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Essentials of Following Jesus



Week 3: Discovering God’s Story in the Bible
The Third Habit: Discovering God’s Story in the Bible

Mark 2:23-28

One Sabbath Jesus was going through the grain fields, and as his disciples walked along, they began to pick some heads of grain.   The Pharisees said to him, “Look, why are they doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?” 

He answered, “Have you never read what David did when he and his companions were hungry and in need?   In the days of Abiathar the high priest, he entered the house of God and ate the consecrated bread, which is lawful only for priests to eat. And he also gave some to his companions.” 

Then he said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.  So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.”
The Sabbath is a bad task master.

We also cannot live healthily if we disregard the intended blessings of God.

What are we to do then with the Bible?  We need Jesus’ help to live it well.  He is the Lord and the Bible helps us to initiate a relationship and conversation with God.  The Holy Spirit whom Jesus sent to be with us and to lead us into all truth (John 16:5-15) helps us to understand God’s heart and intent in speaking to us in and through the Bible.  

Mark 4:1-34.

Again Jesus began to teach by the lake. The crowd that gathered around him was so large that he got into a boat and sat in it out on the lake, while all the people were along the shore at the water's edge.  He taught them many things by parables, and in his teaching said:  "Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed.  As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up.  Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow.  But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root.  Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain.  Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up, grew and produced a crop, multiplying thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times."  Then Jesus said, "He who has ears to hear, let him hear."  

When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables. And He was saying to them, ""To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but  those who are outside get everything in parables, so that “while seeing, they may see and not perceive, and while hearing, they may hear and not understand, otherwise they might return and be forgiven.” 

Then Jesus said to them, "Do you not understand this parable? How then will you understand any parable?
  The farmer sows the word.  Some people are like seed along the path, where the word is sown. As soon as they hear it, Satan comes and takes away the word that was sown in them.  Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and at once receive it with joy.  But since they have no root, they last only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, they quickly fall away.  Still others, like seed sown among thorns, hear the word; but the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things come in and choke the word, making it unfruitful.  Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the word, accept it, and produce a crop—thirty, sixty or even a hundred times what was sown." 

Notes: 




This parable is a metaphor of what is happening and what will happen in your life as you follow Jesus.  It takes faith to stick around, a change of life that comes about from struggling with the Bible.  This process does not seem to make immediate sense.  The fact is that the Bible should trouble us.  It is, after all, originated by a mind infinitely greater than ours.  It ought to puzzle us; otherwise, we might wonder whether it really was inspired by the God of the universe.

So, in approaching the Bible, Jesus does not consider understanding the highest priority.

Jesus considers “asking” and “obeying”— interacting with the Bible – the key to bringing about fruitfulness and life transformation.

This parable talks about the four lifestyles possible when encountering the Bible

1. People who do not pay due attention—even what they have is taken away.  There are two kinds.  People who know they do not understand, but do not think it is worth the bother or do not recognize the value.  Second, people who think they understand (mistakenly), and do not pay more attention.  This is an “understanding based” approach that ends up in self-justification.  It does not result in transformation.  It stays at the mind level and disappears.

2. People who pay attention, but not at the deep-heart level—shallow roots.  The joy from God is good, but it has not reached the experience of the heart level.  

3. People who have experienced connection with God, have experienced his goodness, but cannot let go of the other pleasures that get in the way (the worries of this life, deceitfulness of wealth and desires for other things).  Spotty obedience.

4. People who hear, pay attention, ask questions, dig deep and carry out into action.

How can we walk out this fourth lifestyle?

1. Take in the Bible.  “He taught them many things by parables, and in his teaching said:  ‘Listen’ . . .  Then Jesus said,  ‘He who has ears to hear, let him hear.’ "  Mark 4:2-3a, 9. 
a. Find a way to read or listen to the Bible daily.  (See resource list below for helpful tools in what can feel like a difficult task)
b. Choose a reading plan and stick with it. 

2. Interact with the Bible. “When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables.” Mark 4:10
a. Be troubled – start with what you don not understand.  One helpful approach to bible study is Observation, Interpretation and Application. 

b. Ask questions – in small group, alone with bible resources.
c. Look to Jesus – you cannot really understand without divine revelation
.
3. Act on the Bible. “Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the word, accept it, and produce a crop—thirty, sixty or even a hundred times what was sown." Mark 4:20
a. Put into practice anything new you learned

b. If you felt God lead you to do something specific from the Bible, do it!!!

c. Take note of the fruit and tell others.  It is important to notice the good things that come from obeying God’s word.  

[Blessed are those] who delight in the law of the LORD and meditate on his law day and night. 
They are like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not whither—whatever they do prospers. 




Psalm 1:2-3

Takeaway:

I will commit to daily, systematic interaction with the Bible, allowing it to change the values I have, the way I think and the way I live.

A Final Word
There are many temptations in our daily lives to neglect interacting sincerely with the Bible.  It may be that we wonder, “Is it really going to do that much good?” Maybe, at that particular moment, we would rather watch TV.   These are forces that will try to choke the fruitfulness of the Bible from your life, but your decision to commit to daily, systematic interaction with the Bible will have a profound impact on your life.  It is like a tree that grows by on its own.  Without your knowing how it has happened, you will find yourself changing and becoming more like Jesus. 

Some Resources for Bible Study
How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth (Paperback) 

by Gordon D. Fee (Author), Douglas Stuart
How to Read the Bible Book by Book: A Guided Tour by Dr. Gordon D. Fee

What the Bible is all About by Henrietta Mears (Regal)
Study Bibles:

The TNIV or NIV Study Bible (Zondervan)


The Student Study Bible (Zondervan)


The Life Application Study Bible (Tyndale)


A Key Word study Bible

Other Study Tools:


A number of different translations.


A complete concordance to match your translation, or a Bible on 
computer program such as e-sword (free) or Quickverse 

The New Bible Commentary (IVP)



Or a commentary set.


The New Bible Dictionary (IVP)


Haley’s Bible Handbook (Zondervan)



The One Year Bible (Tyndale)



Bible reading plans (available online)



biblegateway.com (different translations, concordance, listen to the 




Bible online and more)



biblos.com (word study, commentaries and more) 
Reflection Three: The Habit of a Daily Time with God

As we have said, following Jesus is all about getting to know God.  While there are infinite rewards to following Jesus, the bottom-line reward is a living, active relationship with Him.  This relationship has the potential to be such a wonderful, life-giving thing.  Jesus used the imagery of a vine and branches to describe the kind of connection he wanted us to experience with God (God being the vine and we being the branches!). 

It is important that we make room every day to spend time with God.  Often this would be a time when we create space for ourselves, free from all the competing demands of our lives.  In stillness, spend time with God through prayer, time in the Bible, worship or whatever means might help you to connect with God.

Use the following guide to help you spend daily time with God.  Talk with a spiritual leader in your life about the benefits you have experienced from taking this time.  Also, talk with them about the difficulties you have run into in trying to take this time.  

How to Begin a Daily Time with God
1. Select a specific time.


The best time to have a quiet time is when you are at your best.


Some reasons for considering an early morning quiet time:

• The example of Bible characters.
Abraham, Jacob, Moses, Hannah, Job, Hezekiah, David, Daniel, Jesus.

• It seems logical.
“The best time to tune your instrument is before you play the concert, not after.”



-- Hudson Taylor 

• It demonstrates that meeting with God is your first priority.

• You are likely to be more rested and have a less-cluttered mind... and it is often the quietest time!

Whatever time you set, be consistent.

If this is not currently your habit, consider starting with 15 minutes a day.

2. Choose a special place.

“Jesus left the city and went, as he usually did, to the Mount of Olives... to pray.” 

Luke 22:39 (Good News)
“Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went to a solitary place, where he prayed.”

Mark 1:35

3. Bring the resources you will need.
Bible, notebook and pen, worship CD, prayer book, or whatever you use to help you connect with God. 

4. Schedule a weekly Sabbath – (a day off with God).

For more extended time with God.  This does not have to be on Sunday.  

In the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20), keeping a Sabbath is the 4th commandment.  It is ahead of Thou shall not kill.  How can this seemingly non-important command come before the “Thou shall not kill”? Why is God so insistent on our taking a weekly time of rest?  One of the reasons is that it is a tangible way of trusting God with our work and time.  There are many stories of people who had incredibly busy lives who decided to take a day off with God and found that they have excelled even more at their work and received tons of joy at the same time. If a day seems crazy, take a few hours with God.  

How to Overcome Problems with Your Daily Time with God

1. The Problem of Discipline

If you have decided to meet with God first thing in the morning, you will need to decide to get out of bed!  


Some suggestions:

· Go to bed on time. 

· Be aware of quiet time robbers! Namely, “Letterman,” “Nightline” and “Friends reruns” or a good book/video game.

· Before you go to bed, briefly ask God to help you have a good time with him in the morning.

· Get up immediately.

2. The Problem of Distractions

Satan is dedicated to helping your mind wander during a quiet time!  Some 
suggestions:

· Pray aloud

· Walk or journal during your prayer times.
· Keep a notepad nearby. [In case you suddenly remember three errands you need to run that day
.]

3. The Problem of Dryness
Sometimes you might feel like you are not getting anything out of your times with God.


Some questions to ask at those times:

• Have you disobeyed in some area God has spoken to you about?

[Again, God will not show you something new until 

you have acted on what he has already shown you.]

• Are you in a rush or feeling distracted during your times with God?

• Are you sharing how God speaks with you -- in prayer or in the Bible -- with others?


A couple of other things to try:

· Start your time by thanking God for some of the good things he has done for you recently

· Consider changing your routine.  Vary what you do once in a while.
4. The Problem of Diligence
Satan does not like you to be consistent in this, so he will fight you!  Some suggestions:

• Schedule it!

• Be prepared for Satan’s excuses!

• Leave your Bible open to the passage for the next day.

It takes 3 weeks for you to become familiar with a new task.  Then it takes another 3 weeks before it becomes a comfortable habit.
Many people never make it past the 6-week barrier of having a quiet time.

Resources for your daily time with God:


The Practice of the Presence of God by Brother Lawrence

Other books that might help:
· Surprised by the Power of God by Jack Deere

· Is that Really You, God? by Loren Cunningham

· Drawing Near by John Bevere
· My Utmost for His Highest by Oswald Chambers
�task master


�disregard


�


Is there anything that is troubling to you?  (Two things.  Intentional Obscurity.  Poor gets poorer.)





What is the secret of the Kingdom of God?  








Who is the “you,” and who are “those on the outside?”





When is this secret given to “you?”  Past, Present, or Future at this moment?





How is this possible?  How is it that they already have it?





Who is the sower?  





What is the field?





What is sown?





What is happening right then at the giving of this parable? (many different responses to Jesus. Jesus is looking for those that will stay around. Content is less important than being around him.)





What are people feeling after hearing this?


�This secret of the kingdom, which is found in this parable, of taking God’s words seriously, asking him about what it means, and applying it to our lives is the key to understanding all of the parables—and in fact all of  the story of God’s interactions with people throughout the Bible.


�Reading on in  21-23 Jesus says everything  that is hidden is meant to be revealed and everything that is concealed is meant to be disclosed


In v33-34 it says that when Jesus was alone with his disciples that he explained everything.  As we get alone with him, he will explain or bring understanding to us.


�Jesus tells us that if we understand this parable we will have the key to understanding the rest of the parables.  


The secret of the Kingdom of God is given to those who stick around and ask Jesus more questions.  If fact, Jesus is intentionally obscure because he wants people to stay and ask him questions.





�


The Bible seems awfully long.  But, there are more words in the Boston Sunday Globe than there are in the New Testament!  If you have a mind to read the Bible, you can get through it.





If you read approximately          15           minutes a day, you can read through the Bible once a year.


�[If you study the Bible seriously, you will find yourself getting troubled by almost any passage.  Don’t avoid them.  Look for them.  Then, wrestle with the questions that arise in your mind.  You will gain fresh insights.  For example, in Luke 16, in the parable of the dishonest steward, Jesus commends the dishonest manager for his shrewdness.   You should be troubled by this.  How can Jesus commend someone who acted dishonestly?  Out of that question, significant insights can come. I mean, God’s ways are so much higher than our ways.  We shouldn’t assume that we can understand the deeper meanings automatically.  The Bible SHOULD be troubling and surprising to us if we look close enough.  It is the word of the Almighty God.


�Lk 24:45 - Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. 


�Lots of people come up and say they are moved by a sermon or teaching, and then he never sees them again!





If you don’t put the Bible into practice, you’re not transformed.


�


“Do not merely listen to the Word, and so deceive yourselves.  Do what it says!”


James 1:22





“Whoever... does not simply listen and then forget, but puts it into practice, that person will be blessed in what he does.”


James 1:25 (Good News)





�As a leader, talk about what works for you
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