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Experiencing the Word

January 22nd, 2006

On November 19, 1863 Abraham Lincoln visited a town about four hours from here, a town in Pennsylvania called Gettysburg. 

· He made that journey to Gettysburg in order to speak at the dedication of a national cemetery that was being established there in the wake of the crucial battle that had been fought on that ground four months earlier.

· I’m sure most of you people can quote at least a sentence or two from Lincoln’s message that day. Actually, it was a very short speech… and yet even now its words can stir our emotions.

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. 

We are met on a great battlefield of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live…

It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us -- that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion -- that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain -- that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom -- and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.

And yet, in spite of how Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address might inspire you, the truth is that it was not received all that well from everyone there that day.  In fact, the editor of a Harrisburg newspaper who was there that day wrote this… 

· “We pass over the silly remarks of the President … For the credit of the nation, we are willing that the veil of oblivion shall be dropped over them and that they shall no more be repeated or thought of.”

· Now as much as that editor was on the wrong side of history with that review, the truth is that over the years many have reflected that same kind of criticism toward the Bible, calling it silly, senseless, and irrelevant to today’s living. 

· In fact, Robert Ingersoll, one of America’s most prominent orators in the 19th century, who also fought in the Civil War, said in one of his speeches, “In 25 years, the Bible will be a forgotten book.”
· But the truth is that there is no book that has ever been written whose words are so profound, whose truths are so timeless, whose heroes are so inspiring, whose message is so life-giving as God’s Word, the Bible.
If you’ve been around the Vineyard any amount of time, you know that it is our heart here as a church to know the Bible, experience what it talks about, and do what it tells us to do.  
· As we begin next week our study of the Book of Acts, I want to encourage you to begin reading through the Book yourself… read just a few chapters a day.  Read it the first time to get a feel of what the Book is about.  
· And when you’re done, I want to encourage you to read it again… just a few chapters a day… this time asking God to show you how you fit into that story.
· As we look at Luke’s account here in the Book of Acts of how, through the Spirit’s power, the Church went on to continue the ministry of Jesus throughout Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and then outward to the furthest corners of the world, it will be so crucial that we walk in all three of these spheres… knowing, experiencing, and doing.
· What I’d like to do this morning is to look at those three areas… knowing the Word, experiencing the Word, and doing the Word… through the lenses of David’s first Psalm.  
· So, if you have your Bibles with you this morning, go ahead and open to Psalm, chapter 1.  [PRAYER]
As we look at PSALM 1, you’ll begin to notice David contrasting for us the person who finds his or her home in the Word, who makes the Word his/her priority, against those who don’t.   In a way, it’s a Psalm about whose council to take… the Word or the World.  He writes

1Blessed is the man

who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked

or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.
Everyday in our lives, whether we’re on the road listening to the radio or seeing billboards… or on our couch reading a magazine or watching TV… we are receiving messages… about what we should be thinking, doing, eating, drinking… about everything.

· In this first Psalm, David tells us to be careful regarding what or whom we listen to…

· Because who we listen to and what gets deep inside of us will change our heart and change what flows out from us.  

· Proverbs 4:23 says, “Guard your heart for it is the wellspring of life.”
· The way we guard our heart is by determining what we listen to and what we don’t listen to… what we allow into our heart and what we don’t.

David’s bottom-line here is that if our sustenance is coming from the world, if we are feeding on all the messages and methods of this world, then we wont experience the kind of blessing God wants us to walk in. 

· Keep in mind that when David says, “Blessed is the man…”, the word “blessed” means happy.  It was translated “blessed” b/c our word “happy” doesn’t convey enough depth… 

· It is a happiness that runs deep within… rooted in peace and joy.

· Happy is the person whose thinking and values are not shaped by the world…

· But (verse 2) “whose delight is in the law of the Lord.”
How are you doing in this area? What are you allowing to mold you, to shape you, to influence you? 

· Is what you’re taking in feeding your spirit or your flesh? Whose counsel are you listening to?

· Guys… if you too often feed yourself from the world… you will find yourself too full to then feed from God’s Word.

· In John 2:15, Jesus says, “Do not love the world or anything in the world.”
Through so many experiences with the world and encounters with God, David has learned that when we get to the point where we are delighting in God’s Word… 

· Where it captures your heart & mind… only then you will experience that deeper peace and joy that you can’t find anywhere else.

· But what does that mean?  That we’ll always be happy?  Of course not… 

· Because David isn’t talking about the kind of happiness that comes when your team wins the Super-bowl or when you’re sitting down to a bowl of your favorite ice cream!
· He’s talking about a peace and joy that endures through the difficult times as well as the best of times.

To make this clearer, in the next verse, David gives us three illustrations of what this kind happiness, or deep rooted joy, will look like for us…

· Three things that will characterize those who delight in God’s Word…

3He is like a tree planted by streams of water,

which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither.

Whatever he does prospers.
The person who delights in God’s Word, taking in His council rather the council of the world… will be like a tree firmly planted by streams of water… a tree that will 1. Bear fruit; 2. Whose leaves do not whither; 3. And who prospers.

Let’s think about each of these for a minute…

Fruitful:  When you delight in God’s Word, chewing on it so that it gets deep within you, so that you not only understand it intellectually but allow it to shape your thinking and behavior…

· Then you’ll find yourself more fruitful… at work, school, at home… wherever God has called you to be.

· You’ll find your capacity to love your families grow… the way you treat those you work with or those you hang out with each and every day at school.

· Even the things you pray for will bear more fruit.  

· Jesus said, “If you abide in Me and My Word abides in You, then ask whatever you wish and it will be given to you.”  (Jn 15:7)

· But there’s another side to being a fruitful person. John Piper says,
· “They are refreshing and nourishing to be around. You go away from them fed. You go away strengthened. You go away with your taste for spiritual things awakened. Their words are healing and convicting and encouraging and deepening and enlightening. Being around them is like a meal.”
Durable: The 2nd illustration David uses to help us understand the kind of peace and joy that comes when we delight in God’s word is of a tree “whose leaves do not whither.”

· The picture here is that while the heat is scorching and no rain is in sight, your leaves remain green… b/c delighting in the Word is like being planted by a stream.
· The happiness of this person is durable… it’s deep.  It doesn’t depend on which way the wind is blowing or whether the rain is falling.  

· It gets life from a different source… a source that doesn’t depend on the seasons… a source that will never dry up or disappear.

· Back in 1994, Joyce and I spent 10 days in Peshawar, Pakistan… the heart of the Taliban.  While there, I met a guy who had been kidnapped in Afghanistan and kept in isolation for 3-months.  I read the journal he kept… Grounded in God’s Word.

· In 2001, two American girls, Dayna Curry and Heather Mercer, were held captive for more than three months in Afghanistan with SNI… afraid… but didn’t whither away.
Prospering.  “And in whatever he does, he prospers”.  What does this mean?

· Does it mean that if you delight in the Word of God and meditate on it, your business will make a big profit and your health will always be good?

· If that is what David is saying that I think a lot more people would be reading the Bible.  

· Truth is, though… that God does not promise to keep us from all the problems in this world.  In fact, David writes in Psalm 34:19, “many are the afflictions of the righteous.”

Jesus said that in this world there are many trials and tribulations… but He also said that we can prosper through these storms…

· He’s not saying that we can simply survive the storms… He’s saying that we can prosper through them…

· Because unlike those trees planted alone in the desert that whither and die, as we delight in God’s Word, we will find ourselves to be like that tree planted by streams of water. 

I’ve shared a number of times before how, what is in this Book, are like Words of Life!

· As a church, we will always hold God’s Word as the bedrock upon which everything in the church is built. 

· It is God’s letter to us as individuals and as a community… where He speaks to us regarding who He is, who we are, how He feels toward us, how we were created to live… what His heart is for us as a community
It’s the Word that is going to remind you that in spite of yourself, God will never leave you or forsake you (Heb).  It’s where you learn that…

· You were not a mistake but were fearfully and wonderfully made (Psalm 139)

· That God’s desire is to lavish His love on you (1 John 3:1)

· That He is our provider and will meet all our needs (Mat 6:31)

· That He rejoices over us with singing (Zephaniah 3:17)

· That we are His treasured possession (Exodus 19:5)

· That He is close to us when our hearts are broken (Psalm 34:18)

· As a shepherd carries a lamb, so I have carried you close to my heart (Is 40:11)

· That one day He will wipe every tear from your eye (Rev. 21:3)

· That He is not counting our sins against us (2 Corinthians 5:18)

· That nothing will separate us from His love & that there is no condemnation. (Romans 8)

I don’t know who you think the future belongs to… sometimes it looks pretty bleak to me.  But the message of the Bible… and certainly the Book of Acts… tells us that the future belongs to the Spirit.  

· The future… yours and mine, in this troubled world… belongs to the King of Kings… And, thanks to Him, the Gospel cannot be stopped.

· We read in Revelations 11, "The kingdom of the world has become the Kingdom of our Lord, and of his Christ. He will reign forever and ever!" 
What God has to say to you and me through His Word are Words of Life… And so, for us not to read the Bible is like closing our ears to all the love and tenderness God wants to speak into our lives each and every day
· About three or four years ago, FedEx ran a commercial during the Superbowl that spoofed the movie Castaway, in which Tom Hanks played a FedEx worker whose company plane went down, stranding him on a desert island for years. 

· Looking like the bedraggled Hanks in the movie, the FedEx employee in the commercial goes up to the door of a suburban home, package in hand. 

· When the lady comes to the door, he explains that he survived five years on a deserted island, and during that whole time he kept this package in order to deliver it to her. She gives a simple, "Thank you." 

But he is curious about what is in the package that he has been protecting for years. He says, "If I may ask, what was in that package after all?" 

· She opens it and shows him the contents, saying, "Oh, nothing really. Just a satellite telephone, a global positioning device, a compass, a water purifier, and some seeds."
· Without our being in the Word, we’ll never enter into all that God has for us in our Christian lives

· Yet, by Knowing, Experiencing, Doing the Word of God we will be changed forever.

KNOW THE WORD

I’ve said before that there are two prayers I pray most often in my Christian life… the first is “help” and the second is “more” Lord… “God… I want to know you more!”

· But how are we going know Him more… not more about Him… but how will we really come to know Him more intimately?

· We know Him by the Holy Spirit and His Word.  It has to be both.  

· Stereotypes of Charismatics being all “Spirit” and traditional Evangelicals being all “Word”

If our passion is to walk in intimacy with the Father… to live in that place of renewal… to live as “worshippers of God and rescuers of men,” then we need to embrace both 100%.  

· This will be a church where God’s Word is a priority, the ultimate authority for what we believe and how we live.

· We will also be a church, which allows the Spirit full reign.  It is God’s church, not our own.  

· To KNOW Him we must embrace both… the Holy Spirit’s work in our lives… and God’s Word. 

· We’ll never be the church we were meant to be if we are not allowing the Spirit and the Word transform us… and we’ll never truly know the heart of God unless we’re in His Word.

· How have you been doing with this?  Have you made God’s Word a part of your day? If not, ask the Spirit to renew a passion in you… to read and to know the Bible.

EXPERIENCE THE WORD

As deeply vital as “knowing the Word” is, we also need to “experience” the reality of the Word…

· Where we not only read words on a page but also enter into the reality of those words…

· So, we’re not just reading about His power and love, for example, but also experiencing His power & love in our lives each and every day.  

Jack Deere tells about his own spiritual journey in his book, “Surprised by the Power of the Spirit.”  

· In it he shares how he had developed a good life-long habit of regularly reading the Bible… But acquired a bad habit along the way.
· That is, when he read the stories of the people of the Bible, for example, he didn’t expect his own experience to have any common ground with what he was reading.

· Their experiences were unique while his were normal (whatever that means).

· So he went on reading and memorizing Scripture, never expecting much of anything of what he read to be reproduced in his life…until he was “surprised by the power of the Spirit!”

· The point is that the things we see and learn from the Bible aren’t simply to be digested intellectually… but need to be lived out as we walk in the Spirit and take in His Word.  

I find it sad when people put such a negative spin on the word “experience” Have you ever heard someone criticism experience and emotion?  The fact is, its all an experience… isn’t being born-again an experience?  Being filled with the Spirit an experience?

· I’ve watched people have experiences that have changed their lives!  

· We’re promised dreams and visions in Acts 2… is this not an experience?

· When you read about whole families coming to Christ, about people being healed and delivered, you are not reading about things restricted to the first century.

If you want an experience-less Christianity, the Bible will only frustrate you… especially the Book of Acts!

· I’m not embarrassed that we’re into experience… as long as it’s an authentic experience… and I’m not ashamed that we welcome authentic emotion (as opposed to emotionalism)… always checked and measured against what is in this Book.

· We must know the Word, experience the Word, and DO THE WORD.
DOING THE WORD:   
If you’ve ever seen Joel Osteen on TV, you know that he begins his message each day by asking his congregation to hold up their Bibles repeating after him saying,   
· “This is my Bible. I am what it says I am. I have what it says I have. I can do what it says I can do. Today I will be taught the word of God. I boldly confess my mind is alert, my heart is receptive; I’ll never be the same. In Jesus’ name, God bless you.”
· Is it corny? Maybe… but honestly… I love the heart behind it… “I am what it says I am, I have what it says I have. I can do what it says I can do!”
You see, Matthew 7:24 says, "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.

· If you want your life planted firmly, with a secure foundation, we need to hear the Word and then go out and do the Word.

7:25, “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.”
· Isn’t this the kinds of life you want… that when the rains come and rivers rise, and winds blow, as we know they will, that we will be able to stand through them and not fall?

* Joyce and I had a very unusual experience in that we lived in a place where Christians were persecuted.  We experienced first-hand the effects of each wave of persecution. 

· After some time, we learned who would make it thru those tough times and who wouldn’t.  

· And let me tell you, it wasn’t simply the person who seemed to be “into worship.”  

· It was the person grounded in the Word… those who knew, experienced, and did the Word.

26“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. 27The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash."

· The person who delights in God’s Word, who meditates on it, and does it, will be able to make it through those storms.

· We will all face the storms… sickness, death, broken relationships, and abandonment.

· With the Word we will make it through… as we know, experience, and do the Word! 

We need to be doers of the Word.  That means we do what the Word tells us to do.

· We learned about Jesus’ love from the Word, now lets love those around us.

· We learned about God’s heart for us to be an authentic community… now lets care for one another, pray for one another, build up one another as a community.

· We learned about God’s power to heal, now let’s pray for the sick

· We see God desire to pour out His Spirit and to bring renewal, now let’s begin to really cry out for that.

I want to challenge you to build some consistent time into your day, however long you are able to, to sit and read His Word… digesting it, interacting with it.

· Rebecca was on the computer a few days ago when a popup ad apparently sneaked through my filters… she excitedly told me that we won a plasma TV.  

· It was hard telling her that those kinds of things just aren’t true.  But there is something that she can always trust… that she can always lean on… that she never needs to doubt… and that is God’s Word.

I want to challenge you to not only be a reader of His Word but a doer of His Word.

· Don’t just read about His love, demonstrate His love

· Don’t just read about His forgiveness of us, demonstrate His forgiveness

· Don’t just read it as though you’re merely reading history… but read it with expectancy… that the experiences your read about in the Book of Acts, for example, can be your experience… and our experience as a church.

And as we come to know, experience, and do His Word… as we come to delight in His Word, then we really will be like the tree planted by streams of living water… trees that bear fruit… whose leaves don’t whither and dry out… and who prosper even through the roughest times.

AMEN

