Why Am I Here? #23

“Transformed by Truth”

selected Scriptures

How many here this morning have a Bible? Raise your hand. Good!

How many of you have a Bible at home? Let’s see your hands. That’s great.

How many can say, “My Bible has me”? Don’t raise your hands on that one.

According to a report by the American Bible Society, on average, 85% of U.S. households own a Bible, with the number of Bibles per household averaging 4.3. That same study showed, however, that 36% of Americans read the Bible less than once a year or never while 33% read the Bible once a week or more.
 One author laments,

There are more Bibles in print today than ever before, but a Bible on the shelf is worthless. Millions of believers are plagued with spiritual anorexia, starving to death from spiritual malnutrition.

It’s no wonder that Billy Graham, when asked his opinion on the best translation of the Bible, responded, “The one that is read.” 

“Aw, what’s the big deal?” some ask today. “Why make such a big deal about stuff that was written thousands of years ago? It’s just a book! Nobody reads these days!” 

No, the Bible is not just a book. According to Hebrews 4:12, 

The word of God is living 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.

God’s Word is alive! Far from being an old, dusty, dead piece of literature, the Bible is alive—just as relevant today as it was when first written. Charles Stanley writes,

The Bible applies to all men and women in every culture, in every age, in every walk of life. It is God’s supernatural manual that alone reveals the mind and ways of God so that humankind may know and experience His blessings.

In John 6:63 Jesus said, “The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life.” Not only is God’s Word called life; it gives life, as James points out, “God decided to give us life through the word of truth…” [James 1:18 ncv] 

But God does not stop with simply giving us spiritual life through His Word.
The truth transforms us. 

The Spirit of God uses the Word of God to make us like the Son of God.
 

Accepting the Truth


The first step in this process is accepting the truth. We must accept the authority of the Bible as God’s Word. That means more than mouthing the words. The Bible must become the authoritative standard for our lives: the compass for direction, the counsel for making wise decisions, and the measurement used for evaluating everything. The Bible must always have the first and last word in our lives.


Jesus, when praying to the Father in John 17:17, stated, “Your word is truth.” Notice He did not say, “Your word is true,” though that would be accurate, but He said, “Your word is truth.” Those two words may sound similar, but they are fundamentally different. Something is “true” if it measures up to a certain standard. A one-foot tile is “true” if it measures twelve inches. But how do we know if it does? We use a ruler or yardstick to measure it. In this example, the ruler is the truth; the tile is true if it measures up to the ruler.


The Bible, then, is our measurement of truth to see if anything else is true. If you want to know if my words are true, measure them by the truth of God’s Word. This is what the Berean Christians did in Acts 17:11, “…they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” Whatever we read or hear or even think should be measured by the truth of God’s Word. That’s what it means to accept the authority of the Bible.

Many of our troubles occur because we base our choices on unreliable authorities: culture (we say, “everyone is doing it”), tradition (“we’ve always done it this way”), reason (“it seemed logical at the time”), or emotion (“it just felt right”). All four of these are corrupted by sin. What we need is a perfect standard that will never lead us in the wrong direction. Only God’s Word meets that need.
 

Even pastors and churches can be wrong. Don’t trust just any preacher you see on television or hear on the radio—or who preaches from this pulpit! We strive to preach what is true, but only God’s Word ought to be considered truth.

When Martin Luther and other Reformers began to preach the doctrine of justification by faith alone, they were challenged by leaders in the Roman Catholic Church. The pope and his representatives taught that the church dispensed saving grace. (This was just reiterated by the present pope this past week.)
Luther’s teaching that a person was saved by faith, regardless of relation to the Catholic Church, was a frightening development…to the Catholic Church! “Such a doctrine must be in error,” they responded. Then the Reformers replied with another statement that was even more frightening: “﻿Tradition takes second place to Scripture. People, even popes, can be wrong; only the Bible has absolute authority.﻿” This sent shock waves through the religious community of that day.
 In time, though, every Protestant denomination adopted this view that the Bible was the ultimate authority for belief and behavior.

Until recently.

Now we are seeing one church body after another bow to public pressure, political correctness, and personal opinions in matters of both faith and practice. Ignoring the clear teachings of Scripture, they call “right” what God calls “wrong,” call into doubt what the Bible affirms, and cry “Peace, peace!” where this is no peace.

As God is my witness, this will not happen at Texas Christian Church as long as I am behind this pulpit!

As Christians, we must recognize that our ultimate authority is not scientific data, cultural norms, or the opinions of some respected leader or communicator. Our ultimate authority is the Bible, God’s Word.
 Truth will never be subjected to majority rule!
The most important decision we can make is to settle this issue of what will be the ultimate authority for our lives. Decide that regardless of culture, tradition, reason, or emotion, we choose the Bible as our final authority. Resolve that when God says to do something, we will trust God’s Word and do it whether or not it makes sense to us or we feel like doing it.
 

Assimilating the Truth


Once we accept the authority of God’s Word over our lives, the second step is assimilating the truth. By that I mean we must integrate the truth into our lives so that it becomes a part of everything we think, say, and do. It is not enough just to believe the Bible; we must fill our minds with it so that the Holy Spirit can transform us with the truth. There are five ways to do this: We receive it, read it, research it, remember it, and reflect on it.
 

First, we receive God’s Word when we listen with an open, receptive attitude. Jesus’ parable of the sower and the seed illustrates how our receptiveness determines whether or not God’s Word takes root in our lives and bears fruit. Jesus identified three unreceptive attitudes—a closed mind (represented by the hard soil), a superficial mind (the shallow soil), and a distracted mind (the soil with weeds)—and then he said, “Consider carefully how you listen” (Luke 8:18). James 1:21 commands, “…humbly accept the word God has planted in your hearts…” (nlt). We must be receptive.

Second, we must read the Bible. This might seem terribly academic, but many Christians are more faithful to reading the daily newspaper or a favorite novel than their Bibles. It’s no wonder we don’t grow. We can’t watch television for three hours, then read the Bible for three minutes and expect to grow spiritually. 

Many who claim to believe the Bible “from cover to cover” have never read it from cover to cover. But by reading the Bible just fifteen minutes a day (an average of three chapters), we can read completely through it once a year. Just fifteen minutes a day!  
Third, we must research, or study the Bible. As those who have been attending our evening services can attest, we must understand what the Scriptures meant then before we can understand what it means now. That takes time and study. We read about Ezra in Ezra 7:9-10, “…the gracious hand of his God was on him, for Ezra had devoted himself to the study and observance of the Law of the Lord.” We should do no less.

Fourth, we should remember God’s Word. Our capacity to remember is a God-given gift. We may think you have a poor memory, but the truth is, we have millions of ideas, truths, facts, and figures memorized. (Blaming a poor memory is more often than not a lame excuse for laziness!) Our memory is like a muscle. The more we use it, the stronger it will become, and remembering Scripture will become easier.

The bottom line is that we remember what is important to us. If God’s Word is important, we will take the time to remember it. As Psalm 119:11 states, “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you.” Later in the same psalm, verse 52 declares, “I remember your ancient laws, O Lord, and I find comfort in them.” 

Fifth, we must reflect on God’s Word, which the Bible calls “meditation.” For many, the idea of meditating means putting one’s mind in neutral and letting it wander. This is the exact opposite of biblical meditation—and it can be spiritually dangerous! Meditation is focused thinking. It takes serious effort. We select a verse or phrase and reflect on it over and over in our minds. Quoting again from Psalm 119:97, “Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long.” 

No other habit can do more to transform your life and make you more like Jesus than assimilating the truth. As we take the time to contemplate God’s Word, reading and reflecting on the example of Christ, we are “transformed into His likeness with ever increasing glory” (2 Corinthians 3:18). 

Applying the Truth

Finally, there is applying the truth. Receiving, reading, researching, remembering, and reflecting on the Word are all useless if we fail to put them into practice. We must become “doers of the word” as James 1:22 puts it. That whole passage 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 and immediately 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 (James 1:22-25). 


James is clear that it is not enough to hear the Word; we must do it. Many people have the mistaken idea that hearing a good sermon or Bible study is what makes them grow and get God’s blessing. It is not the hearing but the doing that brings the blessing. If we think we’re spiritual because we hear the Word, then we are only kidding ourselves.
 

Chuck Swindoll shares his own personal experience with this principle:

For many years I was simply an “auditor,” not an “actor” … a “hearer,” not a “doer” of the Word. Though I take full responsibility for my former condition, it didn’t help that I attended a church where the Bible was opened and dealt with like a textbook. I got so much information my ears could hardly stay together as my head swelled with all sorts of new truth that never made that all-important journey down to my heart and out into my hands. Sunday after Sunday the lectures from the pulpit stacked fact upon fact until I thought I knew it all.
God had to get me out of that classroom Christianity to break the auditor mentality. And that’s just what He did. One man—a true mentor—was honest enough to look me in the eye and set me straight. “Chuck, you know more truth than our whole group of Christians put together, but it sure doesn’t show. That’s called hypocrisy!” He got my attention. As time passed, I began to see the Scriptures not as a textbook of information, arguments, and logical propositions to satisfy my intellectual curiosity, but as the living Word of truth, given by God to alter my attitudes and change my actions.
A lifetime of pastoral ministry has shown me that the church has too many “auditors” of the Word. I see the old me in the faces of so many people in the pews. They have their notebooks packed full of notes, but they would be hard-pressed to show any significant changes they made based on those notes. I can no longer settle for that kind of Christianity. I want well-grounded faith, and I long for it to result in well-rounded living.

Jesus taught this truth in a parable found in Matthew 7:24-27,

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. 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. 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. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.

Notice that both men had something in common: They both heard Jesus’ words! This is not the contrast of a church-goer and an atheist, but between two men who were well aware of what Jesus had to say. The difference is that one put the words into action while the other failed to do so. That man is called foolish, which is a nice way of saying he is a stupid person who acts in a stupid way.
 Don’t be stupid when it comes to God’s Word. As D. L. Moody said, “The Bible was not given to increase our knowledge but to change our lives.”

I began this message with a series of questions. Let’s review:

· How many here this morning have a Bible?

· How many of you have a Bible at home?

· How many will say, “My Bible has me”?
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