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     Epiphany 1
Four habits of highly effective Christians:
1) listening
Introduction

Have you ever heard of Steven Covey?

Stephen Covey has analyzed the lives of people 

who have made significant achievements during the past 200 years.

As a result of this study, he has identified seven behavior patterns 

which he believes can predict success in life.
He has summarized his discoveries 

in a popular book entitled The seven habits of highly effective people.

Many companies -- especially those listed among the Fortune 500 --
encourage their staff to adopt these seven habits.
They even provide training courses based on Covey’s book.

And why not?

These companies want their staff to be successful 

so the company itself will be successful.

God wants his people – you and me – to succeed in life, too.
He wants us to become everything he designed us to be.
In other words, God wants anyone who has turned from sin and trusted in Jesus…

he wants everyone whom he has adopted as his child…
he wants each one to grow up…and become like his son Jesus.
Listen to what he tells us:
We are not meant to remain as children…but to grow up in every way like Christ. [Ephesians 4:14-15 PH]
From the very beginning God decided that those who came to him…should become like his Son. [Romans 8:29 LB]

God, however, not only reveals what – what he means by success;

he also reveals how – how you and I can be successful.

Like Stephen Covey, God also has identified several behavior patterns…


behavior patterns that foster growth 
and lead to maturity -- or success – for the members of his family.
For the rest of this month we’ll explore those behavior patterns –

what I call “the four habits of highly effective Christians”.
Do we really need to do this?
Let me phrase the question this way:


has anyone ever mistaken you for the Messiah?



has anyone ever told you that you look and live…just like Jesus?
If they have, then you might as well go south for the month of January;


you obviously have grown up…

you obviously have become all that God designed you to be.

However, if you’re like me


-- if you’re still thinking and acting like a child in the family of God --



I invite you to stay in Minnesota for the winter

and join me in learning how to grow up

The habits that we’ll explore during the next four weeks will enable us to avoid 

what happens to so many people who belong to churches today:

they simply grow older…they never grow up.

By the way, these “four habits” are designed for your eyes only;

they’re also designed for your ears only…



only, that is, if you are a Christian.

These “four habits” cannot help you get a relationship with God;

they can only help you grow a relationship that you already have with God.

If you need to get a relationship with God,

you need to get alone with Jesus first, 


tell him what you’ve done,




ask him for his forgiveness,





and trust that he will forgive you 

because of what he did for you on the cross.

However, if you’ve already sorted that out with Jesus,


then you can adopt the “four habits” to develop your relationship with God…



and become like Jesus.
This morning, we focus on the first habit.

The first habit involves a very common behavior: listening

Listening
1) What are we to listen to?
What are we to listen to?

What are to listen for?

It’s not what; 
it’s who
The first habit of a highly effective Christian is this: listening to God.
Listen to God?
Yes, listen to what he says.

How does he speak to us?

With words, my friends…with words – his word.

Listen…listen to what God tells us about his word.
All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful to teach us what is true and to make us realize what is wrong in our lives.  It straightens us out and teaches us to do what is right.  It is God’s way of preparing us in every way (αρτιος = “making us mature”), fully equipped for every good thing God wants us to do [2 Timothy 3:16-17 NLT]
Did you catch what God is saying?

He not only tells us how he speaks to us – through the Bible;

he not only reminds us what we can do with all that he says to us;


he also reveals why he speaks to us:

It is God’s way of preparing us in every way (αρτιος = “making us mature”), fully equipped for every good thing God wants us to do 
[2 Timothy 3:16-17 NLT]
Wonder bread…

that’s what I was urged to eat when I was a child

Wonder bread – I was told – would help me grow…


“grow big and strong eight different ways”.

I think it worked.

But if we – as children of God -- want to grow up,

we need more than Wonder bread;



we need to listen to every word that comes from the mouth of God.

But how can we do that?

2) How are we to listen?

How are we to listen?

On the last page of the notes for this message,


you will see a hand.

We will use that hand to help us understand how --


how we can form the habit of listening to God…



how can we can get a grasp on his word.
Receive

God tells us:

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says  [Revelation 2:7 NIV]

We’re doing that right now, aren’t we?

We also do that whenever we listen to Chuck Swindoll on the radio


or watch Jim Kennedy on TV.

We receive – or hear – what God says.

That’s not the way faith comes and goes;


that’s one way faith – our relationship with God – comes and grows.

“Faith…,” God reminds us,

Faith comes from hearing the message” [Romans 10:17 NIV]
Please write the word “receive” on the little finger of the hand.
Receiving – or hearing – is how we begin to grasp what God says to us.

But how good of a grip does this give us?

Have you ever tried to hold a Bible with your pinky?

There is, you see, a problem with only hearing God’s word.

Research reveals that, after 72 hours, we remember only 2% of what we hear.

In one ear…and out the other –


a fact that drives preachers mad.

However, if we both hear and see what God is saying,


we remember 25%.

And, if we hear, see and do – do something like taking notes –


we remember 75%.
Read
If we, though, want to a good grasp on God’s word,

we need to do more than hear what he says once a week.

We also need to read his word.

God tells us:
(The Scriptures) must be (our) constant companion.  (We) must read from it everyday of (our) life  [Deuteronomy 17:19 LB] 

And then he adds this promise:

“Blessed is the one who” does that…

Blessed is the one who reads the words” [Revelation 1:3 NIV]

Guess what word we can write on the ring finger.

How about “read”?
Read the Bible…

But it’s so long…takes so much time.

I think many of us would rather read the Sunday newspaper.

Did you know, though, 
that the average Sunday newspaper is longer than the Bible?

Did you also know that -- by reading the Bible for 15 minutes each day --

(less time than we usually spend reading the daily newspaper)


we can read all of God’s word to us in one year? 

There, of course, are many plans for reading God’s word.

I am especially fond of John MacArthur’s suggestion:

read one book of the Bible – the entire book – each day for a month.

Hey! Why not try that for the rest of this month?
Why not take a short book – like Philippians –


and read it every day for the next 21 days?
Then see the difference that this new habit

-- which, by the way, take 21 days to form --



see the difference that this new habit makes in your life.

Research
If we want to grow up by getting a good grasp of what God says to us,

we also need to research (point to middle finger) – or study – his word

“Study the Scriptures,” says Jesus, and you’ll really get to know me.

“Study the Scriptures,” says Jesus, for they “testify about me.” [John 5:39 NIV]
What’s the difference between reading and researching God’s word?

I think it’s a writing instrument.

When we study what God says to us,


we use a pen or pencil to take notes;



we use a marker to highlight what he tells us.

How do we know what to write…what to mark?

We make like a reporter and interview God.

We ask questions…lots of them…

the “5W1H” questions: who, what, when, where, why and how.

Then – like a good reporter – we write or mark what’s important…

what people like us need to know.

Reflect
It also helps – if we want to grow --

to reflect (point to index finger) or meditate on God’s word.

Listen to what God tells us:

“Meditate on it (God’s word) day and night…”

And what happens when we do?
“Then…” says God,  “you will be prosperous and successful  [Joshua 1:8 NIV]

Meditate…
I think many of us feel 

that meditation is a medieval art form that we can never master.

But I submit that all of us already know how to meditate.

You see, I contend that, if you have ever worried, you already know how to meditate.

After all, what is worry?

It’s taking one of our problems…and thinking about it all day long,


wondering what it means for us…how it will affect us.

That’s meditation…negative meditation.
But make it positive…


take one of God’s promises – not one of our all-too-human problems –



and turn that over in your mind.

Think of what God says all day long.

Consider what it means…

how this promise can impact your life…


and you will find that you are meditating.

You’ll also find – I think -- that you are growing up…


or – as God put it – that you are becoming “prosperous and successful”.

Remember

As we get in the habit of listening to what God says,

we need to remember (point to thumb) or memorize his word

Remember God’s word.
I think we have forgotten how to do that.

Cultures that are growing in power and prestige


-- Asian cultures such as China – are emphasizing memorization today.

In our culture, though, we are ignoring this learning skill.

In fact, in talking with Carmen’s teachers,


I get the impression that they consider memory work to be harmful to your health.

Yet, we do it all the time, don’t we?

As young – and not so young – people,


we quickly memorize the words of our favorite songs.

When we find that “someone special” in our lives,

we never forget their address or phone number.

Even after we get married and grow old,


we always seem to know the size of our spouse’s blouse or shirt 

(even though it gets bigger each year).

We do “memory work” every day…


and it doesn’t seem to be harming our health.

Why, then, are we so reluctant to memorize some of God’s word to us?

Perhaps we don’t appreciate the benefits…

This past week – Tuesday noon – my father slipped and fell on a friend’s driveway.
At first, the doctors thought he was okay – no broken bones.

Then they noticed that a small blood vessel in his brain had burst.

Early Tuesday evening, he was rushed into the operating room for neurosurgery.

12 hours later – and as he was recovering from the surgery –

I was at his bedside in Milwaukee.

When he finally opened his eyes and looked at me,


I began reading – in the King James version that he uses –



his favorite psalm: Psalm 121.

I had only read a few words when he said, “I know that”…


and then went on to show me by reciting the first two verses. 
As I finished reading the psalm, he looked at me again and said,

“I know that…I’ve known it all my life.”

I know, too.

I know how the words of Psalm 121


-- words that my father memorized long ago –



I know how those words from God have sustained him throughout his life.

I know how those words sustained him


when – as a young man – he languished in a Nazi concentration camp for a year.

I know how those words sustained him in middle age,


when one of his children became a drug user and pusher.

I know how those words sustained him in old age when his wife died.

I also know that those words are sustaining him now,


in the intensive care unit of a Milwaukee hospital.

Wouldn’t you like to have something like that?
Wouldn’t you like to have a word to sustain you…

to get you through all the changes and changes of this life?

You can have such a word…


if you only take the time to memorize a word…

any word from God that you find meaningful.

The 5 R’s: receive, read, research, reflect, remember.
You might get the impression that this habit of highly effective Christians --


that listening to God –



is a mind game.

Apply
It’s not!
Dwight Moody once said, 

“God gave us his word, not to increase our knowledge, but to change our lives.”

How does God use his word to change our lives…
and make us more like his Son Jesus?

I’ll let Jesus himself answer that question.

“Now that you know these things,” said Jesus, “do them!  That is the path of blessing”  [John 13:17 LB]

We grow – we become a mature member of God’s family –

when we take God’s word and apply it (point to palm)…



when we put it into practice in our lives.

“Apply”…how do we do that?
During my years as a corporate trainer,


I concluded every training course by giving each participant a project.

I asked each participant to draft a plan 

that would enable them to take what they had learned on the course 

and use it in the workplace.
I suggest that we do the same...


that we take what God says and make a project for ourselves…


that we draft a plan for putting God’s principles into practice in our lives.

As I would tell participants in my training courses,


such plans or projects have three elements…three P’s.

Each plan or project of ours is personal: 

it is something you believe God wants you to do.

It also is practical: 

it is something you believe that – with God’s help – you can do.

And, finally, it is provable: 


it is something that you can show to let yourself and others know you have done it.
Personal, practical and provable projects for putting God’s principles into practice…


that’s how we say it…

and that’s how we do it…

that’s how we can apply what God says to our lives.

This is the final facet of the first habit: listening to God.

It’s the aspect that enables us 
to get a firm grasp on God’s word to us (use hand to grip Bible).

Conclusion

Many people who read Steven Covey’s book, 
The seven habits of highly effective people,


are surprised by the 7th habit.
The last habit, says Covey, is really the first habit;

it is the one habit that enables people to form all other good habits.

He calls it “sharpening the saw”…


and claims that it is related to the spiritual dimension of our lives.

One of the activities that Covey recommends for “sharpening the saw” is this:


reading the sacred scriptures of the God in whom you believe.

That’s what surprises most people –


that a businessman would speak of Bibles.

I hope you’re not surprised.

I hope that you already know the importance of spending time listening to God.
And if you already know, we can conclude this message.

We can conclude it with a word from God himself…


a word we heard moments ago…



a word that reminds us:




“Now that you know these things – do them!  That is the path of blessing”



[John 13:17 LB]
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