“Skill Set” Series / 13: Bible Study / January 22, 2023
We use the phrase “Jesus followers” a lot here at CapCity … on purpose.  Are you a Jesus follower?  Are you? Because we’re not just “believers” here at CapCity, we don’t just believe in Jesus; we’re Jesus “followers.” This means we are committed to doing life with God … which means with Jesus; for God … which means, for Jesus, God’s way … which means we do life as Jesus' followers.  Because we believe Jesus actually was God, God stepping into our world, God enabling us and inviting us to follow him.  But … But listen: How can you “follow” Jesus if you’re covering your eyes and closing your ears when he’s talking to you?  How can you actually “follow” Jesus if you never study the map, if you never read the guidebook, the instruction book he left for us?  A lot of us are kind of like, “We’ll follow you, Jesus, just don’t tell us how!”  Which is pretty stupid, right?
Now, this next part is mind-blowing.  I mean, we actually believe in a big G God … an eternal, transcendent, all-powerful, all knowing, perfectly holy creator God.  It just makes sense! Compared to whom we are really, really, really small.  And yet, we believe that big G God actually loves puny little us … go figure, and wants us to do life with him … go figure.  And our big G proved it by sending his son, Jesus, into our world to enable us and invite us to follow him.  How cool is that!  Why God cares about you and why God cares about me is beyond me, but that God cares for us is beyond dispute.  He proved it on a cross!
But listen, guys; God doesn’t just want you to “believe” in Jesus; he wants you to “follow” him.  It’s easy to “believe” it takes guys to “follow.” Do you know where’s he leading you? How do you know? So, to help us get it right, God inspired this book, this guidebook, this instruction manual.  Have you ever tried to put something together without reading the instructions?  You can do it with simple things, maybe.  But with really, really complex things … good luck.  Well, into which category do you put your life? Sim0le, or complex? Have you ever messed up your life … badly?  Well, a lot of Jesus' followers try to get it done without reading the instructions.
And even when we consult the book, the guidebook, the instruction manual, a lot of us are like … “Really?  That’s what God wants? I must not have read that right.  Did God really say … that?  It must not mean what it sounds like.  Did God really mean … that?  That’s just weird.” Or, “That may work for some of you, but that’s not going to work for me. And it’s my call, right? After all, it’s my life.”  And with stupid thoughts like these, we blow God off.
I mean, God left us guidance on many of the issues we fight over: abortion, gender, sex, race … and we’re like, “What did he say?” “Are you sure you’re reading that right?” Or, “Maybe that worked 2000 years ago, but that’s not going to work today!” “It’s not going to work for me.” “Besides, it’s my life! Who made God … God?”  And not just issues people are fighting about out there. I mean, when you open the book, the guidebook, the instruction book, you read stuff like, “Turn the other cheek,” or “Love your enemies,” or “Don’t lust.” And we’re like, “Do you think he really means it?” And we start looking for loopholes. Or stuff like, “Don’t gossip,” … seriously? I like gossip!” Or, “Don’t lie, don’t envy, don’t judge” … “Well, there have to be exceptions, right?” Or stuff like, “Be content.”  Well, that’s just un-American! Or “Be merciful, or be thankful, or be patient.”  Maybe … as long as I get to choose the when and the how and the with whom, maybe.
And guys, this battle with God’s … Word … has been going on for a long, long time … in fact, from our very beginning.  … Genesis, chapter 2.  Genesis 1 is about creation: “In the beginning, God creates the heavens and the earth,” right?  Someone had to get it all started!  And then, Genesis 2: God creates this amazing garden called Eden, and there he puts Adam and Eve.  It was an incredible place, filled with everything they needed … physically.  And God says, “You may freely eat the fruit of every tree in the garden (100s of them, 1000s maybe) — except (God says, except for just one) the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. If you eat its fruit, you are sure to die.” (Genesis 2.16-17) So is God amazingly generous or flat-out stingy? And, if you were Adam or Eve, which tree would you fixate on? The 1000s they were free to eat from, or the one with a stop sign? And they are like, “Do you think God is holding out on us?  Do you think he’s holding us back? Why is God so mean?” right?
So in Genesis 3 it starts.  Here it is: “Did God really say that? Did God really mean that?  If he did, is God really ... good?” Genesis 3.1 says: “The serpent was the shrewdest of all the wild animals the Lord God had made. One day he asked the woman, “Did God really say (did God really say … are you serious? Did God really say) you must not eat the fruit from any of the trees in the garden?”  Now the serpent twists God’s words, doesn’t he?  Which is what we usually do when we want to blow God off.  “Sounds like God is kind of mean!  Sounds like God may not be wanting what is best … for me! Either that or maybe God is just wrong!” … What do you think?

Well, Eve kind of corrects the serpent … kind of.  Genesis 3.2: She says, “Of course, we may eat fruit from the trees in the garden,” the woman replied. “It’s only the fruit from the tree in the middle of the garden that we are not allowed to eat. God said, ‘You must not eat it or even touch it; if you do, you will die.’” (Genesis 3.2-3) “Of course, we can eat from the trees in the garden,” she says.  Except for that one, that tree that looks so good, and God says we’re not even supposed to touch it!” She twists, she embellishes, she injects a tone of meanness into the words of God.
“Did God really say that? Really? Did God actually mean that?  And if he did, is this God actually good?  Well, “You won’t die!” the serpent replied to the woman. “God knows that your eyes will be opened as soon as you eat it, and you will be like God …” (Genesis 3.4-5), Which is exactly what a lot of us want sometimes, right?  To be our own god?
And I am telling you, guys, the deceiver has been using that same line since the beginning.  “Did God really say that?  Are you sure you heard him right?  Did he mean it … for you? Are you sure he’s right? Are you sure God is good? Would a good God say something like that? It’s not going to kill you!”  And when we start down that path … that path of mistrust … that path of … rebellion … the result is always, it is always chaos.  Do you buy that?  Because … he’s God.  And he’s way smarter than we are, and his way is always best … for every single one of us, every single time.  Do you buy that?  Really?
Well, this morning, we’re going to talk about how a Jesus “follower” listens to the Word of God.  Specifically, what does a Jesus follower do with this book, this guidebook, this instruction book, we believed was inspired by God?  Because too often, we drift towards, “Did God really say that? Did God really mean that? Does it even matter, to me, what God says?” … Guys, this is part 3 of our series we’re calling “Skill Set,” the things we Jesus followers do because we are Jesus' followers.
Two weeks ago, we talked about worship, worshiping on the first day of every week, if we can.  And we don’t just gather here to watch worship; we gather here to worship.  Last week we talked about prayer.  We, Jesus' followers, pray.  This big G God wants us to pray.  So we do.  We talk to God, and we listen … that was last week.  Today: as Jesus' followers, we are people of the Word.  Because this is the primary way our big G God communicates with us.  If you are a Jesus “follower,” you are serious about learning what God has to say about doing life with God, for God, God’s way, together.  And that means knowing what’s in this book.  So, here goes…
Now, before I talk about how to use this right, let me reflect on how we do it wrong.  Four ways we dishonor God, by dishonoring his Word.  Way 1 (and this one is pretty obvious): Some people just blow this book off.  “God’s Word? Poppycock!” “A guidebook on how to live … today? Poppycock!” “It’s just an old book, right? Nothing special.” A growing number of people see this book as simply a book of fiction – fairy tales, myths, pious drivel.  I found this in a chat room on the internet.  They wrote, “Dear Sir, How can you base your arguments on religious myth? The Bible is not a factual history of how God feels, what She thinks should be done, etc. It was written by men, for men, about men.”  There are some, like this person, who think this is simply a book of myths, fairy tales, and pious drivel.

Gallup did a poll last July.  20% of those polled still believe the Bible is the literal “Word of God.” 29% said it is a collection of fables and legends, as well as some history and morality stuff recorded by man.  Everybody else was somewhere in between.  Where would you be?

Now, fortunately, most people don’t diss the Bible that openly.  But we have other ways … other ways we’re kind of like … “Did God really say?” Other ways, we are just as … disrespectful.  Here’s Way 2:  Some folks use the Bible when it agrees with them and set it aside when it doesn’t.  Have you ever heard of “proof-texting”? Just yanking out those verses you think make your case? When they like what it says, it is the inspired Word of God.  When they don’t like what it says, well, that part is the word of men.  Have you ever been like that? “I’ll follow Jesus as long as I agree with him.”  Well, guys, that’s not … following Jesus!
I read one guy who said, “There are some parts of the Bible that are really inspired, but there are some parts that aren’t. You don’t have to accept the Bible verse by verse as equally inspired and perfect.  You have to use your brain with the Bible and interpret it in a respectful way.”  In other words, if I agree with it, it’s the Word of God.  If I don’t agree with it, well, that part contains the words of misguided men.

 In fact, there are quite a few “Christians” who think the rules in the Bible have to change as times change.  As we become more enlightened, the more barbaric notions of the Bible will have to be set aside, they say.  “We serve a living God, right? So maybe this is a living document. Maybe we need to respect the Bible on the one hand, but also respect our culture on the other hand, and look for that middle road, right?” But a Jesus “follower,” guys, follows Jesus, even when culture doesn’t.  Do you buy that? Because people are messed up!  Culture is messed up! We follow Jesus even when we’d prefer not to!  Because we understand that we are messed up too. That’s what following Jesus means!
Anyway, we dishonor the Bible in so many ways.  Way 1: We toss it aside as an antiquated book full of myths and fairy tales.  Way 2 (which is just as dangerous): We accept it as the Word of God, but only when we agree with it.  “Did God really say that?  Did God really mean that? And if he did, is God all that smart or all that good?”  Here’s Way 3: Some folks say they honor this book, some of us, maybe, but they don’t take the time or effort to know what’s in it.  Any one of you guys fit here? You say you honor this book, but you‘re actually pretty clueless about what’s in it.
Did you know that the Bible is unrivaled as the best-selling book in history … no severe competitors? Did you know that (I read this one time) the average American home has at least 3 Bibles in it?  I think I have over 50 hard copies.  And, did you know you can download the YouVersion app on your phones … and you’ll be carrying in your pocket almost 3000 versions of the Bible in just under 2000 languages.  In fact, I can open over 70 English Bibles on my phone.  You can too! It’s not a question of access!  Most Americans still say that the Bible is the most important book ever written.  Most of us still say it holds the answers to the big questions of life. Most of us Jesus' followers, at least, still revere it … but … most of us don’t know it!  Now, that’s a huge disconnect, isn’t it? Can you really honor the Bible as the Word of God if you don’t read it?  Guys, this is the best-selling, least-read, least-understood book ever written! If we don’t know it or read it, for all intents and purposes, this might as well be a book of myths and fairy tales.  Practically speaking, we’re no different than atheists.  
Now, there’s one more way we dishonor the Bible … a way every one of us is pretty good at.  Way 1: Some folks are honest enough to admit they simply don’t care about this book at all … To them, it’s an outdated book of myths and fairytales.  Way 2: Others of us say we honor it, but only when we agree with it.  Way 3: Others of us say we honor it, but we don’t have a clue what’s in it.  There’s one more way we dishonor the Bible – and this one may be the most dangerous of all.  Way 4: We say we honor the Bible and have a pretty good idea of it; we just don’t do what it says.56y  Which makes us … hypocrites, saying one thing with our mouths and doing the opposite in our hearts?  Or, maybe not hypocrites; maybe just rebellious twits, sometimes.  
Now, the Bible is pretty hard on us when we just pretend to honor the Word when we hear it but refuse to obey it.  James, who was Jesus’ brother (kind of), James says, “Don’t fool yourself into thinking that you are a listener when you are anything but letting the Word go in one ear and out the other.  Act on what you hear! (He says,) Anyone who sets himself up as “religious” by talking a good game is self-deceived.  This kind of religion is hot air, and only hot air.” (James 1.22, 26) That makes sense, doesn’t it? If we know what the Bible says and say we honor it but don’t live by it, for all practical purposes, it’s a book of myths and fairy tales, isn’t it?  If we know what the Bible says and say we honor it but don’t live by it for all practical purposes, we may be the most dangerous of those who dishonor this book.

Guys, this “Skill Set” series is all about the basics.  What do Jesus' followers do because we are Jesus' followers?  We started with worship … we worship; last week was about prayer … we pray; this week is about the Bible, The Word of God, what we Jesus followers do with this book, this guidebook, and this user’s manual.  Now, I’m not going to try to defend the Bible this morning against those who think it is just myths and fairy tales.  I could give you plenty of evidence for its trustworthiness, but for most of you, that will probably not be necessary.  And I’m not going to talk about how the Bible was inspired by God.  There’s a lot of confusion on that one, and I may take that up on Wednesday night.  This morning I want to focus on why this book is so important to us and how we can make it part of our life with God.
Think about it, guys: There are some big questions that most all of us ask from time to time.  Questions like: How did we get here?  Why are we here?  Is there a purpose for all this?  Is there a purpose for me?  Does it really matter what I believe?  Does it really matter how I live?  In a few years, am I simply going to be a speck of cosmic dust?  Bottom line: is there really a God? Big questions.  For that matter, there are some questions we struggle with every day – questions of priorities, questions of right and wrong.

And, the fact is, if there is no God, you can make up whatever answers you want.  If there is no God, or … if this is not the “Word of God,” you can go ahead and live for what you want; you can live however you want.  It won’t matter.  But if there is a God, guys, if this big G God designed all this, if this big G God designed you, then only he really knows the real answers to all our questions.  If there is a God, then I don’t get to invent my own truth, and I don’t get to invent my own rules.

And we, Jesus' “followers,” believe there is a God.  We believe there is a purpose for all this.  There is a purpose for your life.  We believe it matters what we believe, and it matters how we live.  And … we believe death will not have the last word. We actually believe that there is more to this whole world than what we can see right now, than what we understand right now.  So, we believe we cannot invent our own truth, and we cannot make our own rules.  If you want to know the truth, if you want to know the rules, you have to listen to the one who designed it all, to the one who designed you … you have to listen to God.

And the primary way God speaks to us about all this stuff is right here, in this book … which we believe was inspired by God.  So, if you want to know what it’s really all about, you’ll have to know this book.  If you really want to know what God is like … and that’s something you need to know … you’ll have to study the Jesus on these pages.  If you want to know who you really are and what you’re here for, it’s here.

Probably the most important verses that teach us about this book are 2 Timothy 3.16-17.  I want to read it to you in several different translations.  I think peeking at it through different windows makes it start to come alive.  The apostle Paul says, “All scripture is God breathed (it is inspired in some way by God) and (it) is useful for teaching, (and for) rebuking, (and for) correcting and (for) training in righteousness, so that the man (or woman) of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” We need that, right? That’s the NIV; here’s the Phillips: “All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching the faith and correcting the error, resetting the direction of a man’s life and training him in good living.  The scriptures are the comprehensive equipment of the man of God and fit him fully for all branches of his work.”  Here’s the NLT: “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, fully equipped for every good thing God wants us to do.”  Last one, the Message: “Every part of Scripture is God-breathed and useful one way or another – showing us the truth, exposing our rebellion, correcting our mistakes, training us to live God’s way.  Through the Word, we are put together and shaped up for the tasks God has for us.”

In other words, guys, it’s not just a “good thing” to know this book – it is a Jesus follower essential.  This is “what it’s all about” from God’s perspective – and he’s the one who designed it all.  We don’t get to create our own truth; we don’t get to make our own rules. Right and wrong will be determined by the God who reveals himself to us here.  This prepares us for doing life with God, for God’s way … together.  So … are you a Jesus “follower”?
So let me wrap this up by getting really, really practical.  This is where the rubber hits the road.  If what I have said is true, what are you going to do about it?
· Piece 1: Just read it.  Not just here, in this room, when we put verses on screen … but read it on your own.  Start reading it and or listening to it, if you prefer.  

· Piece 2: Let me show you an app I’d encourage you to download on your phone or tablet.  It’s called the YouVersion.  It’s free, and it’s incredible.  You can read pretty much any version of the Bible you want, or it’ll read it to you.  You can sign up for the verse of the day … they’ll send it to you every day.  It’s pretty cool.  You can use one of the Bible reading plans on it.  You can look up where something is in the Bible. It’s amazing, and it’s free!  It’s called the YouVersion.  Give it a shot!

· Assignment: Install, sign up for the verse of the day, and read that verse of the day every day for the next week.  Don’t just read it; pray about it.  See if it makes a difference.
· Piece 3: Try to read it every day.  We Jesus followers pray daily, and we’re in the word every day if we can.  Even just a verse if you want.  Or just a few verses until you read something that just captures or challenges you.  It’s not about how much you read; it’s about letting God speak to you regularly through his Word.

· Piece 4: I’d encourage you to use a good, solid, readable translation.  I know, I grew up on the old King James, but we don’t talk that way anymore.  I’d suggest the NIV: the New International Version; or the Good News Bible )it’s a really good one), or maybe my favorite: the New Living Translation – a solid translation and easy to read.
· Piece 5: I’d encourage you to focus on the New Testament … which is our covenant with God through Jesus.  We read the Old Testament, too; it’s still part of God’s Word and useful for us, but that is the old covenant with God.  So our focus should be on the New Testament.  

· Piece 6: If you are new to reading the Bible, I’d suggest maybe starting with the Gospel of John – it is easy to read but absolutely rich. And then maybe the Gospel of Matthew.  

· Piece 7 (and this is huge): When you read, remember … As Jesus’ “followers,” we acknowledge that he is God, and we’re not.  We call Jesus “Lord,” and we mean it.  When the Bible speaks clearly, we … “follow.” We follow when we agree with God, and we follow when we don’t. Because he is God.  We follow when we understand the why, and we follow when we don’t.  Because we trust him.  We’re Jesus’ “followers.”  Like James said, “Don’t just listen to God’s word. You must do what it says. Otherwise, you are only fooling yourselves.” (James 1.22). So, guys, just do it! You’ll discover that our big G God is really, really smart and really good.
You see, here’s what you will discover.  The more you get to know him, the more he will dazzle you. The closer you get to God, the bigger he gets and the grander he gets.  Get to know him, guys.  That’s when this thing becomes … fun.
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