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“If you love Me, you will keep My commandments. I will ask the 
Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may be with 

you forever; that is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot 
receive, because it does not see Him or know Him, but you know 

Him because He abides with you and will be in you.”

—John 14:15–17 

“When the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the 
Father, that is the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father, 
He will testify about Me, and you will testify also, because you 

have been with Me from the beginning.”

—John 15:26–27



“I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot 
bear them now. But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He 
will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His 
own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He 
will disclose to you what is to come. He will glorify Me, for 
He will take of Mine and will disclose it to you. All things 

that the Father has are Mine; therefore I said that He takes 
of Mine and will disclose it to you.”

—John 16:12–15 



“For to us God revealed them through the Spirit; for the Spirit 
searches all things, even the depths of God. For who among 

men knows the thoughts of a man except the spirit of the man 
which is in him? Even so the thoughts of God no one knows 

except the Spirit of God. Now we have received, not the spirit 
of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may 
know the things freely given to us by God, which things we 
also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in 

those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with 
spiritual words.’”

—1 Corinthians 2:10–13
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I. The Definition of Illumination

• “Illuminate” = “(1) to supply (something) 
with light; to shine light on (something); 
(2) to make (something) clear and easier 
to understand” (Merriam-Webster).

• Carl Trueman: “Illumination is the term that refers to the need 
for the human mind to be enlightened by God in order to 
understand the things of God” (“Illumination,” 316).



• Kevin Zuber: “Illumination is a work of the Holy Spirit, 
whereby the hearer or reader of the Word of God . . . is given 
understanding of the information contained in it and brought 
to appropriate its meaning.” (What Is Illumination?).

• The biblical doctrine of illumination focuses on three issues: 

(1) it is a work done by the Holy Spirit; 
(2) it is a work done through the Scripture; and 
(3) it is a work done to a hearer or reader.



II. The Need for Illumination

• The prayers for understanding recorded in the Bible 
demonstrate the categorical need for illumination.

• Two kinds of prayer in particular: 

(1) the prayers of the psalmist in 
Psalm 119; 

(2) the prayers of the Apostle Paul in 
his letters to the churches.



• 119:17–18 – “Deal bountifully with Your servant, that I may 
live and keep Your word. Open my eyes, that I may behold 
wonderful things from Your law.” 

• 119:27–29 – “Make me understand the way of Your precepts, 
so I will meditate on Your wonders. . . . Remove the false way 
from me, and graciously grant me Your law.”

• 119:73 – “Your hands made me and fashioned me; give me 
understanding, that I may learn Your commandments.”

A. The Prayers of Psalm 119



• 119:33 – “Teach me, O LORD, the way of Your statutes, and I 
shall observe it to the end.”

• 119:135 – “Make Your face shine upon Your servant, and 
teach me Your statutes.”

• The psalmist recognized that the true understanding and 
application of God’s word does not come naturally. It must 
be divinely granted—or it is not attained at all. 

• He reached this conclusion not because he saw the Scripture 
as deficient, but because he saw himself as such (119:37, 
135, etc.).



• Ephesians 1:16–19a – “[I] do not cease giving thanks for you 
while making mention of you in my prayers, that the God of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give to 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 will know what is the hope of His calling, what are the 
riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints, and what is 
the surpassing greatness of His power toward us who believe.”

▪ LSB – “the Spirit of wisdom and revelation” (v. 17)—i.e., 
the Holy Spirit.

B. The Prayers of Paul



“Paul does not simply pray that we might 
know God better, but that God might give us 

the Spirit of wisdom and revelation to the end 
that we might know God better. There is a set 
means to the desired end. What is required is 
wisdom and revelation mediated by the Spirit. 

This is not simply a corpus of truth to be 
picked up by reading a book on systematic 

theology . . . .  It is growth in wisdom—
probably here referring to how to live in God’s 

universe so as to please him—and in 
revelation. . . .



“Christians need the Spirit of God to reveal 
more of himself and his ways to us, if we are 

to know God better, for it is the Spirit’s task to 
take things that belong to the domain of God, 
the domain of glory, and bring them to us so 

that we can receive them (1 Cor 2:9–16).”

—D. A. Carson, Praying with Paul, 174, 175



• Ephesians 3:14–19 – “For this reason I bow my knees before 
the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth 
derives its name, that He would grant you, according to the 
riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His 
Spirit in the inner man, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith; and that you, being rooted and grounded in 
love, may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is 
the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the 
love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be 
filled up to all the fullness of God.”

• Philippians 1:9–11 



• Colossians 1:9–12 – “For this reason also, since the day we 
heard of it, we have not ceased to pray for you and to ask 
that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding, so that you will walk in a 
manner worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, 
bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the 
knowledge of God; strengthened with all power, according to 
His glorious might, for the attaining of all steadfastness and 
patience; joyously giving thanks to the Father, who has 
qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints in Light.”

▪ “spiritual wisdom and revelation” (v. 9) = “Spirit-given 
wisdom and revelation”



II. The Purpose of Illumination

• What illumination accomplishes is reflected in “so that” 
statements in these biblical prayers. 

A. Illumination is essential for intellectual understanding.

▪ Psalm 119:73 – “. . . give me understanding, that I may 
learn Your commandments.”

▪ Ephesians 1:18–19 – “I pray that the eyes of your heart 
may be enlightened so that you will know what is the 
hope of His calling . . . the riches of the glory . . . and the 
surpassing greatness of His power . . .”



B. Illumination is essential for willful obedience.

▪ Psalm 119:88 – “Revive me according to Your 
lovingkindness, so that I may keep the testimony of Your 
mouth.”

▪ Philippians 1:9–11 – “And this I pray, that your love may 
abound still more and more in real knowledge and all 
discernment, so that you may approve the things that 
are excellent, in order to be sincere and blameless until 
the day of Christ; having been filled with the fruit of 
righteousness which comes through Jesus Christ, to the 
glory and praise of God.”



C. Illumination is essential for fervent desire.

▪ Psalm 119:18 – “Open my eyes, that I may behold 
wonderful things from Your law.”

▪ Psalm 119:127–128 – “Therefore I love Your 
commandments above gold, yes, above fine gold. 
Therefore I esteem right all Your precepts concerning 
everything, I hate every false way.”



“And it may be thus described: a true sense of the divine excellency 
of the things revealed in the word of God, and a conviction of the 
truth and reality of them thence arising. This spiritual light [i.e., 
illumination] primarily consists in the former of these, namely, a 

real sense and apprehension of the divine excellency of 
the things revealed in the word of God. A spiritual 
and saving conviction of the truth and reality of 
these things, arises from such a sight of their divine 
excellency and glory; so that this conviction of 
their truth is an effect and natural consequence of 
this sight of their divine glory.”

—Jonathan Edwards, “A Divine and Supernatural Light”



• As the agent of divine 
disclosure, the Holy Spirit . . . 

(1) enables you to understand
the word of God (intellect);

(2) empowers you to apply the 
word of God (will);

(3) engenders you to love the 
word of God (affections).



• What illumination is not:

▪ A channel for new revelation (Rev 22:18–19).

▪ A work of the Spirit apart from the Bible (John 17:17).

▪ A guarantee of perfect understanding (2 Pet 3:15–18).

▪ A privilege of elite Christians (1 John 2:20).

▪ A justification for abandoning study (2 Tim 2:15).

▪ A disregard for pastors and teachers (Eph 4:11–13). 



How then shall we respond?



1. Lean not on your own adequacy.

• The goal of your study of the Bible is not a mere formal 
intellectual acquaintance with chapters and verses.

• The goal is an apprehension of the words of the biblical texts 
as the very words of Almighty God, spoken once-and-for all 
and yet to you personally. 

• 1 Corinthians 2:14 – “But a natural man does not accept the 
things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; 
and he cannot understand them, because they are 
spiritually appraised.”



“The Bible cannot be understood 
simply by study or talent; you 

must count only on the influence 
of the Holy Spirit.” 

—Martin Luther



2. Seek the Spirit’s enablement.

• The atrocities committed against the Holy Spirit should not 
cause us to ignore his ministry.

• Do not be ignorant regarding your need for the Holy Spirit to 
enliven you in your study of Scripture. 

• Pursue conscious dependency upon His involvement every 
time you think about truth in general, or about specific texts 
of Scripture.

• Make the prayers of Psalm 119 your prayers.



“No Christian should ever look down 
at the Word without first looking up 
at the very Source of the Word and 
asking for guidance. To engage in 

Bible study without prayer is 
presumption, if not sacrilege.” 

—John MacArthur, How to Get the Most 
from God’s Word, 155



“Read the Bible with earnest prayer for the 
teaching and the help of the Holy Spirit. Here 
is the rock on which many make shipwreck at 
the very outset. They do not ask for wisdom 
and instruction, and so they find the Bible a 
dark book, and carry nothing away from it. 

You should pray for the Spirit to guide you into 
all truth. You should beg the Lord Jesus Christ 

to ‘open your understanding,’ as He did that of 
his disciples.”

—J. C. Ryle, Home Truths, 115



3. Abandon any expectation for new revelations.

• Many today talk of waiting on the Spirit 
to “speak to them.”

• This is often just false piety—an excuse 
to refuse to study, trust, and obey 
exactly that which He has already said.

• The Spirit’s work will always be in the 
word, with the word, and through the 
word.



“We must never separate the Spirit and the Word. The Spirit 
speaks to us through the Word; so we should always doubt 

and query any supposed revelation that is not entirely
consistent with the Word of God. Indeed, the 
essence of wisdom is to reject altogether the 

term ‘revelation’ as far as we are concerned, and
speak only of ‘illumination.’ The revelation has 
been given once and for all, and what we need 
and what by the grace of God we can have, and 

do have, is illumination by the Spirit to 
understand the Word.” 

—D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Christian Unity, 189



4. Be content to study Scripture.

• Since the Spirit’s chosen means of disclosing God to us is the 
word that He has inspired, we must joyously submit to the 
careful and disciplined study of that word. 

• Refuse to pit the illumination of Scripture against the 
interpretation of Scripture.

• 2 Timothy 2:15 – “Be diligent to present yourself approved to 
God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, 
accurately handling the word of truth.”



“Too much emphasis on illumination as providing the 
content of Christian belief can render biblical 

interpretation an essentially gnostic activity, which places 
the views of those who have been ‘illuminated’ beyond 

the criticism of those who have not. Thus, any views 
proposed by the illuminated can be claimed as legitimate 
biblical teaching no matter what interpretive methods are 

being used to extract them.”

—Carl Trueman, “Illumination,” Dictionary for Theological 
Interpretation of the Bible, 318



“I have covenanted with my Lord 
that he should not send me visions, 
or dreams, nor or even angels. I am 

content with this one gift of the 
Scriptures, which abundantly 

teaches and supplies all that is 
necessary, both for this life and for 

that which is to come.” 

—Martin Luther



“But the true way to honor the Holy Spirit as our guide is to 
honor the holy Scriptures through which he guides us. The 
fundamental guidance which God gives to shape our lives—the 
instilling, that is, of the basic convictions, attitudes, ideals and 
value judgments, in terms of which we are to live—is not a 

matter of inward promptings apart from the 
Word but of the pressure on our consciences 

of the portrayal of God’s character and will 
in the Word, which the Spirit enlightens us 
to understand and apply to ourselves.” 

—Packer, Knowing God, 236



5. Recognize where your right thinking comes from.

• The doctrine of illumination is a very humbling doctrine in that 
it proclaims to us that we do not arrive at truth on our own.

• 1 Corinthians 12:3 – “Therefore I make known to you that no 
one speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus is accursed’; and 
no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.”

• 2 Timothy 2:24–25 – “The Lord’s bond-servant must not be 
quarrelsome, but be kind to all, able to teach, patient when 
wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in 
opposition, if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading 
to the knowledge of the truth.”



“That it is revealed takes away all suggestion of superiority. There 
can be no feeling of pride when it is clear that all is of God. 

Believers can claim no special skill or insight, only that God has 
revealed truth to them.”

—Leon Morris, 1 Corinthians, 61



HAVE A QUESTION?

Use the QR code below to submit a question 
pertaining to this MotW session. We will use 

these questions to produce additional resources 
to help provide you with the answers you need. 


