FAITH THAT TRANSFORMS

#5 Blessed By God’s Word

February 7th, 2010 – James 1:19-27

A few years ago, a test of Bible knowledge was given to five classes of high school seniors. Most of them failed the exam completely! Some were so confused that they thought: Eve was created from an apple, Sodom and Gomorrah were lovers, Golgotha was the name of the giant who slew the apostle David, the gospels were written by Matthew, Mark, Luther, and John and Jesus was baptized by Moses. More than 80 percent of the pupils could not complete such familiar quotations as Many are called but few are (chosen); or a soft answer turns away (wrath). When people are questioned about the Bible on television, it is remarkable to see their complete lack of knowledge.  Some are almost as confused as the little boy who wrote on his test paper that the epistles were the wives of the apostles.
Charles Colson, in his book Loving God, wrote the following about the Bible: “More widely read, more frequently attacked than any other book in history, generations of intellectuals have attempted to discredit it; dictators of every age have outlawed it and executed those who read it. Yet soldiers carry it into battle believing it more powerful than their weapons. Fragments of it smuggled into solitary prison cells have transformed ruthless killers into gentle saints. Pieced-together scraps of Scripture have converted whole villages of pagan Indians. Yearly, the Bible outsells every best-seller. Five hundred million copies were published last year alone. Portions have been translated into more than 1800 languages and even carried to the moon. Literary classics endure the centuries. Philosophers mold the thoughts of generations unborn. Modern media shapes current culture. Yet nothing has affected the rise and fall of civilization, the character of cultures, the structure of governments, and the lives of the inhabitants of this planet as profoundly as the words of the Bible.” The Bible is everywhere yet millions of people still miss its blessings!
James desire is for believers to be BLESSED BY GOD’S WORD! The Bible is a book of blessing.  It promises comfort, strength, hope, wisdom, joy, direction, correction, and purpose for living.  Just because you own a Bible doesn’t mean one is going to be blessed by it. Many Christians never read the Bible. Our lives are to be governed and controlled by the word of God.  Let’s read James 1:19-27 and see how we can be blessed by God’s Word: 

19My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, 20for man’s anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires. 21Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you. 22Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 23Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man, who looks at his face in a mirror 24and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. 25But 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. 26If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless. 27Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world. First we must ACCEPT God’s Word:
ACCEPT GOD’S WORD

Verse 21 says: humbly accept the word planted in you. The word accept is a hospitality term, which literally means to openly welcome the word -- come on in. For us to be blessed by God’s word it must gain access into our lives.  Such a life must be prepared to receive the word just as soil is prepared to receive the seed. After all, James tells us that the word is planted in you. In Matthew 13 Jesus told the parable of the sower and the seed. Jesus said the word of God is the seed and the soil is the heart. Jesus gives us three conditions of the heart that will hinder the effectiveness of God’s word in our lives. Hearts that are dull, shallow, and crowded. Then He tells us about the right heart condition. Prepared heart: The ground as been cultivated so there is a harvest of blessing.  How is it you can take two seeds that are exactly the same and plant them in two different locations and get two different crops in fruitfulness? One soil is prepared and the other is not. How is it that you can take two people and put them in the same service and hear the same message? One person gets blessed the other does not. One heart was prepared and one wasn’t. James tells us three insights in preparing our hearts to accept the word of God.  
Slow down — James says that we should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry. We must learn to listen carefully to the word of God. Give it your full attention.  Pay attention to what is being said so you can be sure of what is being said. Franklin Roosevelt often endured long receiving lines at the White House. He complained that no one really paid any attention to what was said. During a reception, he decided to try an experiment. To each person in line he said: I murdered my grandmother this morning. Guests responded with: Marvelous! Keep up the good work. We are proud of you. God bless you, sir. It was not till the end of the line while greeting the ambassador from Bolivia, that his words were actually heard. He replied I’m sure she had it coming. 

Good listening makes a tremendous difference in the effect God’s Word has on our life. In 1917 John Foster Dulles (former Secretary of State) was serving on the staff of the American Embassy in Switzerland. Late one afternoon in April, his phone rang. A heavily accented man introducing himself as Vladimir  Lenin urgently asked to speak to someone at the embassy. Most of the senior staff had already left and he had an important date with a young woman in an hour. He told Lenin to come to the embassy when it opened at ten the next morning. Lenin protested but Dulles remained firm and hung up the phone. Lenin did not come to the embassy the next morning or ever. He journeyed back to Russia by train and took total control of the fledgling Communist revolution. Dulles often reflected later in his career the possible difference it might have made if he had he taken the time to listen to a Russian exile that April afternoon of 1917. Can good listening make a difference?  Dulles asked himself that question many times.   Ask yourself, What difference would it make in my life if I carefully, alertly listened to God? 

God gave us two ears and one mouth so we ought to listen twice as much as we talk. We’re quick to speak rather than being quick to listen! We are simply traveling at too quick a pace. And when you travel at that pace, you miss the scenery along the way. That’s good advice, especially during rush hour! Quick to listen means to be eager and attentive, ready to receive and assimilate the message heard. We need to slow down and listen as well!

Calm down —James not only tells us that we need to be slow to anger, but that our anger does not bring about the righteous life that God desires. We need to calm down. The word for anger here means a seething anger that only you and God know about. It is not a blow up but a clam up. This is an anger that causes you to be upset, bitter and resentful. The anger spoken of here is anger toward God’s word and the one who is speaking God’s word. Some people when they need correction don’t appreciate or welcome the word of God that brings that correction.
An article I read from Reader’s Digest said when you listen it actually lowers your blood pressure; when you speak it raises your blood pressure. James says be calm, be slow to anger. What is your emotional state when you come to church on Sunday morning? Do you come with a calm attitude? Do you come angry at someone in the family? We don’t hear much when we’re angry or upset.  You can’t communicate with an angry person. I know. I have tried. (And I’m not talking about my family). A calm and peaceful attitude will allow us to be more receptive to God’s Word. If you’re relaxed, people can communicate with you more. A woman once admitted to her pastor that she had a bad temper. She said, at least it’s over in a minute. The pastor said, So is a shotgun blast! It is over in a second, but look at the damage it can do.  Anger will not accomplish God’s righteous purpose.  Calm down to hear.
Lay down —James tells us to get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent. The Greek word translated moral filth was a medical term. It referred to the wax build-up in the ear that causes a hearing loss.            It is a wonderful picture. Just as we can’t hear with our ears full of wax, so we can’t receive God’s word with our lives full of sin. Hebrews 12:1: Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. We are to lay aside all of the emotional garbage, old habits, and junk in our lives so that we may be clean!      1 John 1:9: If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.  Are there things in your life today that you need to lay down? Be cleansed by Jesus blood!       Accept that word: Slow down! Calm down. Lay down! How are you doing? Next we must apply God’s word. 
APPLY GOD’S WORD

God’s word is like a mirror he says in verse 23. The purpose of a mirror is to help us see what we really look like. Many years ago, Queen Elizabeth in the later years of her reign ordered that all of the mirrors be removed from Buckingham Palace because she couldn’t stand to face that she was growing old. Sometimes we reject the truth.   We would like to think that we looked like we did 30 years ago. Back then, I was a lean, mean, fighting machine. The reality is different today. A mirror reflects what we’re like on the outside. God’s word reflects what we’re like on the inside. At times we can unwilling to face ourselves and see ourselves as they really are. The mirror of God’s Word can be difficult to look into. James gives  three practical ways to apply the word:
Research: In verse 25, James speaks of the one who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom. Notice that he is not simply talking about someone who merely reads God word. He is talking about someone who looks intently. In other words, we are to examine the word. We are to carefully investigate the word. We are to research it. The word translated as look is to stoop down and gaze into. It is the same word that was used to denote the way Peter, John, and Mary stooped down to look into the empty tomb on Resurrection morning (John 20:5, 11). The idea here is not that we merely glance but that we gaze at God’s word. I glance at the mirror every morning.  But I’m not really looking very hard — unless I see something unusual. If I do, then I look a little closer. I want to take a good long look then. I want to concentrate on what I am looking at. I want to make sure that I see and remember it. We should look at God’s word in that manner. We should dig deeply for the truths that it contains. We should read the Bible like we read a love letter. The one time people read for all they are worth is when they are in love and are reading a love letter. They perceive the color of the words, the order of phrases, and the weight of sentences. That’s how you look intently at the word of God. We are to stoop down and investigate what is going on.
Review: In verse 25: …and continues to do this… James says we are to continue in it. In other words – we are to reflect on and review that word.  The Bible calls this meditation: thinking about something over and over. If you know how to worry you know how to meditate. Take a negative idea and think about it over and over it’s called worry. Take God’s word and think about it over and over is called meditation. Call it a discipline for Christian living. Jesus said, if you continue in My Word, then you are truly My disciples. Psalm 119:97 I meditate on your word all day long. Every Christian ought to take to heart Joshua 1:8. If you’ll do one thing God promises to bless you with success. And that promise is IF you meditate on His word.  Some people that are more faithful to their favorite magazine, or the sports page than they are to God’s word. We need to fill our minds with the word of God. 
Remember: In verse 25: …not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it –he will be blessed in what he does. You will benefit in your spiritual life by developing a habit of memorizing Scripture in order to apply it to our life.  It will benefit us on a personal level and on a spiritual level to developing the habit of memorizing Scripture for the purpose of growth and development. Psalm 119:11: I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you. The word can be our protection. It can be our defense against the devil. Jesus used God’s word to deal with the temptations Satan threw his way in the wilderness. Get a Grip on God’s word like Jesus: Hear and retain 10%!    Read and retain 25%! Study and retain 50%. Memorize & meditate and retain 100% That’s how to get a good grip!

You want to be blessed by the word? The outlines I give you each week are not so that you can keep up with me.            But so that you can continue to research, review, and remember it during the week.  The United States Air Force did a study and found that we forget 95% of what we hear within 72 hours. That statistic depresses a pastor. We spend all week preparing a message to give on Sunday and by Wednesday you’ve forgotten 95% of what has been spoken unless you’ve written it down. How well are you applying God’s Word in your life during the week?

ACT ON GOD’S WORD

James says in verse 22 we must not merely listen to the word, and so deceive ourselves. Do what it says!  The word listen in Greek is the word for auditor! If you audited a class in college you did not take it for credit. You were totally relaxed because there were no tests. You just listened! You did not have to take any action. James is saying there can be no auditors in the Christian life. Three pastors were arguing on the best Bible translation.  A fourth man remained noticeably silent. When asked for his opinion he said: I like my mother’s translation best. She translated it into life. It is the most convincing version I have ever come across!  All about being transformed into Christ Jesus!
The American Heart Association held a convention in Atlanta. That year 300,000 doctors, nurses, and researchers gathered to discuss  the importance a low fat diet plays in keeping our hearts healthy. Some smart-aleck researcher found that during meal times those people consumed fat-filled fast food— such as bacon cheeseburgers and fries—at an alarming rate. One cardiologist was asked if his partaking in high fat meals set a bad example.  He replied: 
Not me, because I took my name tag off.  Amazing how we can disconnect our behavior from our knowledge? We can hear something, even accept it as true, and never let it change our behavior. Knowledge increases responsibility. The more we know the more we are accountable for. James says: he will be blessed in what he does!
Our tongue reveals our heart: That’s right! James tells us that our religion is worthless unless our tongue is kept on a tight rein.  The Greek word for religious refers to external religious rituals, routines, and ceremonies. The famous Jewish historian Josephus used the word to describe what he witnessed from the outside looking in on worship in the temple at Jerusalem. Such things as attending church services and activities, doing volunteer work, following various rituals and ceremonies and even having right theology have no spiritual value in themselves apart from true saving faith in Jesus Christ. James reveals that the person who trusts in those outward things sooner or later will expose his faithlessness with his mouth because he does not have the inner power of God’s Spirit to keep a tight rein on his tongue. Trusting in those things to please God and receive His blessing is deceptive and worthless. A corrupt and unholy heart eventually will ultimately be exposed by corrupt and unholy speech. 
Find a need and fill it: He says to look after orphans and widows in their distress. The phrase look after means to inspect, to select for the purpose of becoming an extension; to go to see, to relieve. Caring for others, exercising oversight on their behalf, and of helping them in whatever way is needed. Generally, the neediest people in the early church were orphans and widows. There were no life insurance or welfare programs to support them. Jobs for either group were scarce, and if they had no close relatives, they were desperate. But the principle applies to anyone in need. Historically, it has been the church of Jesus Christ has set up hospitals, orphanages, homes for the elderly, and many other social institutions designed to care for the needs of others. People matter to God. And people should matter to us as well. We can’t do everything, but we can all do something. Find a need and fill it.
A pastor and a soap manufacturer were walking down the street one day. They notice how wrongly people were treating each other. The soap manufacturer looked at the pastor: Preacher, that Bible you preach must not be any good, it’s not helping anyone. Look at all the filth and corruption. The pastor just kept walking. After awhile they came up on some children that were dirty and nasty. It look as though they hadn’t taken a bath in weeks. The pastor said: That soap you make must not be any good. Look how filthy and dirty these children are. The soap manufacturer replied: Soap doesn’t work unless you use it and apply it. The pastor: It’s the same way with the Bible. The Bible won’t work unless people use it and apply it to their lives. What from today can you put into practice?  Ask yourself: What can I DO. How can I apply what I know for Jesus? That is how to be blessed by God’s Word!  AMEN!

