Strengthening Your Spiritual Skills

“Just Do It”

John 13:17; James 1:19-22

The end of a calendar year provides a good opportunity to reflect on where we have been and where we are headed. Lately I have been contemplating these questions, not only in my personal life but for the church as well. I have come to the conclusion that one of our strengths as a church is in learning. Through Sunday services, Bible studies, and individual conversations, the truth of Scripture is being communicated and, as far as I can tell, received. When it comes to Paul’s directive in 2 Timothy 4:2, “Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction,” I believe this church is meeting that challenge.

Yet I feel that something may be missing. I, for one, do not want Jesus’ words in Matthew 23:1-4 to be said of me,

Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: “The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in Moses’ seat. So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach. They tie up heavy loads and put them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them.”
The scribes and Pharisees did not lack knowledge of the Scriptures. They had that information coming out of their ears! Their problem was the transfer from the head to the heart—or, more precise, from the mind to the will. The problem is this: Information without application leads to spiritual stagnation and ego inflation. As Paul warned in 1 Corinthians 8:1, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” The scribes and Pharisees were certainly “puffed up” in their estimation of themselves!

Jesus had a different idea, though. He told His disciples in John 13:17, “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” Those words have been ringing in my ears lately. It’s not enough to merely know the truth; we must live the truth.

That reminded me of the stinging rebuke found in James 1:19-22,

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 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.

My job as a pastor—and all of our jobs as followers of Christ—is not merely to impart knowledge. What we believe is very important, but if that does not affect how we behave, then it is rather meaningless. So for the next year I want to focus on sharpening your spiritual skills, taking the truth of the Bible and bringing it to where we live. This morning I am borrowing the logo phrase from Nike—“Just Do It.”

The Necessary Study

Before we can hope to do anything in the Christian life, we must know what that is. This is where the necessary study comes in. We must be students of God’s Word. The Lord told Joshua in Joshua 1:8, “Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.” He was not only to read the Scriptures; he was to meditate on them. 

What does it mean to meditate? To meditate is to bring to mind, to reflect, and to consider over and over. Meditation in the mind is what a cow does physically when she is chewing her cud.
 It is to dwell on, think about, or to ruminate. Mental health experts say that rumination is not healthy, and when we ruminate on our past failures or hurts it can be detrimental. But ruminating on the truth is always healthy for mind and spirit. Psalm 1:2 describes the blessed person as one who meditates on the law of the Lord day and night. In Psalm 119:97 the psalmist exclaims, “Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long.” We might think such a person to be a fanatic, but that’s not the case here. We should have a healthy appetite for God’s Word, which is our spiritual food.

Ezra was considered “the father of the scribes,” and he is described in Ezra 7:10, “Ezra had devoted himself to the study and observance of the Law of the Lord, and to teaching its decrees and laws in Israel.” Notice that his devotion was first personal—he devoted himself to the study of the Law—and then it was public—he taught the people what the Law said. Furthermore he devoted himself not only to the study of the Law but also to the observance of it. In other words, he practiced what he preached.

Ezra’s successors in the time of Jesus, though, were not cut out of the same cloth. Jesus said to them in John 5:39-40, “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life.” They made the mistake of thinking that just knowing the right answers was all that was necessary. Yet they missed the fact that the Scriptures were pointing toward Jesus, whom they rejected. 

One of the early verses I memorized as a child was 2 Timothy 2:15, which read in the King James Version, “Study to show thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.” I recall seeing a framed print of that verse hanging on the wall of my dad’s study when I was growing up. I prefer the New International Version of that verse—“Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.” But the emphasis on studying God’s Word is important. It is the necessary place to start.

The Natural Susceptibility

A problem arises, however, with the natural susceptibility we have as humans. Our tendency is to be satisfied with knowledge without action. Once you reach a certain age, if you don’t at least write it down, you will forget it…guaranteed! Even if you write it down, you have to remember where you wrote it down! 

For Christians, the natural susceptibility goes beyond merely forgetting what we learn. Jesus put it this way in Luke 6:46, “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” That should cause every believer to stop and take stock of his or her life.

Then Jesus went on in verses 47-49,
 “I will show you what he is like who comes to me and hears my words and puts them into practice. He is like a man building a house, who dug down deep and laid the foundation on rock. When a flood came, the torrent struck that house but could not shake it, because it was well built. But the one who hears my words and does not put them into practice is like a man who built a house on the ground without a foundation. The moment the torrent struck that house, it collapsed and its destruction was complete.”

Matthew records this same parable at the conclusion of what is commonly called “The Sermon on the Mount,” found in Matthew 5-7. This includes the Beatitudes, a series of statements beginning with the words, “Blessed are...” followed by unusual traits of Christ followers; a new take on the commands of the Law that take into account one’s attitudes as well as one’s actions; instructions regarding prayer, fasting, and helping others, and more.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer addresses the natural susceptibility toward this teaching:

We have listened to the Sermon on the Mount and perhaps have understood it. But who has heard it aright? Jesus gives the answer at the end. He does not allow His hearers to go away and make of His saying what they will, picking and choosing from them whatever they find helpful, and testing them to see if they work. He does not give them free rein to misuse His word with their mercenary hands, but gives it to them on condition that it retains exclusive power over them. Humanly speaking, we could understand and interpret the Sermon on the Mount in a thousand different ways. Jesus knows only one possibility: simple surrender and obedience, not interpreting it or applying it, but doing and obeying it. That is the only way to hear His word. But again He does not mean that it is to be discussed as an ideal; He really means us to get on with it. The only proper response to this word which Jesus brings with Him from eternity is simply to do it. Jesus has spoken: His is the word, ours the obedience.

Many of us love buffets, where we can pick and choose what we want and leave the rest. Christianity is not a buffet. In fact, Christianity does not even provide us with a menu for us to choose an entrée. Instead, Jesus brings us what we need and says, “Eat!” That goes so much against our grain, though. We want options. We want time to think it over. We want the right of refusal or at least revision. But Jesus doesn’t play that.

The Bible is a dangerous book to read, and that the Church is a dangerous society to join. We belong to the company described by Jesus as both hearing his teaching and calling him Lord. Our membership therefore lays upon us the serious responsibility of ensuring that what we know and what we say is translated into what we do.

Returning to Jesus’ parable of the builders, note that both builders appear to be following Him. Jesus is not contrasting professing Christians with non-Christians who make no profession. On the contrary, what is common to both is that they “hear my words.” We would say that both read the Bible, go to church, listen to sermons and buy Christian literature. The reason you often cannot tell the difference between them is that the deep foundations of their lives are hidden from view. The real question is not whether they hear Christ's teaching (nor even whether they respect or believe it), but whether they do what they hear.
 The natural susceptibility is to take the easy way out.
The Next Step

Instead we need to take the next step. As we read earlier from James 1:19-22,

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 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.

True believers cannot be hearers only. The Greek word for “hearer” is akroates, a term used to describe students who audited a class. An auditor usually listens to the lectures, but is permitted to treat assignments and exams as optional. Many people in the church today approach spiritual truth with an auditor’s mentality, receiving God’s Word only passively.
 This is not the mark of a true follower of Jesus.

Knowledge only becomes relevant when it is translated into action. One could pass an exam in Christian ethics with flying colors, yet not to be a Christian. Knowledge must become action; theory must become practice; theology must become life.
 Belief must become behavior.
Paul echoes this in Philippians 4:9, “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice.” Paul is reminding us that mere talk is cheap; there’s a time to put up or shut up. Paul says there’s a time to act, and that time is now: “You’ve learned from me, received from me, heard from me, and observed me—now it’s your turn to practice these things.” In other words, “Just do it!”

John similarly writes in 1 John 3:18–19, “Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth. This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence.” They just do it. This is faith in action. This is rubber-meets-the-road Christianity.

Over the next eleven months I want to take this approach to a variety of spiritual skills. We will address the areas of self-control, empathy: forgiveness...and more. I seek not to merely dispense information; each message will conclude with actionable steps to put the truth into practice. 

Jesus has spoken, and He has one expectation of His followers regarding His words: Just do it.
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