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Sermon:  "How Do We Build Our Lives on the Bible?"
January 29, 2012

Rev.  Dan Owen, Asbury U. M. Church


I'm really excited to begin the "40 Days in the Word" campaign with you. Why is our church doing all of this?  Why have we spent over $1,000 buying all of the workbooks and DVD's?  Why are we suspending our normal Sunday School classes and Wednesday Bible Study and Youth Group for six weeks?  Because we want our lives to be built on the Word of God.  That idea comes from something that Jesus said.  Will you turn with me to Matthew 7:24?  (In the pew Bible it's on p. 1506.)

Read Matt. 7:24-27


You know, when Jan and I were out in southern California two years ago, (at a conference at Rick Warren's church), we visited a spot that Jan used to go to a lot when she lived out there (in a previous life).  That's the spot where everyone goes to look up at the Hollywood sign, and to look down on Los Angeles.  It's a really cool spot, and Jan would often go down the hill from this spot to have her quiet time in the Lord.  After we spent some time there and were walking back to our car, I looked up to the left of the Hollywood sign and I saw this amazing house.  Look at this.  Do you know why this house is still standing?  Only because it was built on a solid foundation.  And that's the kind of foundation that we want our lives built on - something that will hold up through the earthquakes and mudslides of life, things like:  illness, divorce, loss of job, sadness.  We want our lives built on a solid foundation so that they will stand up when trouble comes.  Jesus told us that that foundation is God's Word.  That's why we're doing this "40 Days in the Word" campaign, and why we are praying that you will join a small group and go through these six weeks with us - so that you will learn how to build your life on the strong foundation of the Bible, and read it on your own.

Now, there are three keys to doing this.  And they're all found six chapters later, in Matthew 13.  Will you turn to Matthew 13, verse 1?

Read Matt. 13:1-9


Then, fortunately for us, Jesus explained what he meant in this parable.  In your Bible, will you draw a line from verse 9 over to verse 18?  And let's read it.


Read Matt. 13:18-23


The "seed" that Jesus talked about is the "message about the kingdom".  In other words, the seed is the word of God, found in the Bible.  In fact, Jesus actually says in Luke's version of this parable, "The seed is the word of God." (Luke 8:11)

How many of you have ever had a garden?  Then you understand right away the first key to building our lives on the Bible:  soil preparation.  Will you write that in the blank on the sermon notes that you were given when you came in?


When we started our community garden last summer we were fortunate to have a crew from Millcreek Township come out and till up the grass for us.  Not once, but twice.  Twice they brought out their big tractor and tilled two 7 foot wide paths for us.  That was the first step in our soil preparation, before we put our seeds in the ground.  Then, most of us went out and got all of the big rocks out of the soil.  But we still weren't done.  We had some mushroom compost delivered to the garden and most of us shoveled it into the soil.   Only then, after these 3 steps, only then was the soil prepared to receive the seeds.

Our hearts and minds are like soil in a garden.  Some people, Jesus is saying, are like a hard, beaten down, path when it comes to letting the word of God get inside of them.  The "soil" of their hearts hasn't been tilled yet.  I pray that none of you are this way.  This person is hard-hearted towards the Bible.  They never read it.  They never study it.  They don't want it.  What they lack is humility.  James 1:21 says, ". . . humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you." (James 1:21)  The word "humble" comes from the word "humus", or soil.  It means to be "down to earth", to be "well-grounded", versus being puffed up and conceited.  To be humble is to know that without God in our lives we're just dirt.  A humble person knows that Jesus was right when he said, "Apart from me you can do nothing." (John 15:5)  The humble person admits that the Bible has all of God's wisdom on how to live a happy life, so they do everything they can to learn it.

Are you a humble person?  Are you hungry to learn all that you can from God's Word?  Then taking part in our "40 Days in the Word" is going to be fun for you.  Humility is one way that we prepare the soil of our hearts and minds, so that we can accept the seed that God wants to plant in us.


Other people, Jesus said, are like soil that's soft.  That's good.  But it hasn't had the rocks removed from it.  So the word of God takes root at first, which is great.  They read the Bible and they understand it and it grows in them.  But they don't stick with it, so the roots don't go deep inside of them.  They don't develop the habit of reading the Bible each day.  And because they don't stick with it, the word of God dies in them.


We're going to help each other "stick with it".  For six weeks we're all going to encourage one another to come to a small group and then read the scriptures each day on our own.  Because reading the Bible is like exercise - it takes a "buddy" to stick with it.  Let us be your buddy.


Other people, Jesus said, are like soft soil with the rocks taken out.  That's good.  And they develop the habit of reading the Bible each day, and they understand it and it takes root and grows, which is great.  But there's another problem.  There are all kinds of thorns in their life.  Jesus gives two examples of these "thorns".  Do you see them there, in verse 22?  He says, "The worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth" are like thorns that will choke out the Bible from our lives.  Did you ever think of worry in that way?  It's almost impossible for a worrier to be a student of the Bible.  Why?  Because real students of the Bible learn to trust God more and more and more.  But if they're a worrier they'll begin to see the incongruity of being a worrier and someone who trust God.  And either they'll quit their worrying, or they'll quit their Bible reading, because they know that the two can't live side by side.  Neither can Bible reading and depending on wealth to make you happy ("the deceitfulness of wealth").  Just reading the Bible for a few days shows you that depending on money to make you happy is idolatry, and that true happiness comes from our relationship with God and others, not from wealth.  So, again, they either quit their idolatry or they quit reading the Bible, because they know that the two can't live side by side.

What "thorns" are in your life?  Part of preparing the soil and getting ready for the word of God to be planted in us each day is getting rid of those thorns, those sins that are separating us from God.  I read a part of James 1:21 earlier.  But let me read the rest of the verse:
"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."

 (James 1:21) 

Getting rid of sin is part of preparing the soil, before the seed, the word of God, is put in us.  One way to do that by saying a prayer of confession before we read the Bible.  Maybe we would say a prayer like this:


Dear God, please forgive me of all of my sins.  By Jesus' blood, wash my sins of worry, or idolatry, or greed, or gossip, or unforgiveness, or whatever is unclean in me away.  Help my heart be soft and cleared of all thorns, so that I can humbly accept your Word that you are ready to plant in me right now.  Amen.

So, the first key to building our lives on the foundation of the Bible is to prepare ourselves to receive God's Word through:


- Humility:  the only good part of us is the God part of us

- Deciding to stick to it

- Letting God remove all sin from us


And here's the second key:  understanding what we're reading.  Look again at the problem that the first group had.  Jesus said in verse 18.

“Listen then to what the parable of the sower means: When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart."
(Matthew 13:18-19)

It's not enough to just hear the Bible.  It's not enough to just read the Bible.  We have to understand what we're hearing and reading.  That's my job, and that's the job of our Sunday School teachers, and our Youth Group leaders, to help us understand the Bible.  But each of us also needs to learn ways to understand the Bible on our own, when we're doing our private devotions.  That's where a translation of the Bible that you can easily read comes in handy - which may, or may not, be the translation of the Bible you were given as a child.  That's where a good study Bible comes in handy.  And I'd be happy to order a good study Bible this week for anyone who'd like one.  Just let me know.

To understand the Bible also takes time.  You know, some Christians practice what I call "drive by Bible reading".  They're like, "Ooo, I have 3 minutes.  I'm gonna read the Bible real quick and call that my devotions for today."  And they read it.  Real quick.  But they don't get anything out of it.  You can't rush the study of God's Word, any more than you can rush the most important field goal kick of your life.  Do you know what I'm talking about?  Last Sunday, the Baltimore Ravens kicker, Billy Cundiff, had the most important field goal kick of his life.  It was an easy one for him.  Only 32 yards.  Do you know how close 32 yards is?  I measured it.  32 yards is from here where I'm sitting to the fellowship hall  - an easy kick for a professional.  A "chip shot".  And it would have tied the game and sent them into overtime, where the Ravens stood a good chance of winning and being in the Super Bowl.  But, for some reason, the play clock kept winding down and there was no kicker on the field.  Where is he?  Why wasn't he out there?  With only 13 seconds left on the clock, suddenly he rushed out on the field and barely had enough time to kick the ball.  Probably the worse kick of his life.  Missed it wide left.  Unbelievable.  The most important kick of his life.  An easy one.  And he yanks it left, in a rush.  

You know, that's what it's like when we rush our study of God's Word.  It may be the most important devotional time of our life.  We don't know.  But we'll miss what God is trying to tell us that day, if we rush it.


Finally, to understand the Bible it helps to learn some Bible reading skills - skills that we're going to be taught where over the next six weeks?  In our small groups.  That' s why you really need to get in one of the 15 small groups and learn some skills for understanding understand the Bible on your own.


Three keys to building our lives on the foundation of the Bible:  


1.  Preparing ourselves before we read it, like a gardener prepares the soil before they plant the seed.


2.  Understanding what we're reading.  And,


3.  Doing what the Bible tells us to do.

This brings us back to where we started today, back in Matthew 7.  Will you turn back to Matthew 7:26 once more?  Jesus said:
". . . 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.”
 (Matthew 7:26-27)

And to change the metaphor a bit, will you look with me once more in the book of James, chapter one, and verse 22.  James is going to tell us the same thing, but in a different way:
"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 (that takes time) 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 saying that this book, the Bible, is like a mirror.  How?  Well, picture what you saw in your mirror at home about   2 / 4 hours ago this morning, right after you climbed out of bed.  Was that a pretty picture?  What did your mirror tell you to do about 2  /  4  hours ago?  It told you to wash your face, comb your hair, put your makeup on - especially for we guys.  But imagine if you didn't do what your mirror told you to do.  Imagine if you looked into your mirror this morning and said, "Forget you!" and came here looking just like you did when you rolled out of bed.  Not too smart, (right?), not doing what our mirror tells us to do.

Well, James is saying, it's not too smart to ignore what the Bible tells us to do either.  For the Bible is a mirror that not only tells us what we look like on the outside.  THIS mirror is a mirror into our soul.  When we read it, it shows us our heart (who and what we love the most), it shows us our habits (the kinds of things we love to do, or don't do) and it shows us our sins.  To see all of that in the Bible and to ignore what it's telling us to do is like looking into the mirror first thing in the morning, saying "Good enough", and going off to work.  Uggh.


To build our lives on the foundation of the God's Word over the next 40 days, and for the rest of our lives, requires us to:


1.  Prepare ourselves before we read the Bible, like a gardener prepares the soil before they plant the seed.


2.  Understand what we're reading.  And we're going to be learning how to do that in our small groups.  Which one are you going to join?

3.  Doing what the Bible shows us we need to do on the outside and the inside of our lives.

Let's do this together.  I'm really excited to begin this 40 Day journey with you!  Will you pray with me:


Dear God, we want to build our lives on the rock, not on sand.  We want to live on a solid foundation of truth, on your Word, the Bible.  So we commit ourselves over the next 40 days to learning how to do that.  We pray for good soil in our hearts and minds.  We pray for your help as we begin a regular habit of Bible reading.  We pray for deep penetration of your roots in us, that we may understand the scriptures in ways we never have before.  We pray for wisdom in seeing how you want us to make changes in our lives.  And, most of all, we ask you, Jesus, to come into our hearts today and save us from our sins, because we believe you died in our place on the cross.  We know we've done wrong.  We ask you to forgive us.  And we believe that you have.  Amen.

