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BELIEVE 13 – BIBLE STUDY
January 18, 2015
Pastor Chris Livermore
First United Methodist Church, Murrysville, PA

[bookmark: _GoBack]WHAT IF WE ACTUALLY BELIEVED THE BIBLE?
    I thought it would be a good idea to begin this morning with a little Bible quiz. 
· Do you know that baseball is in the Bible:  In the BigInning?
· Smoking?  Rebecca lit off her camel…..
· Where is the first tennis match mentioned in the Bible?    When Joseph served in Pharaoh’s court.
· Which Bible character had no parents?	 Joshua, son of Nun.
· What kind of man was Boaz before he got married?      Ruth-less
· What is one of the first things that Adam and Eve did after getting kicked out of the  Garden of Eden?	  They really raised Cain.
· What excuse did Adam give to his children as to why they no longer lived in Eden?    Your mother ate us out of house and home.

Most Americans just do not read much. One poll states that in the past twelve months 41% of the respondents had not read a fiction book. 42% had not read a non-fiction book. And 28% have not read one book in the past year.[footnoteRef:1]  We won’t ask for a show of hands but let me ask: would you rather read The Hobbit or see the movies? Point made. [1:  POLL: 28 Percent Of Americans Have Not Read A Book In The Past Year http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/10/07/american-read-book-poll_n_4045937.html] 


When it comes to the Bible the results are similar. You might agree with more than half of Americans who believe the Bible has too little influence on a culture that is on the decline. And yet only one in five Americans read the Bible on a regular basis even though 88% said they owned a Bible.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Americans Love The Bible But Don't Read It Much, By Caleb Bell Religion News Service Shows
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/04/04/americans-love-the-bible-but-dont-read-it-much_n_3018425.html] 


But, here’s the rub. If you and I are not reading the Bible on a regular basis, we will never know its truth. According to a Barna Research Group survey, less than 50% of Americans open the Bible in a given week. 82% think that “God helps those who help themselves” is directly from the Bible; 63% cannot name the four Gospels; 58% do not know that Jesus preached the Sermon on the Mount; 52% do not know the book of Jonah is in the Bible.
    That reminds me of a story I read about a religious woman who had to do a lot of flying for her work. Air travel made her extremely nervous, so she always took her Bible along with her to read since it helped her relax on long flights. One time, she found herself sitting next to a man who chuckled and then smirked when she pulled out her Bible.

He turned to her & asked, “You don’t really believe all that stuff in there, do you?”
	The lady replied, “Of course I do. It is the Bible.”
“Well, what about the guy who was swallowed by the whale?” he asked.
	She replied, “Oh, Jonah. Yes, I believe that. It is in the Bible.”
Still smirking, the man asked, “Well, how do you suppose he survived all that time inside the whale?
         The lady replied, “Well, I don’t really know. I guess when I get to heaven, I’ll ask him.”
“What if he isn’t in heaven?” the man asked sarcastically.
	To which the lady answered, “Then you can ask him.”

And so we have two issues. First, we Americans just don’t read much. And second, we Christians don’t even read our Bibles much. And if we aren’t reading our Bibles and letting the word of God shape us, we have to ask, “What, then, is shaping us?”

The believer who attempts to live the Christian life with their Bible gathering dust is like a construction worker trying to build a skyscraper without blueprints. What is the point without the plan?
God’s Word cuts to the core, acting much like a surgeon’s scalpel, exposing what is in our minds for him to do the work in us that only our Creator can do. It gets under our skin, below the surface, to expose our true motives and to reveal the truth to our spirit.
We live in a culture that wants everything FAST.  However, you can’t learn the Bible fast.  It speaks to us instantly, but it takes many lifetimes to plumb the depths of its truth and its encouragement.

The third belief we studied back on October 5 was the Bible.  At that time we stated that we believe that the Bible is the inspired Word of God that guides our beliefs and actions.  

1.  It was “breathed by God himself” – It is inspired, more than words on a page.  It is “theopneustos – “God breathed.  That is the same word used to translate the original Hebrew word into Greek in Genesis 2:7 where God “breathed life” into Adam’s nostrils.  

2.  The Bible is Authoritative – it has the right to direct our lives.  We do not have the right to say we believe this part, and don’t believe that part.  It is the lens through which we see the world.  To understand the principles that the Bible has we must study it…..that leads to our practice we are studying today.  In other words, How do I live out my belief in the Bible.

KEY QUESTION:  Why and how do I study God’s Word?
We study it with the intent of letting it guide our every step.

KEY IDEA:  I study the Bible to know God and his truth and to find direction for my daily life.

KEY VERSE:  For the word of God is alive and active.  Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow, it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.     Hebrews 4:12    page 205

PRACTICAL - HABITS THAT WILL HELP:  Develop the habit of regular Bible Reading. Your soul is starved for God’s word. It needs reviving. And let’s face it. Most of us do not have the habit of reading God’s word. So start small. If you had not eaten in some time you would not want to devour a Thanksgiving meal in one sitting. It would be too much for you to handle.
But smaller portions would work. Simon Chan wisely points out “At the beginning be concerned only with reading it diligently; understanding will come later.”[footnoteRef:3] Start with ten minutes a day. Just read.  [3:  Simon Chan, Spiritual Theology (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 162.] 

Develop the habit of regular Spiritual Reading of the Bible, or meditation. Sometimes this is called “superslow reading.”[footnoteRef:4] This kind of reading will take a little more time. Meditation is applied here as we read slowly and “murmur” over every word. Like the lion over its prey we slowly devour and digest the word. Take a section of scripture with you through the day and stay with it until it stays with you. [4:  Ibid, 163.] 


Develop the habit of memorization of the Bible. Bible study involves memorization. This is hard for me, but I’m working at it.  Usually from about the ages of five to ten good Jewish boys would start spending time with the rabbi. They would memorize the Torah, that is, the first five books of the Old Testament. The goal was that they could recite all this by the time they were ten. (Just take a moment and let that sink in. Ruffle through the pages of those first five books and imagine yourself having memorized that content by the age of ten. Now think about big of slackers we are.)

When they began their studies the rabbi would put honey on their fingertips and on their slates. He would then tell them to lick it off. Remember, these are young boys about six years old. Honey was a great treat. And he would say to them, “May the words of God be like honey on your tongue.”[footnoteRef:5] It developed in them at an early age a desire to spend time with God’s word. [5:  Rob Bell - Covered in the Dust of Your Rabbi Part 2 at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m0wxosZqoi0 . Bell had ushers hand out containers of honey and had the people put a dab on their fingers at this point.] 


Then from ten to fourteen they would continue memorizing the Old Testament scriptures. At fourteen the cream of the crop would get to continue on in rabbinical training. The others would go on and learn a trade.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Gary W. Moon, Apprenticeship with Jesus (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2009), 84. You may want to note that Jesus’ disciples were all men who “didn’t make the cut.” And yet he chose them.] 


Even without printed Bibles or e-books the early God-followers let the word of God sink deeply in their lives. Maybe we need to revive some of these ancient practices. Let’s adopt a first century view of Bible study. Here’s what it might look like.

Develop the habit of listening to the Word. In Mark 4 Jesus begins the parable of the sower with the word “listen!” The parable talks about how a sower spread seed out onto four kinds of soil. Only on the good soil did the seed take root, grow up, and yield a large crop.
What kind of soil would produce something great like a one-hundred-fold crop? One that could listen and hear. He ends the parable with these famous words: “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” Everyone has ears. But not everyone listens and hears. Jesus defines this kind of hearing as perceiving and understanding. And for Jesus this understanding is never merely a mental comprehension. It is a life comprehension, a transformation. Their lives are changed by the word.

Develop the habit of discussing the Word
Dinner time conversation?  Drive time – telephone – situation, “You know, I read something about that recently….You will see all kinds of connections with your daily life.

KEY APPLICATIONS
· We regularly read and study God’s Word.
We study God’s Word with the intent of letting it guide our very lives, just as Jesus did.  He memorized and studied it when he was a young boy and so when the time came….listen to how he dealt with temptation.
Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.”
Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’ ” 
Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For it is written:
“ ‘He will command his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, 
so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’ ”
Jesus answered him, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’ ”  Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.”
Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.’ ”
Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him. Matt. 4:1 - 11
Jesus responded to Satan’s temptations with only words from the book of Deuteronomy.

Just as the Israelites had to gather manna daily, so it is the duty and privilege of Christians to study the word of God every day. Just as the traveling Israelites had a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night to lead them, we have God’s Truth as our moment by moment GPS!

So how should we read the Bible? Let me give you some suggestions.
First, read the Bible with an open mind. Read the Bible to see and understand what it actually says, not to confirm what you think you think it says. So if you are a scientist, don’t dismiss the Bible because you agree with the theory of evolution. Read the Bible to see what is says about God as Creator, about people as the crown of God’s creation and about God’s commitment to restore His relationship with people that was broken by sin. 

Second, use a translation you understand. Thanks to the efforts of archeologist and the discovery of ancient manuscripts in the last century, modern translations are actually closer to the original text of the Bible than the King James Bible. Our language has changed dramatically over the years. We don’t talk like Shakespeare or King James today. So why would we only use a translation of the Bible from the time that they lived? There are many good translations to choose from. 

Third, recognize the type of literature you are reading. 
The Bible is a complicated book, or collection of writings. The 66 books that make up the Bible we use today are not recorded in chronological order. Some of the books are historical, others are prophetic. Some are collections of songs, others collections of wise sayings. Some are biographical, others are confusing. That’s why it helps to know the type of writing as well as the historical context for what you are reading. That requires some effort on our part. 

We read poetry differently than we read history. So read the Psalms as poem and songs and read the books of Kings and Chronicles as history. Sometimes Jesus told stories we call parables to make a point. Other times he gave more direct teachings like the Sermon on the Mount. Revelation was written during a time of persecution. The more we read and study, the more we will understand. 

Fourth, read in context. If you just randomly select a verse or phrase out of context, you can make the Bible say almost anything. So when you read the Bible, read the section around it. When you read the advice given by his friends in the book of Job, remember that their advice was wrong. The context will tell you that. Read in historical context. Find out as much as you can about the author, the original recipients and the time. A good study Bible can help you with that. 

When you run across something that is hard to understand, let a clear passage on the same topic interpret the unclear verses to you. 

· We value studying God’s Word in community with other believers.
None of us have all the answers alone….We keep our heart soft and receptive to God’s word.  We must be open to God’s truth.

This is one of the very valuable things about this BELIEVE Study…doing it in the community.  There is something dynamic that happens when we dig into the Bible with other people.  We have all kinds of opportunities for you to be connected with a group, and study the Scriptures together.

Some people have tried reading the Bible on their own and have quickly concluded that they cannot understand the scriptures.  They’ve already made their mind up, they’re disoriented and don’t see how it all fits together and how it applies to their lives.  That is the power of the group.  It helps us understand.

Now, many people read the Bible and understand portions of it quickly – but I have never met a person who understood it all, all by themselves.  We need each other, we need tradition, we need the church, to plumb the depths of God’s word.

As a community, we recognize that and have decided that we are going to do this thing better.  We are going to get a better handle on the Word, and how it relates to our lives.  

· We align our lives to the Bible because we believe it is from God.

“Who has gone up to heaven and come down? 
Whose hands have gathered up the wind?
Who has wrapped up the waters in a cloak? 
Who has established all the ends of the earth?
What is his name, and what is the name of his son? 
Surely you know!  Every word of God is flawless; he is a shield to those who take refuge in him.”  Prov. 30:4-5
And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as a human word, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is indeed at work in you who believe.  I Thess. 2:13
Consider this: What if for one week you exchanged your mobile phone for your Bible? Anywhere you normally take your phone, you take your Bible instead. Anytime you normally look at your phone, you look at God’s Word instead. The time you spend calling, texting, and browsing online with your phone is traded for time reading Scripture. What if you put a Bible app as first thing you open on your phone?  If you normally place your phone next to you at a business meeting or by your plate at dinnertime, you now put your Bible there. What difference would this exchange make in your life in just one week? Whose life would be impacted? This line of questions is not intended to trigger guilt, but rather to inspire us to increase our engagement with the one instrument that can truly change not only our lives but the lives of those around us. As you practice the study of the Bible, God wants to work his Word in & through your life:
“If you work the words into your life, you are like a smart carpenter who dug deep and laid the foundation of his house on bedrock. When the river burst its banks and crashed against the house, nothing could shake it; it was built to last.” Luke 6:48 MSG 
BECAUSE WHAT WE BELIEVE…MATTERS!!!

