THE USE OF THE BIBLE

Basic to our Christian faith is the conviction that our God is living and vocal.  He has spoken his message of salvation in a precise historical and geographical context, and has caused it to be written and preserved in the Bible.  We have discussed over these past few weeks the reasons for accepting the authority of the Bible and the principles to guide us in its interpretation.
So why have we spent so much time on these matters?  Stott says for only one reason, that God still speaks to us through the Bible and what he said centuries ago is still relevant to us today.  The Bible is not a historic relic whose proper home is a museum.  It is a “lamp” to our feet and a “light” to our path:
Your word is a lamp for my feet, a light on my path (Ps. 119:105).
The Bible should be our “counselors” in all the trials of our day to day life.  

Your statutes are my delight; they are my counselors (Ps.119:24).

Just like anything we do in life what we get out of it depends on what we put into it.  Whether we derive any benefit from Scripture depends on how we use it, on what response we make to its message.  One of God’s recurring complaints in the Bible is that his people continually turned a deaf ear to his Word.  His messengers had to keep pleading with Israel:


So, as the Holy Spirit says: 

   “Today, if you hear his voice, 
 8 do not harden your hearts 
as you did in the rebellion, 
   during the time of testing in the wilderness

But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called “Today,” so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness. (Heb. 3:7-8, 13).

We see an air of immediacy in this Scripture as it calls us to obey the Lord “Today.”  We don’t know how long it would have taken the Israelites to reach the Promised Land if they had obeyed God, but their 40-year journey resulted from their unwilling hearts.
Stott says that in the end there are only two possible responses to God’s Word, receive it or reject it.  Those who receive it are described:

· They “tremble” at it, just because it is the Word of the great God himself (Isa. 66:2, 5; Ezra 9:4).

· They prize it like gold and relish it like honey (Ps. 19:10; 119:103,127).

· They rejoice over it “like one who finds great spoil.”  

· They thirst for it with the ardor of a suckled child (Ps. 119:162; 1 Pet. 2:2).
Those who reject God’s Word are described:

· To have closed their ears and refused to listen.

· They are “stiff-necked” and follow “the stubbornness of {their} evil heart” (Jer. 17:23; 18:12; 19:15).  

Stott uses the example of King Jehoiakim, who, as the scroll of God’s words through Jeremiah was read to him, first used a penknife to cut it into pieces and then threw the pieces into the fire until the whole scroll had been burned.

21 The king sent Jehudi to get the scroll, and Jehudi brought it from the room of Elishama the secretary and read it to the king and all the officials standing beside him. 22 It was the ninth month and the king was sitting in the winter apartment, with a fire burning in the firepot in front of him. 23 Whenever Jehudi had read three or four columns of the scroll, the king cut them off with a scribe’s knife and threw them into the firepot, until the entire scroll was burned in the fire. (Jer. 36:21-23).

In the parable of the sower the different soils into which the seed fell were intended to exemplify the varying reception which people gave God’s Word.  
4 While a large crowd was gathering and people were coming to Jesus from town after town, he told this parable: 5 “A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path; it was trampled on, and the birds ate it up. 6 Some fell on rocky ground, and when it came up, the plants withered because they had no moisture. 7 Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up with it and choked the plants. 8 Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up and yielded a crop, a hundred times more than was sown.” 

   When he said this, he called out, “Whoever has ears to hear, let them hear.” (Luke 8:4-8).

Jesus said that we shall be judged on the last day by the word he has spoken.

 47 “If anyone hears my words but does not keep them, I do not judge that person. For I did not come to judge the world, but to save the world. 48 There is a judge for the one who rejects me and does not accept my words; the very words I have spoken will condemn them at the last day. (John 12:47-48)

All of us are building our life on some foundation. Those who build on rock, are those who listen to Christ’s teaching and put it into practice.  
The Wise and Foolish Builders

    24 “Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. 25 The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. 26 But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. 27 The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.” (Matt. 7:24-27) 
What seems to be the common thread in these scripture?  We have to HEAR.  Do we really believe that God has spoken, that God’s words are recorded in Scripture, and that as we read it we may hear God’s voice addressing us?  If we do then we have to slow down and take the time to get into God’s Word.  Stott believes we have to recover the lost art of meditation.  We have to heed Jesus’ exhortation:  “Let these words sink into your ears” (Luke 9:44).
There is no big secret about how to do this.  We all know what we have to do; it is just a matter of taking the time to do it.  It is those who “mediate day and night” in God’s Word whom he pronounces “blessed.”

  Keep this Book of the Law always on your lips; 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. (Josh. 1:8).

We have the advantage over first century Christians because we have God’s Word so readily available to us. Stott suggest that mediation at the beginning of our day prepares us to face the day’s temptations.  Not only should we spend personal and family time studying God’s Word but we can use group Bible studies.  And don’t forget about Sunday morning worship.  We should come to church in a receptive and expectant mood, preferably bringing our Bibles, hungry to hear what the Lord God may have to say to us through the lessons and the sermon.  However, the way the individual Christian seeks to receive the message of the Bible in not the most important question.  What is vital is that in some way at some time, and that regularly, we learn to listen to God’s Word and to feed upon it in our hearts.  

Listening to God’s voice in and through his Word is only the beginning.  It is not enough to “know these things,” Jesus said; we shall be blessed only if we “do them.”   
Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them. (John 13:17).  

According to the New Testament the truth is something to be “done,” not merely “known”.  No apostle put this more clearly than James, Jesus’ brother, who wrote:

Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. (James 1:22)

To “do” the truth is to practice what it teaches, to translate the message into action.  Stott gives five facets of the lifestyle of a “doer of the word.”

Worship
Worship is impossible without a knowledge of the truth.  It is crazy to try to worship a deity we do not know.  If we do not know him we do not know what kind of worship he desires.  Likewise, as soon as we have begun to know the living and true God, we want and must worship him.  The more we come to know him the more we realize that he is worthy of our devotion.  
Let them praise the name of the LORD, 
   for his name alone is exalted; 
   his splendor is above the earth and the heavens. (Psalm 148:13)

Since worship is always a response to the truth of God we perceive, it is supremely the Word of God which evokes the worship of God.  Therefore the Bible has an indispensable place in both public and private worship.  In all public worship there should be a reading of Scripture and instruction based on it. The same principle applies to private devotion.  We should pray before and after our personal Bible study for illumination from the Holy Spirit.  
This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. (1 John 5:14)

If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be done for you. (John 15:7) 
