October 8 & 9, 2011

1 Timothy 4:7-8, Joshua 1:7-8, 2 Timothy 2:15

“Let’s Take a Look at Scripture”

     I have been asked one question lately from at least a dozen of our members. I have found that if I get a dozen people actually asking me a particular question that there are a lot of other people who want to know the same thing. The question has been one of the most fundamental questions that we have to learn in order to grow as Christians. The question has been, “What must I do to study the bible effectively?” Good question and I think it deserves a very public answer. So here we go. Let’s take a look at our scripture passages for today.

1st Timothy 4:7 - Have nothing to do with godless myths and old wives’ tales; rather, train yourself to be Godly.

8 - For physical training is of some value, but Godliness has value to all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.

Joshua 1:7 - Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.

8 - Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.

2nd Timothy 2: 15 - Do your best—Study—to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the Word of truth.

    These days anything we buy—from a toothbrush to a weed-whacker—will come with instructions as to how it is to be used. In fact, many times our purchases also come with CAUTION LABELS that warn us how NOT to use the item. Here are some actual caution labels that made me laugh. Perhaps they will give you a grin or two as well.

· As you can see, on the side of a baby stroller box, there is this warning: “Remove child before folding.” 
· On a cardboard sun shield like this one there was this sentence: “Don’t drive with sun shield in place.”
· On a toilet bowl cleaning brush box it says: “Not for oral use.” 
· On a Bic lighter: “Light this lighter away from face.” 
· On the package of a rain gauge, there was this comment: “Suitable for outdoor use.” 
· On a 500-piece puzzle: “Some assembly required.” 
· I love this one taken from the instruction manual of a chainsaw: “Do not attempt to stop the blade with your hand.” 
· And finally, my favorite—on a package of little juggling balls like these, there was this warning: “This product contains small granules under 3 millimeters, not suitable for children under the age of 14 years in Europe or under the age of 8 years in the United States.”
I guess this is proof that our children’s digestive systems develop much more quickly than those of children in European countries! 

All kidding aside—the reason these kinds of labels exist is because manufacturers produced a product they thought was pretty straightforward, but along the way something went wrong. Someone opened a package and began to use the product in a way in which it wasn’t intended, which I’m sure led to an injury, and probably a lawsuit or two. So the manufacturers decided that in order to protect themselves they needed to clarify with the warning label. I bring this up because many Christ-followers have similar troubles when it comes to the personal Bible Study.  They don’t know how to use God’s written Word properly. And this is not a recent problem because it’s mentioned in the New Testament in the form of what you might call a “caution label.” I’m referring to Paul’s warning to young Timothy, when he cautioned that pastor to RIGHTLY handle the Word of truth...which would infer that even in the first century there were people who were using the Scriptures improperly.
Well, this morning I want us to use our time to learn how to study the Bible correctly such that God uses our right study to shape us into the image of His Son. And we need to pay attention because this particular spiritual discipline is not one that Christians can afford to avoid. You see, the Bible is not just another book. It is the inspired, infallible Word of God. The Bible is a book of ETERNAL truth. Other books come and go but the Bible remains timeless. Peter had this to say about the Bible, “The grass withers and the flower fades but the Word of the Lord endures forever. 1 Peter 1:24
     Learning to study scripture is called a spiritual discipline. And there are a few things I want us to understand about spiritual disciplines before we speak specifically about “How to Study the Bible

     (1) First of all, we need to know that using this spiritual disciplines is not...a ONE TIME thing. This is a disappointment to many of us because we WANT spiritual maturity—but we are so busy that we want it FAST. We want it convenient. We figure that since there is an app for just about anything these days, there must be one for spiritual growth. We think spiritual growth should be something we can do easily and quickly and then check it off our to-do lists so we can move on to other things. But there is no such thing as quick Godliness. In fact, spiritual maturity is the result of a commitment to an ongoing process that we never complete this side of eternity.

     (2) Another thing...these disciplines are NOT...a BAROMETER of spiritual maturity. I’ve met many people who seem to believe that THEY are spiritual because they read their Bible daily and fast twice a week. They get into a sort of spiritual pride thing because they feel they have been more faithful in these disciplines than others around them. Spiritual disciplines are to life what practice is to a basketball game. Once the game starts basketball players get no bonus points for the number of free throws they shot in practice. The only reason they practice these shots is to be able to make them in the game. In a similar sense, we read the BIBLE for the purpose of training ourselves to react in the game of life more like Jesus would. 

(3) And then, these disciplines are also NOT a way to earn FAVOR with God. We don’t do them to get extra credit or to demonstrate to God how deeply we are committed to Him. They are simply a means of growing toward the wonderful quality of life that God graciously offers.
     Now let’s take a look at what a spiritual discipline is. Let’s begin with a definition of the word itself. Simply put, a discipline is, “…any activity I can do by direct effort that will help me do what I cannot do now by direct effort.” Disciplines are practices that make it possible for us to do what we cannot do by our willpower alone. This is the secret of the success of Alcoholics Anonymous. The first of their famous twelve steps is to acknowledge that an alcoholic cannot stop drinking by willpower alone. He/she must arrange his/her life around certain disciplines or practices that will enable him to do what willpower can’t.
     (1) A SPIRITUAL discipline then, is any activity that helps us get the power to live life as JESUS would want us to.
     (2) They are also the secret to growing an ever closer RELATIONSHIP with God.

    Okay with these basic understandings in mind, now let’s begin our study of the spiritual discipline of PERSONAL BIBLE STUDY because as Jerry Bridges says, “Discipline toward holiness BEGINS with the Word of God.” If we truly want to move toward spiritual maturity—if we want to move toward Christ-likeness—we must have a healthy diet of the Word of God. Now—remember, the word “disciple” means “student” and a student is someone who studies.  Well, as disciples of Jesus Christ—as Christians—the focus of our study—our textbook—is the Bible. This is what Paul is getting at when he wrote in 2nd Timothy 3:17 saying that we must study the Bible if we are to be “...thoroughly equipped for every good work.” So—how do we study the Bible CORRECTLY? How do we “rightly handle the Word of Truth?”
     (1) First of all you must have the right TOOLS. And the MAIN tool you need is of course a Bible but more specifically, you need one that is written in  language that is not only an accurate translation of the Greek or Hebrew—but also easy for you to understand. These days we are blessed to have dozens of good Bible translations to choose from. I for one have found that it is best in my personal study to have a couple different versions handy—a good literal translation and a good paraphrase. My favorite is the NIV.  

     My favorite paraphrase of the New Testament is THE NEW TESTAMENT IN MODERN ENGLISH by J. B. Phillips. I think Phillips put the Scriptures in easy to understand words and phrases without straying from the literal meaning of the text. The sad fact is that these days many Christians give up on this particular discipline all together because they use only the King James Version—and that was the best translation available back in the 17th century. Even today it has a beauty and a rhythm that is not found in other versions. It feels like reading one of Shakespeare’s plays. But that’s the problem. It was written back when people spoke like Shakespeare wrote. It was translated into English 400 years ago in 1611 which makes it hard to understand in our culture. The KJV does not use the words today’s common people use which makes it hard to follow in several places. For example, we’d never say, “suffer the little children to come to Me...” because today the word “suffer” means to cause hurt. But four centuries ago common people used that word to mean “allow.”
     (b) A second tool to have in your “Bible study tool belt” to study it correctly is a good concordance.  I say this because there will be times when you need to find a verse that deals with a certain subject and a concordance lists all the words that appear in the Bible and where they can be found. This used to be a difficult tool to have handy because the concordances in the back of your Bible are so limited and the best concordances were huge. But these days thanks to the Internet you can have an exhaustive concordance that’s NOT exhausting. Mine is in my Blackberry. 

     (c) Another important tool is a good commentary. Just be sure it is written by someone who has a healthy respect for the Scriptures. For example, I like Herschel Hobbs’ commentaries on the four gospels. Charles Swindoll’s new commentaries are good as well and an old standby is the interpreters. In any case to study this Book of books correctly, you need to use the right tools.

(2) The second thing you need when studying the Bible is the right ATTITUDE. One reason I say this is because many people fall into the prideful habit of reading Scripture to APPEAR spiritual. Spiritual disciplines are most effective when we don’t do them to be seen by anyone but God. Spiritual disciplines are primarily SECRET practices. Now—some people make another mistake in reading the Bible. They embrace the attitude that we read the Bible to amass information.  But the main reason we study this Book is for transformation! In fact, if your personal Bible study isn’t making you less braggy and more humble, less selfish and more selfless—if it’s not making you more like Jesus...then something is wrong—probably your attitude.  We read from—we study—we memorize the words of this Book in order that we become MATURE, Christ-like people.

     (3) The third requirement for anyone who wants to truly understand the Bible is the aid of the right TUTOR. In other words, before you begin reading the Scriptures take a moment to ask God to speak to you.  Then as you study anticipate that He will do exactly that—because Jesus promised that He would. In John 16:13 He said, “The Holy Spirit will guide you into all truth.” One thing that distinguishes this Book from all other books is the fact that if you are a Christian—you have the Spirit of the Author of this book living in you. So—as you read the Bible you can count on that Spirit—the Holy Spirit of God Himself—to speak to you and explain things to you—TUTOR you.

     (4) Fourthly, when you study the Bible you must use the right METHOD. And there are several things to remember that will help us to do this. First of all, don’t take verses out of context. Read what went before and after. For example, many men are quick to quote Ephesians 5:25, which says, “Wives, submit to your husbands” as a proof-text that husbands are to domineer over their spouses. But doing so is ignoring verse 21 which says that husbands and wives should, “...submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” To properly understand the Scripture we must read all of it—not pick and choose verses or phrases out of context to support our opinions. It also helps to consider the historical situation and the culture in which certain texts are written. Doing so helps us to glean the principle that we are to apply to our lives today. 

     Another thing—don’t just pick it up and start reading from Genesis. Most people who do that quit by the time they get half way through Leviticus. Adopt a read-your-Bible-through plan that allows you to read it in a balanced way. I love the Chronological Bible because it is set up like this.  

     (5) We must USE the Bible in the right WAY. In our study of God’s Word, we must move beyond the question, “What does it mean?” to asking, “What does it mean TO ME?” Then we must seek to apply the truth of God’s word to our lives. This is where Bible study becomes a little less comfortable because we have to actually practice the things we read, which involves changing the way we live giving up sinful habits and thoughts.  We may not like this but Bible study is incomplete and really pointless unless we apply its truth to our lives...unless as Blackaby says, we adjust our lives in obedience to God’s teaching. So, as James 1:22 says, “Do not merely listen to the Word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and after looking at himself, goes away immediately and forgets what he looks like.  But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard but DOING it...he will be blessed in what he does.” For Bible study to benefit our lives we have to apply it’s truths to our lives.
