Questions We Ask God #2

“Haven’t I Learned Enough?”

selected Scriptures
Today we begin a series of messages that come from you, the congregation. We began the year by considering “Questions God Asks” from the Old Testament, followed by “Questions Jesus Asks” from the New Testament. During that time, I had requested questions from members of the church family directed to God, and I received several from the morning and evening services. For the next several weeks we will consider “Questions We Ask God” in both our morning and evening services. 

Tonight the question asks, “Are we given lessons to learn during our lives, after which will we have learned all there is to learn?” This is a two-pronged question and I will address both aspects of it.

The Admonition to Learning

We begin with the admonition to learning. Addressing the first part of the question, “Are we given lessons to learn during our lives?” the answer is a definite yes. As the late best-selling author Tom Clancy put it, “Life is about learning; when you stop learning, you die.”

One of the most important things we all have to learn is what life is all about.
 The Lord said to the Israelites in Deuteronomy 4:10, “Remember the day you stood before the Lord your God at Horeb, when he said to me, ‘Assemble the people before me to hear my words so that they may learn to revere me as long as they live in the land and may teach them to their children.’” The Israelites needed to learn to revere God as long as they live and to teach that to succeeding generations. 

Solomon began the book of Proverbs in Proverbs 1:1-9,

The proverbs of Solomon son of David, king of Israel: for attaining wisdom and discipline; for understanding words of insight; for acquiring a disciplined and prudent life, doing what is right and just and fair; for giving prudence to the simple, knowledge and discretion to the young—let the wise listen and add to their learning, and let the discerning get guidance—for understanding proverbs and parables, the sayings and riddles of the wise. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, but fools despise wisdom and discipline. Listen, my son, to your father’s instruction and do not forsake your mother’s teaching. They will be a garland to grace your head and a chain to adorn your neck.

Notice that even the wise are to “listen and add to their learning.” Learning is life, and the key to learning is “the fear of the Lord,” or taking God seriously. 

Jesus echoed this admonition to learning in Matthew 11:29, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” We are to learn from the very source of wisdom and knowledge. And notice the result of doing so: “you will find rest for your souls.” Couldn’t we all use that!
The Avenues of Learning

Without question learning is important throughout life. But where do we find it? The Bible points to several avenues of learning we can utilize.

The first is God’s Word. In Deuteronomy 17:18-19, the Lord instructs future kings of Israel,

When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to write for himself on a scroll a copy of this law, taken from that of the priests, who are Levites. It is to be with him, and he is to read it all the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the Lord his God and follow carefully all the words of this law and these decrees.
When Joshua was about to lead the Israelites into the Promised Land he was told in Joshua 1:7-8,

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. 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.

Paul instructed Timothy in 2 Timothy 3:14-17,

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 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.

The Bible is the first and foremost avenue of learning the necessary lessons of life. But it is not the only source.

Another avenue of learning is observing nature. Solomon wrote in Proverbs 24:32, “I applied my heart to what I observed and learned a lesson from what I saw.” This must be intentional; we cannot merely walk through life without thinking and have knowledge somehow seep into our brains! But when we focus on what is happening around us, we can learn valuable lessons.

Proverbs 6:6-8 provides one example: “Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider its ways and be wise! It has no commander, no overseer or ruler, yet it stores its provisions in summer and gathers its food at harvest.” Something as simple as an ant can be an effective teacher of life’s lessons!

Jesus used two illustrations from nature in Matthew 6:26-29, 

“Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 

“And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these.”
In Matthew 16:2-3, Jesus used a familiar saying from nature: “When evening comes, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,’ and in the morning, ‘Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.’” When I was young I remember hearing the saying, “Red sky at night, sailors delight; red sky at morning, sailor take warning.” But I didn’t know that was in the Bible! Then in Matthew 24:32 He added, “Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near.” We can learn much about life by observation.

Part of that observation can be the experience of others. Proverbs 19:25 reads in the New Living Translation, “If you punish a mocker, the simpleminded will learn a lesson; if you correct the wise, they will be all the wiser.” Yes, the one corrected should learn a lesson, but those observing can learn as well—without the painful experience!

Paul similarly wrote in 1 Corinthians 10:6, 11, “Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did… These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come.” He was speaking of the Israelites in the Old Testament and we can learn lessons from their experiences, too. 

Our greatest avenue of learning, though, is personal experience. God created His universe to work by cause and effect. He gave humans freedom of choice but our choices have consequences. We are wise when we learn from our mistakes.

In 2 Chronicles 12:7-8, the Israelites had turned away from the Lord. God had the right to destroy them, under the provisions of the covenant, but when the people repented, God spared them. They did not get off scot-free, however: “Since they have humbled themselves, I will not destroy them but will soon give them deliverance. My wrath will not be poured out on Jerusalem through Shishak. They will, however, become subject to him, so that they may learn the difference between serving me and serving the kings of other lands.” Even though sins are forgiven, choices have consequences. Psalm 119:71 admits, “It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your decrees.”
Such lessons are not only from our mistakes, though. Paul shared in Philippians 4:10-13 how he learned contentment,

I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last you have renewed your concern for me. Indeed, you have been concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.

The Application of Learning

Learning lessons is not enough, however. Adam Clarke commented, “Learning, in one proper sense of the word, is the means of acquiring knowledge; but multitudes who have the means seem utterly unacquainted with their use, and live and die in a learned ignorance.”

Learning for knowledge sake alone is not only unfruitful; it can be detrimental. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 8:1, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” Learning for learning’s sake can lead to pride.

The Bible always insists on the application of learning. In Deuteronomy 5:1, Moses summoned all Israel and said: “Hear, O Israel, the decrees and laws I declare in your hearing today. Learn them and be sure to follow them.” Later, in Deuteronomy 31:12, he instructed them, “Assemble the people—men, women and children, and the aliens living in your towns—so they can listen and learn to fear the Lord your God and follow carefully all the words of this law.” Listen and learn, but also follow and obey.

The prophet Jeremiah recorded in Jeremiah 35:13, “This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: Go and tell the men of Judah and the people of Jerusalem, ‘Will you not learn a lesson and obey my words?’ declares the Lord. We learn when we obey. Our belief must direct our behavior, or our belief is worthless.
Jesus echoed this 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.”

Both heard, but only one put it into practice. Only one truly learned. Paul emphasized this as well in Philippians 4:9, “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice.” 
The original question was, “Are we given lessons to learn during our lives, after which will we have learned all there is to learn?” I believe that, as long as we are alive, we have more to learn. Paul wrote in Philippians 3:12-14,

Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. 

When we arrive in heaven, we will know all we need to know. Until then, we keep learning and living, putting what we learn into practice.
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