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I was reading and meditating on the book of Hebrews recently, when it
hit me forcefully that a basic and compelling reason for education—
the rigorous training of the mind—is so that a person can read the
Bible with understanding.
This sounds too obvious to be useful or compelling. But that’s just
because we take the preciousness of reading so for granted; or, even
more, because we appreciate so little the kind of thinking that a
complex Bible passage requires of us.
The book of Hebrews, for example, is an intellectually challenging
argument from Old Testament texts. The points that the author makes
hang on biblical observations that come only from rigorous reading,
not light skimming. And the understanding of these Old Testament
interpretations in the text of Hebrews requires rigorous thought and
mental effort. The same could be said for the extended argumentation
of Romans and Galatians and the other books of the Bible.
This is an overwhelming argument for giving our children a disciplined
and rigorous training in how to think an author’s thoughts after him
from a text—especially a biblical text. An alphabet must be learned, as
well as vocabulary, grammar, syntax, the rudiments of logic, and the
way meaning is imparted through sustained connections of sentences
and paragraphs.
The reason Christians have always planted schools where they have
planted churches is because we are a people of THE BOOK. It is true
that THE BOOK will never have its proper effect without prayer and
the Holy Spirit. It is not a textbook to be debated; it is a fountain for
spiritual thirst, and food for the soul, and a revelation of God, and a
living power, and a two-edged sword. But none of this changes the
fact: apart from the discipline of reading, the Bible is as powerless as
paper. Someone might have to read it for you; but without reading, the
meaning and the power of it are locked up.
Is it not remarkable how often Jesus settled great issues with a
reference to reading? For example, in the issue of the Sabbath he said,
“Have you not read what David did?” (Matthew 12:3). In the issue of
divorce and remarriage he said, “Have you not read that he who created
them from the beginning made them male and female?” (Matthew 19:4). In
the issue of true worship and praise he said, “Have you never read, ‘Out

of the mouth of infants and nursing babes you have prepared praise for
yourself’?” (Matthew 21:16). In the issue of the resurrection he said,
“Did you never read in the Scriptures, ‘The stone which the builders
rejected has become the chief cornerstone’?” (Matthew 21:42). And to
the lawyer who queried him about eternal life he said, “What is written
in the Law? How does it read to you?” (Luke 10:26).
The apostle Paul also gave reading a great place in the life of the
church. For example, he said to the Corinthians, “We write nothing else
to you than what you read and understand, and I hope you will
understand until the end” (2 Corinthians 1:13). To the Ephesians he
said, “When you read you can understand my insight into the mystery of
Christ” (Ephesians 3:3). To the Colossians he said, “When this letter is
read among you, have it also read in the church of the Laodiceans; and
you, for your part read my letter that is coming from
Laodicea” (Colossians 4:16). Reading the letters of Paul was so
important that he commands it with an oath: “I adjure you by the Lord
to have this letter read to all the brethren” (1 Thessalonians 5:27).
The ability to read does not come intuitively. It must be taught. And
learning to read with understanding is a life-long labor. The
implications for Christians are immense. Education of the mind in the
rigorous discipline of thoughtful reading is a primary goal of school.
The church of Jesus is debilitated when his people are lulled into
thinking that it is humble or democratic or relevant to give a merely
practical education that does not involve the rigorous training of the
mind to think hard and to construe meaning from difficult texts.
The issue of earning a living is not nearly so important as whether the
next generation has direct access to the meaning of the Word of God.
We need an education that puts the highest premium under God on
knowing the meaning of God’s Book, and growing in the abilities that
will unlock its riches for a lifetime. It would be better to starve for
lack of food than to fail to grasp the meaning of the book of Romans.
Lord, let us not fail the next generation!
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