 17:28b
i. Context: Paul was preaching the Gospel to 

Athenian philosophers and explaining his 
presuppositions to them in order to make 
sense what he was saying.

ii. In the second half of Acts 17:28 Paul said, 
“as even some of your own poets have said, 
‘For we also are His children.’”

iii. This is a quotation from a non-Christian 
Greek poet name Aratus who lived in the 
third and second century B.C.

iv. Specifically, it’s a quote from the fifth line 
of Artaus’ Phaenomena, a poetic work on 
the constellation and the stars.

v. Implication:
1. Paul’s quotation here indicates his 

knowledge of Greek poetry and 
literature on the constellation.  
Therefore, it is not a sin in of itself to 
be familiar with poetry or 
astronomical sources written by the 
world.

2. While not adopting everything of the 
worldview of the authors whom he 
read, nevertheless there is a place for 
Christians engaged in apologetics to 
know the literary output of the World 
with Christian discernment (the 
subject of Christian discernment will 
be eventually discussed) and 
employing it to defend the faith.

d. Paul read and used Epimendies in light of Titus 
1:12-13.

i. Context: Paul is writing to Titus concerning 
how he ought to shepherd God’s people.

ii. In Titus 1:12 Paul said, “One of themselves, 
a prophet of their own, said, “Cretans are 
always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons.””

iii. This is a quotation from a non-Christian 
Cretan seer and philosophical poet 
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Epimendies who lived in the seventh or 
sixth century B.C.

iv. Paul affirm the truth of what Epimendies 
said in verse 13a and an application in light 
of this truth in verse 13b.

v. Implication:
1. Paul’s quotation here indicates his 

knowledge of Greek poetry and 
philosophical discourse.  Therefore, 
it is not a sin in of itself to be 
familiar with poetry or philosophical 
discourse written by the world.

2. Paul use of Epimenidies indicate that 
sometimes non-Christian can 
diagnose society properly.  There is a 
place for Christians to read sources 
on social science, cultural studies, 
etc.

iii. Spiritual benefits in reading some non-canonical works
1. If a book is based upon the foundation of God’s Word, then 

all the reasons why we ought to read the Bible that’s 
covered earlier also apply to why one read Christian 
spiritual non-canonical books.

2. God gave us teachers and teachers also teach through books.
a. God gave us teachers: “And 

He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, 
and some as evangelists, and some as pastors 
and teachers,” (Ephesians 4:11)

b. Some teachers teach by the medium of books.
3. “We read book after book, which helps us understand and 

apply the Word of God.”1

a. It helps us answer our questions (see Philip in Acts 
8 with the Etophian Eunuch).

Note that this is now recorded for those who 
want to know what is Isaiah 53 about.

b. It helps us deal with a matter right away: For 
instance, one is dealing with anger and the guy just 
began reading Matthew.  You don’t want him to 
wait until he finishes all the Gospel and half-way 
through the Epistle before one apply Ephesians 4:26.

c. Topical books can focus on the entirety of God’s 
counsel on a subject.

iv. Sometimes, “non-Christian Literature Can Describe the World, 
how it Functions, and how to subdue it.”2

                                                
1 David L. McKenna, How to Read a Christian Book (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2001), 12.
2 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 67.
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v. Apologetics Value
1. Works that help understand our times and society.
2. Works that equip us to defend our faith.
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II. Case study: Strong Christians read
a. Introduction

i. Point: “A nonreading Christian is a contradiction in terms.”3

ii. Here we want to consider several examples of famous Christians 
who were strong in their faith in church history, to see that their 
reading influenced their life.

b. Prophet Daniel (Daniel 9)
i. Situation (v.1)

ii. Daniel read from Jeremiah (v.2)
Was reading a prophecy from Jeremiah 25:11-12, 29:10.

iii. Daniel’s spiritual response to his reading (v.3-19)
1. “So I [a]gave my attention to the Lord God…”
2. “…to seek Him by prayer and supplications…”
3. “… with fasting…”
4. “… sackcloth and ashes.”
5. “ 4 I prayed to the LORD my God…” (v.4)
6. “and confessed ”
7. Content of prayer (v.4b-19)

iv. Application:
1. Note that Daniel’s reading of the sin of a generation before 

him prompted him to repent to God for his own sins.
2. Note how the reading of God’s Word prompt Him to seek 

God.
3. Note how he interpreted the times according to Scripture.

c. Apostle Paul (2 Timothy 4:13)
i. Situation

1. Paul’s last letter.
2. Difficulties

a. Abandonment (v.10-11)
b. Opposition (v.14-15)

ii. Paul’s request: “When you come bring the cloak which I left 
at Troas with Carpus, and the books, especially the parchments”

1. We don’t know what exactly were the contents, and it 
might have been Scripture.

2. Either way, Paul in his most difficult days and before his 
death asked for something to read.

iii. Application:
1. “Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ.” (1 

Corinthians 11:1).
2. In what follows is a survey of those who were imitators of

Paul throughout Church history.
d. Augustine

i. Who was he?
1. Famous Christian theologian that lived during 354-430 A.D.

                                                
3 David L. McKenna, How to Read a Christian Book (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2001), 27.
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2. Most famous book is probably Confessions, which recounts 
his salvation and battle with sin.

ii. His reading life
1. Reading the Word of God led to his conversion: “As I was 

saying this and weeping in the bitter agony of my heart, 
suddenly I heard a voice from the nearby house chanting as 
if it might be a boy or a girl (I do not know which), saying 
and repeating over and over again 'Pick up and read, pick 
up and read.' At once my countenance changed, and I 
began to think intently whether there might be some sort of 
children's game in which such a chant is used. But I could 
not remember having heard of one. I checked the flood of 
tears and stood up. I interpreted it solely as a divine 
command to me to open the book and read the first chapter 
I might find. For I had heard how Anthony happened to be 
present at the gospel reading, and took it as an admonition 
addressed to himself when the words were read: 'Go, sell 
all you have, give to the poor, and you shall have treasure 
in heaven; and come, follow me'[Matt 19:21]. By such an 
inspired utterance he was immediately 'converted to you' 
(Ps. 50.15). So I hurried back to the place where Alypius 
was sitting. There I had put down the book of the apostle 
when I got up. I seized it, opened it and in silence read the 
first passage on which my eyes lit: 'Not in riots and 
drunken parties, not in eroticism and indecencies, not in 
strife and rivalry, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ and 
make no provision for the flesh in its lusts'[Rom 13:13-15]”
(The Confessions of Saint Augustine, Book VIII, 
Paragraphs 28 and 29.)

2. View of non-canonical works: “Augustine invited Christian 
readers to borrow richly from the “gold leaf” found in non-
Christian literature to illustrate matters of theology, ethics, 
and even worship.”4

e. Martin Luther
i. Who was he?

Great Protestant Reformer who lived during 1483-1546.
ii. His reading life

1. View on reading the Bible
Luther himself said, “Let the man who would hear God 
speak, readHoly Scripture.”5

2. View on reading non-canonical books
a. Luther read Augustine: “Now began the period 

which Luther recalled at table in 1532: “At first I 
devoured, not merely read, Augustine.”  He read 

                                                
4 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 75.
5 Quoted from John Piper, The Legacy of Sovereign Joy (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2000), 78.
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through and annotated On the Trinity and The City 
of God in 1511 and 1512.  In his earliest 
Introductory Lectures on the Psalms, 1513 and 1514, 
there are many citations from the writings of 
Augustine, particularly his Confessions. Luther’s 
earliest extant sermons cite Augustine, and “the 
nearest analogy to Luther’s [sermonic] method is 
that employed in Augustine’s homilies.”  At least 
24 of the great doctor’s works are cited in the 
Lectures on Romans, delivered in 1515 and 1516. 
By 1516 he knew Augustine well enough to reject, 
on the basis of internal evidence, the work on true 
and false repentance ascribed to the latter.”6

b. Luther had a healthy view of reading non-canonical 
books, saying “The number of theological books 
should . . . be reduced, and a selection should be 
made of the best of them; for many books do not 
make men learned, nor does much reading.  But 
reading something good, and reading it frequently, 
however little it may be, is the practice that makes 
men learned in the Scripture and makes them pious 
besides.”7

f. John Calvin
i. Who was he?

1. Famous Christian theologian who lived during 1509-1564.
2. His most famous work is The Institutes of the Christian 

Religion.
ii. His reading life

1. He obviously read and taught through much of the Bible, 
evident from his huge commentaries.

2. His view of non-canonical works:
a. “For Calvin, reading non-Christian literature is like 

sifting Rocky Mountain streams for glittering flakes 
of gold. He sees a lot of riverbed silt in the pan. But 
those with cool patience and a keen eye will 
eventually discover flakes of gold. And that gold 
can be traced back to the vein of pure gold—God.”8

b. “Calvin’s model is generous, because if humbly 
acknowledges the wealth of truth, goodness, and 
beauty articulated in non-Christian literature. 
Sinners do suppress God’s truth in their behavior 

                                                
6 Richard D. Balge, “Martin Luther, Augustinian,” Winsconsin Lutheran Seminary Library, 
http://www.wlsessays.net/files/BalgeAugustinian.pdf (accessed January 24, 2013).
7 Quoted from John Piper, The Legacy of Sovereign Joy (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2000), 95.
8 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 67.
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(Rom 1:18-32). But it is impossible for sinners to 
suppress all the truth all the time.”9

c. “Calvin’s model is also cautious. Non-Christian 
authors are spiritually blind. Any light of truth in 
their writings is powerless to lead them to Christ 
and to salvation.”10

d. “Calvin’s model is also sobering because it reminds 
us that the truth gleaned by non-Christian authors 
only increases his or her sinful guilt.”11

g. Charles Spurgeon
i. Who was he?

1. Famous English preacher of Metropolitan Tabernacle, lived
from 1834-92.

2. “Charles Haddon Spurgeon is history’s most widely read 
preacher (apart from the biblical ones). Today, there is 
available more material written by Spurgeon than by any 
other Christian author, living or dead.”12

ii. His reading life
1. “Spurgeon's personal library contained 12,000 volumes—

1,000 printed before 1700.”13

2. “Spurgeon typically read 6 books per week and could 
remember what he had read—and where—even years 
later.”14

3. Spurgeon once said, “It seems odd, that certain men who 
talk so much of what the Holy Spirit reveals to themselves, 
should think so little of what he has revealed to others.”15

4. “Spurgeon read The Pilgrim's Progress at age 6 and went 
on to read it over 100 times.”16

5. Spurgeon’s account of his youth in the library of his 
grandfather: “In my time, it was a dark den;—but it 
contained books, and this made it a gold mine to me. 
Therein was fulfilled the promise, "I will give thee the 
treasures of darkness." Here I first struck up acquaintance 
with the martyrs, and specially with "Old Bonner," who 
burned them; next, with Bunyan and his "Pilgrim"; and 
further on, with the great masters of Scriptural theology, 
with whom no moderns are worthy to be named in the same 
day. Even the old editions of their works, with their 

                                                
9 Ibid, 78.
10 Ibid, 78.
11 Ibid.
12 Eric W. Hayden, “Did You Know?” Christian History 29 (January 1991), 2. 
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
15 Charles Haddon Spurgeon, Commenting and Commentaries (New York: Sheldon and Company, 1876), 
11.
16 Eric W. Hayden, “Did You Know?” Christian History 29 (January 1991), 2.
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margins and old-fashioned notes, are precious to me. It is 
easy to tell a real Puritan book even by its shape and by the 
appearance of the type. I confess that I harbour a prejudice 
against nearly all new editions, and cultivate a preference 
for the originals, even though they wander about in 
sheepskins and goatskins, or are shut up in the hardest of 
boards. It made my eyes water, a short time ago, to see a 
number of these old books in the new Manse: I wonder 
whether some other boy will love them, and live to revive 
that grand old divinity which will yet be to England her 
balm and benison.  Out of that darkened room I fetched 
those old authors when I was yet a youth, and never was I 
happier than when in their company. Out of the present 
contempt, into which Puritanism has fallen, many brave 
hearts and true will fetch it, by the help of God, ere many 
years have passed. Those who have daubed up the windows 
will yet be surprised to see Heaven's light beaming on the 
old truth, and then breaking forth from it to their own 
confusion.”17

h. Other great Godly men whose reading shaped their lives: Thomas Cramer, 
Jonathan Edwards, Cornelius Van Til, John MacArthur, etc.

                                                
17 Charles Spurgeon, “Happy Childhood at Stambourne,” The Spurgeon Archive, 
http://www.spurgeon.org/childhd.htm (accessed January 24, 2013).
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III. Discernment in picking Bible Passage
a. Why you should be discerning (selective) of what you want to read

i. Introduction:  Unlike non-canonical books, the Bible if one 
interpret it correctly the Word of God is always true and always 
beneficial when you read it, no manner what part you read.  
Nevertheless there are still reasons why you should be selective in 
what you read for the greatest benefit of where you are at in life.

ii. You should select and read passages towards the goal of reading 
the whole Bible: So that you get the big picture of the Bible.

1. To have read and know the whole Bible allows greater 
knowledge of the context in interpreting other specific 
passages.

2. Picture: Seeing the forest and not just individual seeds, 
fruits and trees.

3. Read the whole Bible to know it’s about Jesus (Luke 24:25-
27, 24:44-47).  You know Jesus more deeply the more you 
read the whole Bible.

iii. You should select and read passages that address your life’s 
circumstances: So that it helps you in your life.

We should be doers of the Word: “But prove yourselves doers 
of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves” 
(James 1:22).  However you cannot be doers of what you do 
not know and therefore one should read to apply to one’s life.

iv. You should select and read passages that you have not read in a 
while: So that it will balance you.

1. Concerning the previous point about reading to address 
your life’s circumstances, it’s very easy to be one sided and 
read wrongly for “felt-needs” if one only read for what they 
believe they need.

2. Therefore, it’s also good to select readings from time to 
time areas and parts of the Bible that you are not familiar 
with or have not read and study on for a while.

v. You should select and read passages that others you are 
fellowshipping with are reading: So that you grow in grace with 
God’s people together.

1. Many of the Epistles in the New Testaments are not address 
to an individual only, but meant to be read by a whole 
church and believers collectively hear, trust in and apply.

2. What better way to grow with other believers than to read 
what others are reading and fellowshipping and changing 
along with others?

vi. You should even select and read familiar passages: So that you can 
grow more in depth with it.

b. How to select what you read
i. Read passages towards the goal of reading the whole Bible.



17

1. If you have not read the whole Bible yet, plan to read the 
whole Bible in a reasonable time!

2. However, you should probably set it a goal to be done with 
the Bible on an initial reading as soon as possible just so 
you know it as background for further study.

3. You can do it: “If the average person reads 200 to 250 
words per minute, and if there are about 775,000 words in 
the Bible, then it would take less than 10 minutes a day to 
read the whole Bible in a year.”18  Contrast this with how 
many minutes per day the average individual spend on the 
internet: 111 minutes.19

4. Bible in 90 days: Modified Horner Bible Reading for 
90 Days according to it’s Genre.20

5. The Bible in a Year.
a. Note: There’s multiple plans to read the Bible in a 

Year.  Here is a brief survey.
b. Chronological Reading Plan from Back to the Bible.
c. ESV Study Bible Plan.21

6. The Bible in Two Year.
The Gospel Coalition has put together one.22

7. Or make your own plan.
a. Custom tailor to your need.
b. Use this resource to make a plan: 

http://www.howlongdoesittaketoreadthebible.com/.
c. Caution: Don’t make it so long and drawn out that 

you end up being discouraged from finishing the 
whole Bible.

ii. You should select and read passages that address your life’s 
circumstances.

1. Identify: What do you see the Word of God needs to 
address at this time in your life?

2. Search: Find out what Bible passage speaks to your 
situation and then read it.

a. Ask other believers and Pastors for passages.
b. Consult good non-canonical sources such as 

concordance, Topical index, etc.
c. Even find good recorded preaching on the passage 

to accompany your reading!

                                                
18 Justin Taylor, “Read the Bible in 2013,” Between Two Worlds, 
http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2012/12/27/reading-the-bible-in-2013/ (accessed January 31, 
2013).
19 Lance Whitney, “Average Net Users Now Online 13 hours per week,” C Net News, 
http://news.cnet.com/8301-1023_3-10421016-93.html (accessed January 31, 2013).
20 See http://scripturethoughts.wordpress.com/2010/12/10/a-bible-reading-plan-for-2011-modified-horner-
bible-reading-for-90-days/ (accessed January 31, 2013).
21 See http://www.esv.org/assets/pdfs/rp.esv.study.bible.pdf. 
22 See http://thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/tgc/files/2010/12/TwoYearBibleReadingPlan.pdf.
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iii. You should select and read passages that you have not read in a 
while.

1. What is the part of the Bible you are not as familiar with?  
Read it.

a. Seek help along the way by writing down questions.
b. Pursue answers in commentaries, fellowship, 

systematic theology, etc.
2. What have you not read in a while?  Read it!

iv. You should select and read passages that others you are 
fellowshipping with are reading: So that you grow in grace with 
God’s people together.

Do you know what others are reading?  Read along with them!
v. You should even select and read familiar passages

1. Read in a different Bible version than the one you have 
already used.

2. Read the passage alongside with a commentary.
3. If you read the passage with a commentary already, read it 

again with another different commentary.
4. Write down your own notes and synthesize notes and 

observations of others.
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IV. Discernment in selecting non-canonical books
a. Why you should be discerning (selective) of what you want to read

i. In general Christians should always be discerning: We have to be 
discerning of what is Biblical or not when we are reading.

1. “But examine everything carefully; hold fast to that which 
is good;” (1 Thessalonians 5:21)

2. Selecting books will be among the Christian discipline of 
discernment.

ii. We don’t have time to read everything.
“But beyond this, my son, be warned: the [g]writing of many 
books is endless, and excessive devotion to books is 
wearying to the body.” (Ecclesiastes 12:12)

iii. Not everything is edifying to read.
1. “How each writer approaches these topics can be wise and 

biblically informed—or not. And due to the spiritual 
dangers associated with these practical books, readers 
should choose them very carefully.”23

2. Beware of books that you are not spiritually discerning yet 
to read.

3. Some books should never be read by Christians 
(pornography, certain temptations, etc).

b. Goal in selecting non-canonical books
i. You should pick what best edifies you at your present spiritual life.

ii. You should pick non-canonical works that gives better 
understanding of God’s world.

1. Books that by God’s common grace capture reality 
accurately.

2. At times, for the spiritually discerning, there is a role of 
reading books reflecting the worldviews of the other side so 
that we might fully understand non-Christian worldviews 
and where people are coming from.

iii. You should pick non-canonical that best serves others according to 
one’s spiritual gift and abilities.

For example:
1. Apologist—Reading works of false teaching and worldly 

philosophy to respond to them.
2. Pastors—Read Biblical language grammar text to 

accurately understand the Word better.
c. How to select what you read

i. Seek help from your Pastor
1. Reason: “Specific recommendations are often best 

discovered under the guidance of a wise and well-read 
pastor who knows you.”24

2. How:

                                                
23 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 100
24 Ibid.
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a. See a topic of concern then ask for book 
recommendations.

b. Or even ask for what areas and topic and books 
related to that area your pastor should recommend 
you to read.

ii. Realize you have to ask questions about the book
“Before you begin reading a book, determine its purpose in 
your life. Why are you reading this book? What makes it better 
than the ten thousand books you ignored? Is it part of your 
spiritual diet, for personal change, or just for fun?” 25

iii. Skim through the book before reading it
1. Reason: “…skimming a book and giving it a superficial 

reading are valuable exercises for deciding whether a book 
is worth reading more slowly and in depth.”26

2. How:
a. Read the back of the book: What is the book about?
b. Look at the table of content and try to answer the 

question: How is the book organize to achieve it’s 
purpose?

c. Scan through it
i. Pick a chapter or section that would be 

controversial: What is it’s view?
ii. Pick a chapter or section that would serve 

you: Does it seem helpful?
iii. Look at footnotes: What sources is it 

quoting from? Are you aware of anything 
about them?

iv. Research further about the book’s background
1. How: “Before I read a book, I run a quick search online to 

browse bookstore reviews, find concise summaries, read 
endorsements, and check for any high profile blurbs that 
have been published about the book.”27

2. Reason: “This step also acquaints me with the authors I 
read. Who are they? Where do they work? What worldview 
do they represent? This critical step helps to prepare me for 
what I am about to read and can alert me to the author’s 
motivations.” 28

v. Knowing the author’s strength and weaknesses
1. Reason: “Becoming a discerning reader requires that we 

determine which authors can be trusted in specific 

                                                
25 Ibid, 111 
26 David L. McKenna, How to Read a Christian Book (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2001), 45.
27 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 112.
28 Ibid.
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categories. An author that will be helpful in one category 
can be very unhelpful in another category.”29

2. How: As Christians grow as readers more authors will be 
familiar to the believer so knowing the author’s strength 
and weaknesses from other sources (other book by author, 
reviews, etc) will help one selection.

vi. Practice reading more: “The more years, the more reading 
experience, the less time you need before you can close and shelve 
a book.”30

                                                
29 Ibid, 107.
30 Ibid, 115.
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V. Discernment in reading non-canonical books
a. Discernment defined

“Faith in Jesus brings with it a critically important benefit to the 
Christian reader-- discernment. Discernment is the ability to do three 
things: the ability to “test everything,” to hold fast what is good,” 
and to “abstain from every form of evil”…”31

b. Why you should be discerning when you read
i. Christians are called to be discerning

1. “But examine everything carefully; hold fast to that which 
is good;” (1 Thessalonians 5:21)

2. “And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and 
more in real knowledge and all discernment, 10 so that you 
may [g]approve the things that are excellent, in order to be 
sincere and blameless [h]until the day of Christ;”
(Philippians 1:9-10)

ii. Christian discernment is a way of worshipping God!
1. It is a way of loving God with your mind (Matthew 22:37)
2. Seeking knowledge and learning to find Christ

a. “To read any book for eternal benefit, we must 
behold the glory of Christ. His glory lies at the 
bottom of all sound knowledge and learning.”32

b. The relationship between knowledge and Christ
(Colossians 2:3)

iii. Christian discernment is to watch your life and conduct (1 Timothy 
4:16)

This presupposes that there are falsehood that will affect our 
lives and behavior to watch out and avoid.

c. How to practice discernment in reading
i. Before and simultaneously with your reading of non-canonical

books
1. Grow in your knowledge of the Bible

a. Reason: “All Scripture is [a]inspired by God and 
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, 
for[b]training in righteousness; 17 so that the man of 
God may be adequate, equipped for every good 
work.” (2 Timothy 3:16)

b. Therefore, we need to really know God’s Word!
c. How: Daily read the Bible for your devotions.

2. Grow in your Christian worldview
a. Reason: Christian worldview is the systematic 

application of Scripture concerning what is reality.  
“And it is impossible to be a discerning reader of 

                                                
31

Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 35
32

Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 36.
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books without first understanding the Christian 
worldview.”33

b. How:
i. “Developing a biblical worldview is labor-

intensive, but the result is a discerning mind 
that is essential if we will benefit from 
books. If we fail here, we will be flooded 
with worldviews of other authors and be 
quickly overwhelmed, confuse, and 
frustrated.”34

ii. Study what the Bible has to say about:
1. God
2. Creation
3. Man
4. God’s Law
5. Sin
6. Jesus Christ 
7. Salvation

ii. While reading the book
1. Pray

a. Reason: “And this I pray, that your love may 
abound still more and more in real knowledge and 
all discernment, 10 so that you may [g]approve the 
things that are excellent, in order to be sincere and 
blameless [h]until the day of Christ;” (Philippians 
1:9-10)

b. How:
i. When: Pray before, during and after reading.

ii. What to pray for (v.9)
1. “that your love may abound still 

more”
2. “and more in real knowledge”
3. “ and all discernment, ”
4. Result (v.10)

a. “approve the things that are 
excellent,”

b. “ in order to be sincere”
c. “ and blameless [h]until the 

day of Christ;””
2. Be conscious of what the book is about

a. Questions to ask of the book35

i. What is the book about?
ii. What issues does it address?

                                                
33

Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011),52
34 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 53.
35 David L. McKenna, How to Read a Christian Book (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2001), 45.
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iii. What questions does it raise?
iv. What difference does it make in my life?
v. What should I as a Christian do with the 

information it contains?
b. If you are not sure of something, read it again 

carefully.
c. If possible, do research on terms and names cited

that you are not familiar with so to get further 
context and heighten understanding and 
appreciation.

3. Testing the book in light of the Bible 
a. Comparing it’s content to the Christian worldview
b. Questions to ask

i. Does it submit to 
ii. Is it true to the God-breathed Word?36

1. Is it true in text?
2. Is it true in spirit?

iii. Is it useful for Christian teaching?
1. Is it useful for teaching right doctrine?
2. Is it useful for rebuking false 

doctrine?
3. Is it useful for correcting wrong 

behavior?
4. Is it useful for instruction in right 

doing?
iv. Does it contribute to Christian maturity?

1. Does it inspire us to godly character? 
2. Does it equip us to live the Christian 

life?
3. Does it lead us to good works?

iii. After reading the book
1. Think about what you read in light of the principles above.
2. Think about what you read in light of further reading of the 

Bible or other non-canonical books.

                                                
36 All the questions hereafter is from  David L. McKenna, How to Read a Christian Book (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 2001), 54.
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Recommended books for Contemporary Christian Life

Foundational for thought and reading
Think: The Life of the Mind and the Love of God by John Piper
Lit! by Tony Reinke

Bible Background
New Testament History by F.F. Bruce
A Survey of the Old Testament by Andrew Hill (TBR) 37

Theology
The Attributes of God by A.W. Tozer
Systematic Theology by Wayne Grudem (TBR)

Apologetics
Pushing the Antithesis by Greg Bahnsen (TBR)
God and Evil: The Problem Solved by Gordon Clark
Van Til’s Apologetics by Greg Bahnsen (TBR)

Family 
Reforming Marriage by Doug Wilson.
Future Men by Doug Wilson.
Her Hand in Marriage by Doug Wilson.

Evangelism 
Revival’s Golden Keys by Ray Comfort

Sanctification
Christ and Your Problem by Jay Adams (TBR)
Godliness Through Discipline by Jay Adams

Contemporary issues 
Ashamed of the Gospel by John MacArthur
Erasing Hell by Francis Chan
Relativism: Feet Firmly Planted in Mid-Air by Francis J. Beckwith, Gregory Koukl (TBR)
The Case for Life by Scott Klusendorf
Redeeming Science by Vern Poythress (TBR)

Christian view of culture
Saving Leonardo by Nancy Pearcy (TBR)
Meaning at the Movies by Grant Horner
Money Posessions and Eternity by Randy Alcorn
Honest Money by Gary North
Foundations for Christian Scholarship edited by Gary North

                                                
37 That is, to be reviewed.  Unless otherwise noted, all books are read, reviewed and accessible if one 
search at http://www.goodreads.com/review/list/5856801?shelf=read
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VI. Discipline of Reading
a. The challenge: “This trend is troubling because the immediate appeal of 

visual entertainment is at odds with the gradual unveiling of literary 
treasure. Entertainment is passive and easy; books require an active mind 
and diligence. Books typically get ignored.”38

b. Purpose: To cultivate and maintain a Christian habit of reading so that our 
spiritual life will grow.

c. Remember why we engage in spiritual reading: Consult outline and audio 
of session 1, of why read the Bible.

d. If you are engaged in spiritual reading already, continue to do so.
e. Read actively rather than passively.

i. “A passive reader is like a catcher who never returns the ball, 
while an active reader is one who fires the ball back in the form of 
questions that keep the game going and make the event exciting.”39

ii. If reading is worship (as we will establish later) and you ought to 
give your best in your worship, then consider also reading during 
times when you have energy and strength as well so you can read 
actively and engage the text.

iii. Pick readings that invite critical reflection: “Among Christian 
books, works on theology, apologetics, and ethics invite critical 
reading more than devotionals, biographies, novels, and poetry.”40

f. Read with a plan.
i. Plan what you want to read: “First, look at the books you have read 

over the last twenty-four months that have benefited your life. 
Create categories for those books. Second, include any category 
that you don’t currently read but would like to add, perhaps 
something mentioned in this chapter. Below you should have a list 
of two to five categories. Start small and be realistic. Third, begin 
making book selections informed by your reading priorities.”41

ii. Plan to read daily.  It’s reasonable: “If most Christian books have 
approximately fifteen chapters and we read a chapter a day, the end 
result will be two books a month or twenty-four books a year! 
Such a plan is well within the scope of any average reader. So 
make a list of the books you want to read and leave room for new 
publications that hit the press. Just a chapter a day will make you 
an avid Christian reader.”42

iii. Read with a goal:43

1. Read for information
2. Read for inspiration
3. Read for instruction

                                                
38 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 40
39 David L. McKenna, How to Read a Christian Book (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2001), 58.
40 David L. McKenna, How to Read a Christian Book (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2001), 65.
41 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 107.
42 David L. McKenna, How to Read a Christian Book (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2001), 60-61.
43 David L. McKenna, How to Read a Christian Book (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2001), 60-61.



27

4. Read for interrogation
5. Read for intergration

g. Switch around the types of books you are reading.
i. In line with your goals of reading, reading in areas you typically 

don’t so that you can grow in them and also not be bored or a one-
sided Christian.

ii. “If we read too much on one subject for a long period of time, the 
law of diminishing returns takes over. We become bored, 
inattentive, and finally exhausted.  Inspirational Christian books 
that are usually lighter in language and more free-flowing in style 
can give us the break we need. Autobiographies and biographies 
are especially good for letting us "get under the skin" of great 
saints and "feel the heartbeat" of our unsung heroes. Rather than 
struggling with the author's terms or searching for issues and 
arguments, we can read such a book as a drama that tugs at our 
emotions and lifts our soul. No one, for instance, can read 
Elisabeth Elliot's Through Gates of Splendor without weeping for 
our Christian martyrs or Billy Graham's Just as I Am without 
thanking God for anointing his servant.  Fiction may also fit into 
the category of inspirational reading. This is the case when the 
mind is set free to soar with the imagination of creative authors. 
C.S. Lewis is the acknowledged master of Christian fiction. 
Parents and children who read together The Chronicles of 
Narniaseries will never forget the experience, and adults who 
read The Great Divorce will spend a lifetime debating the images 
of the fable.Poetry tends to be the most neglected of inspirational 
Christian literature. Our high school English experiences should 
not continue to bias us. Calvin Miller's Singer Trilogy or Ruth 
Graham's Sitting by My Laughing Fire will rekindle the love for 
verse that we knew as children. The beauty, rhythm, and imagery 
of Christian poetry can cleanse our souls, enliven our minds, and 
set our spirits free.”44

h. Reflect on your reading
i. Finally, realize that spiritual reading ultimately is a matter of the heart and

about worshipping God.
i. It’s inevitable that we all worship something.  Our greatest act of 

worship is shown in what we enjoy.
ii. God has chosen reading as a way of meeting and worshipping Him: 

“By contrast, God planned to lead his people through this world of 
visual idols by words from his own lips—in language, through his 
revealed Word.”45

iii. If we are believers, our identity in Christ now makes us want to 
worship Him.

                                                
44 David L. McKenna, How to Read a Christian Book (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2001), 62.
45 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 41
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iv. If we want to worship God then we will meet Him in our spiritual 
reading.

1. “Christian book reading is never a solitary experience, but 
an open invitation to commune with God.”46

2. “As Christians, we read all of our books illuminated by 
God and in communion with him. Gleaning facts and 
information is not the highest purpose of reading. Reading 
can be ultimately a means to eternally benefit our soul.”47

v. Reading so as to meet Christ.
1. This will drive us to want to read the Bible and 

noncanonical books.
2. See Chart.

                                                
46 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 37.
47 Tony Reinke, Lit!  A Christian Guide to Reading Books (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 37


