Spiritual Disciplines #5

“By The Book”

various texts

You cannot grow beyond what you know.


That statement might seem self-evident, even to the point of being insultingly obvious. Peter writes in 1 Peter 2:2, “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation.” What is this “pure spiritual milk”? Simply put, it is God’s Word, the Bible. Several times the Scriptures likens itself to food—milk, bread, meat—and the imagery is always the same. We are to take in God’s Word so that we will grow up in Him.


You cannot grow beyond what you know.

Now it is true that acquiring information does not in and of itself bring spiritual maturity. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” Certainly you can know and not grow. (We will cover this toward the end of this message.) But you can’t grow without knowing.
 


Peter concluded his second letter with these words: “Grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18). How do we grow? In part, we grow through the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. John Stott writes,

No matter how long we have been Christians, we cannot rest on years of Sunday School lessons, sermons and quiet times. Every day represents a fresh challenge, when we will be tempted to forget everything we have learned over the years, and trade it in for a novelty item. Peter’s solution is to grow in the grace and knowledge of…Jesus Christ. We need to know more about him, to be sure; but we also grow in that knowledge by obeying him, by treating his promises as genuine promises of the Saviour, and his commands as genuine commands of the Lord.
 
You cannot grow beyond what you know.

Would you agree with those words? Many people today would. One Gallup poll found that 82 percent of Americans believe that the Bible is either the literal or “﻿inspired﻿” Word of God. Yet half couldn’t name even one of the four gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. And fewer than half knew who delivered the Sermon on the Mount.


How can this be? Even though the Bible remains the most sold book in the world, it’s also one of the most neglected ones. The Barna Research Group of Glendale, California reports that in a typical week, only 10 percent of Americans read the Bible every day. And even that figure may be high, states George Barna, president of the firm.

In our study of spiritual disciplines, we now come to the practice of Bible study. “Now, wait a minute,” you might object. “Didn’t we already cover this under the heading of meditation?” While it is true that meditation and study both focus on the Scriptures, the two disciplines are different practices. Meditation is devotional; study is analytical. Meditation will relish a word; study will explore and explain it. Although meditation and study often overlap, they constitute two distinct experiences. Bible study provides a certain objective frame​work within which meditation can successfully function.

The Priority of Study


First I would like to address the priority of study. Why should we study the Bible? Isn’t that best left for the preachers and scholars to do? Absolutely not! God has given His Word to all of us so that all of us might benefit from it. Richard Foster comments,

Jesus made it unmistakably clear that the knowledge of the truth will set us free. “You will know the truth, and the truth will make you free” (John 8:32). Good feelings will not free us. Ecstatic experiences will not free us. Getting “high on Jesus” will not free us. Without a knowledge of the truth, we will not be free.


Free from what? Greater knowledge of God’s Word can set us free from fear, doubt, and worry, as we better understand what God has done in the past, what He is doing in the present, and what He will accomplish in the future. A strong handle on the truth will keep us from falling into false teachings, as we can discern the truth from the falsehood. A good grasp on Scripture will also set us free from sin. Psalm 119:11 states, “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you.” Howard Hendricks adds,

Shortly after I became a Christian, someone wrote in the flyleaf of my Bible these words: “﻿This book will keep you from sin, or sin will keep you from this book.﻿” That was true then, and it’s still true today. Dusty Bibles always lead to dirty lives. In fact, you are either in the Word and the Word is conforming you to the image of Jesus Christ, or you are in the world and the world is squeezing you into its mold.
 
I can remember growing up in a Christian school where we learned a song that put 2 Timothy 2:15 to music: “Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.”  Modern translations change that first word to “Be diligent” or “Do your best” instead of “Study,” and that last phrase should be rendered, “correctly handling the Word of Truth,” rather than giving license to those who want to divide God’s Word into artificial sections to promote a certain doctrine. Yet the emphasis on study still rings true. Later in the same book Paul writes, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). I like how Wiersbe breaks down this text:

“All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching [what’s right], rebuking [what’s not right], correcting [how to get right] and training in righteousness [how to stay right], so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16-17).


Not only does the truth free us from certain things, such as fear, doubt, and worry, the truth sets us free for other things, namely “every good work.” Studying the Scriptures both protects us from sin and prepares us for service. This is why the discipline of Bible study is such a priority to the Christian.

The Process of Study


Secondly let’s consider the process of study. Resources abound dealing with how to study the Bible, many of which are valuable. But I would like to introduce a different angle on this subject, one taken from the field of education.


Fifty-five years ago, Dr. Benjamin Bloom published a landmark volume entitled Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, 
 which means, in laymen’s terms, a framework for teaching students how to think. Rather than education merely consisting of the imparting of information, this system teaches cognitive (or thinking) skills that can be applied to any field of study. 


Bloom proposed six cognitive skills to be developed, although I have changed the order of one of them (the reason for that will be explained later). They are:

· Knowledge



· Comprehension

· Analysis

· Synthesis

· Evaluation

· Application

I have moved the last category, “Application,” from third in Bloom’s book to last, because in Bible study, application is the ultimate goal but must be reserved as the final step. Foster explains, 

In the study of Scripture a high priority is placed upon interpretation: what it means. In the devotional reading of Scripture a high priority is placed upon application: what it means for me. All too often people rush to the application stage and bypass the interpretation stage: they want to know what it means for them before they know what it means!


Before we can know what a text means to us today (application), we must first understand what it meant to the original audience when it was written (interpretation). Interpretation is what the first several steps in this process focuses on. 


We must begin by simply learning the information the Bible holds. This is the knowledge step. When we first begin studying the Scriptures, we need to become familiar with the facts of what we are reading. If reading a book of the Bible, read the whole book in one sitting. (This may not be possible with the longer books, so start with the shorter ones.) Try to discover the major theme of the book by noticing recurring ideas and emphases. If you have a study Bible (and if you don’t, you should get one), read the introduction of the book which tells you who wrote the book, to whom it was written, when and where and why it was written. 


Next, take a verse or paragraph of Scripture and put it into your own words. This is the comprehension step. It is possible to recite a passage and not really grasp its meaning, but if you can put that text in your own words, you truly comprehend what it is saying. If you did this for an entire book, you would have your own personal paraphrase of that book of the Bible!


The third step is analysis, which means breaking a whole into its parts. If you read through a book of the Bible and discover its main emphasis or theme, ask yourself how that theme is developed within the book. For example, the theme of Philippians is joy; try to discover what Paul says about joy throughout the book. The overriding emphasis of Galatians is freedom; ask yourself, what truths about freedom are found within this letter?


The next step is synthesis, the counterpart of analysis. In synthesis, you take a number of truths and arrive at a conclusion about them. This kind of study is helpful when considering a word or topic in Scripture. If you want to know all that God has revealed about peace, for example, take a concordance and look up every verse in the Bible that has the word peace. Based on those verses, what conclusions can you draw about peace? This is the step of synthesis.


Fifth is evaluation, a very important step in Bible study. Evaluation discerns between good and bad, right and wrong. Here we take the information we have learned and find what is acceptable and unacceptable in God’s sight. Referring back to 2 Timothy 3:16, this is where the Scripture is useful for rebuking (telling us what is wrong) and correcting (telling us what is right). Hebrews 5:14 speaks of “…the mature, who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil.”  The ability to evaluate is a sign of spiritual maturity. Hendricks concludes, “The mark of spiritual maturity is not how much you understand, but how much you use. In the spiritual realm, the opposite of ignorance is not knowledge but obedience.”
 


Finally is the step of application. In Bloom’s taxonomy, this step comes third, after knowledge and comprehension. That is fine in an educational setting, but when studying the Bible it is important that this step comes last, for as previously mentioned, we must first understand what it said originally before we can apply it today. Only when we have correctly comprehended, analyzed, and evaluated the Scripture can we then apply it to our lives today.


We cannot stop before this step, however. To study without application is simply to fill our heads with knowledge…and that is dangerous. As mentioned earlier, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.”  Knowledge without application tends to give a swelled head—a big ego—and such pride is the exact opposite of what God wants to build in our lives. Knowledge of the Word is only beneficial when we put it into practice (see Matt. 7:24-27 and Php. 4:9). One book states,

Application provides the capstone of Bible study, the peak of the process of mining the gold of the Scriptures. Without application, Bible study remains incomplete. As James wrote, “Do not merely listen to the Word…. Do what it says” (James 1:22). The Bible is not a museum piece to be exhibited or an antique to be examined. It is a guidebook for living… God gave His Word not simply for knowledge but for spiritual growth. Christians must “be careful to devote themselves to doing what is good” (Titus 3:8). Christians must know the Word of God so that through it they can know the God of the Word.

The Pitfall of Study


There is another serious pitfall to the study of the Bible, one that Jesus identifies in John 5:39-40, “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to find life.”  If we were to take the first five words in isolation, we might think that the Lord was commending the religious leaders: “You diligently search the Scriptures.” Isn’t that a good thing, something we should all do? Yes, but as John Stott points out, 

Like some modern Bible commentators and Bible readers, they became so engrossed in the words that they lost sight of the truth which the words expressed. They were not concerned about the message of Scripture (they did not understand this, let alone embrace and obey it), but only about meanings. If they could but search and know and memorize and quote the Word of God, they reckoned that they had eternal life.


Possession of God’s Word does not guarantee possession of the God of the Word. Stott goes on to write,

To suppose that salvation lies in a book is as foolish as supposing that health lies in a prescription. When we are ill and the doctor prescribes some medicine for us, does he intend that we should go home with the prescription, read it, study it and learn it by heart? Or that we should frame it and hang it on our bedroom wall? Or that we tear it into fragments and eat the pieces three times a day after meals? The absurdity of these possibilities is obvious. The prescription itself will not cure us. The whole purpose of a prescription is to get us to go to the chemist, obtain the medicine prescribed and drink it. Now the Bible contains the divine prescription for sin-sick souls. It specifies the only medicine which can save us from perishing. In brief, it tells us of Jesus Christ who died for us and rose again. But we do not worship the Bible as if it could save us; we go to Christ. For the overriding purpose of the Bible is to send us to Christ and persuade us to drink the water of life which He offers.


We are Christians, not Biblians, and must demonstrate clearly in our behavior and attitude that our ultimate pre​occupation is not with Scripture itself, but with the Christ to whom Scripture bears witness. We worship the living Word, not the written Word; our Christianity is a relationship with Christ, not a fascination with a book. There will not be an entrance exam to get into Heaven asking how much of the Bible we have read, memorized, or even understood. Rather, we will be asked about our relationship with Jesus Christ, whether He is our Savior who has taken away our sins and whether He is our Lord, to whom we submit and obey.

The Prototype of Study

I’d like to conclude this morning with a prototype of Bible study. If I were to suggest that this man was one of the most important figures of Israel’s history, you might call to mind Moses or David or Elijah or Isaiah. I doubt that too many would think of Ezra in that way, but he played a significant role in the continuation and development of Judaism. He was instrumental in initiating the local synagogue as well as the occupation of scribes (who meticulously copied the Scriptures by hand so that the Word of God would be preserved). He wrote the Old Testament book that bears his name, and many believe he compiled the books of 1 and 2 Chronicles. He may also have written Psalms 1 and 119, which exalt the Scriptures.

Ezra’s legacy can be found in Ezra 7:10, “For Ezra had devoted himself to the study and observance of the Law of the Lord, and to teaching its decrees and laws in Israel.” The verb “devoted” means to be steadfast and established. Studying God’s Word was at the very heart of his life, not something he occasionally did when he felt like it.
 But he did not stop with the academic pursuit of Scripture. John White writes,

Ezra was a man with unusual ambition. His aim in life was to study, to practice and to teach God’s laws. His ambition thus included doing (Ezra 7:10). It was this that made him unusual. Many preachers aim to study and teach. But their study and teaching is not centered in a desire to do the Word and will of God.

This brings us back to the final step of the process of Bible study: application. We must “put into practice” what God has revealed in His Word. Scripture is not just to be mentally mastered; it is to be practically applied in how we think, speak, and live. Furthermore, it is not meant to be kept to ourselves. We should share what we learn with others around us. If you really want to learn something, teach it to another person. You will force yourself to learn it well enough to transfer it to another person.

You cannot grow beyond what you know.

Do you want to grow in your Christian life? There is only one way for that to happen. We have to go “by the book” as it were, with a focused study of God’s Word for us to learn, live, and teach to others. Then we will grow into Christ’s likeness.
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