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Introduction to Deepen Your
Roots

This topic of biblical meditation excites me. As I began reflect-
ing on why I feel this way, I thought of the many ways God has
used His word, the Bible, to weave itself into my life. The more I
think about it, the more convinced I am that my life has been
deeply transformed by biblical meditation. I haven’t learned
everything from a single lesson, but rather from many hun-
dreds of impactful events that have etched their lessons on my
mind. These reflections have humbled me, making me realize
how God has reached out to me through biblical meditation,
inspiring and guiding me throughout my life. The truth re-
mains, however, that God is revealing His truth to each person
so they might seek after Him and allow His Word to awaken us

powerfully.

God has set before each of us a unique path to learn about Him
and His sufficiency. Nor can I relive these events with you. They
come through us as we regularly meet with God and His Word.
God speaks through the Scriptures, which He revives and di-
rects in our lives. The Holy Spirit takes the Word of Life into our
lives and makes us grow. But be careful—nothing is straight-
forward here. There is no guarantee that reading the Bible for
10 minutes a day will give us all we need to grow. No, our study
is built on maintaining a deep relationship with the Lord.
Though time spent in His Word is critical, our pursuit of truth

and how we wrestle with it greatly affect the blessings that fol-
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low from that study. Like any relationship, our reading can
thrive or merely be tolerated, but the promise remains true:
seek Him, and we will find Him. In those more desperate times,

we will knock and find answers (Mat 7:7-8).

Biblical meditation times are essential, but it is our relationship
with Him that we are nurturing. It doesn’t depend on a class-
room but on the ‘class time’ spent with our Master. Just as it is
unacceptable to plan to meet someone but only read a book
about that person, so it is with the Lord. If we don’t speak and
listen with Him, our Maker, we fail to meet Him. Biblical medi-
tation is about integrating thoughts from God, amplified by His
Word, into our relationships and purpose in life.

Our meditation times must extend far beyond the mere use of
analytical tools. They are important, and we will discuss this
type of study along with others, but much more is going on be-
neath the surface. As you prepare for this journey of discover-
ing Him in His Word, your appetite can only grow, along with
your desire to meditate on His Word and to thrive in His pres-
ence. Yes, there will be challenges, but they will only test your
true motives and help you recognize what we genuinely seek in
the relationship. This is, of course, what He desires. The truth is
that we know remarkably little about God and ourselves. Un-
derstanding what we want in life differs from knowing our-
selves. Our identities lie deeper and are found only in our meet-

ings with God.

Did I mention how totally excited I am about this study? I hope
so. My deepening relationship with the Lord truly inspires me.

He desires this for each of His children!

So, if you don’t mind, I'll take you along on my personal spiritu-

al journey and share with you various things the Lord has

8
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taught me and is teaching me. You must recognize that, as we
explore what the Bible says about meditation, our success de-
pends not on what we have learned but on what we are learn-

ing and applying to our lives.

We find that an increasing number of believers are confused
about Christianity. Some, disappointed with the Protestant
church, leave, while others are changing denominations or be-
coming Catholic or Orthodox. We are not suggesting there
should be no critique of the institutions we belong to or as-
sociate with, but don’t overlook the layer beneath that most
people miss. Our faith does not rest in human institutions but
in our relationship with the Head, Jesus Christ. Even if we find
some relevance in religious organizations, our faith is only as
strong as our relationship with God. Although changing our cir-
cumstances might heighten our sensitivity to God, they will ul-

timately prove inadequate if we don’t meet God, our Father.

Biblical meditation brings a person into direct, transformative
moments with God. Paul uses the term circumcised hearts to
describe how God has made our hearts sensitive to the things
of God. But being born again means we have life and must grow
by meeting with our Life Giver. Far from being too busy for us,
He commands us to meet with Him (Psalm 1:1-3) and to coach
others to meet with Him through Jesus Christ (Mat 28:18-20).
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A STupy ON Brsricar MEDLITA

#1 Thoughts on Biblical
Meditation:
Hebrews 5:11-14

Significant points of spiritual growth often emerge when you,
as a genuine believer, meditate on God’s Word. Biblical medita-
tion occurs when God observes your diligence in studying His
Word and your seriousness about learning from Him. In faith,

you seek His life lessons.

Our Encounter With God’s Word

When you immerse yourself in His Word, you will encounter
Him and witness His power. These will become memorable
moments, but like meeting a wild animal, we can never quite
predict what to expect or where it will lead. Real growth is not
simply what we can easily observe day by day, but only what
we see when we look back. Don’t get discouraged as if nothing
is happening. The mysterious process of spiritual development
is akin to a child’s imperceptible physical growth. Just as we
don’t see our child grow at every meal, we can’t measure the
spiritual growth we find through our persistent exploration of

His Word. I, with many others, call these pursuits of God in His

Word “Biblical meditation.” They have nothing to do with Bud-
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dhist or other forms of meditation, in which practitioners emp-
ty their minds of thoughts. We deliberately input God’s words
into our thoughts and seek what He has to communicate to us

through His Spirit.

Biblical Meditation Touches One’s Life

Biblical meditation, although it can’t be measured or precisely
calibrated, still makes sense. Listening to God speak through
His Word allows you to be increasingly influenced by His in-
sights and love. Whoever you like and listen to will have the
most influence on your life. Conversely, the opposite is also
true: ignoring God’s Word, whether by not meditating on it or
by not paying attention to what you’re learning, brings its nega-
tive consequences. Either way, biblical meditation makes per-

fect sense, just as the Scripture warns us.

So join us in deepening your roots; complete the exercises. Like
a beginner hiker, try all the new gear and explore the paths that
lead to life. You will never regret it. “Thou wilt make known to
me the path of life; In Thy presence is fulness of joy; In Thy
right hand there are pleasures forever” (Psalm 16:11). May it
be for you—a never-ending journey filled with delight, trust,

and joy in the Lord.

12
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If at any point you feel that Christianity becomes a list of do’s
and don'’ts, or that you are overwhelmed and weighed down, or
that you have no chance to face your battles, simply turn to bib-
lical meditation. My goal is to teach you how to handle both the
dry seasons and the exciting moments. Yes, you might see bibli-
cal meditation as just another duty, but when understood cor-
rectly, it is quite the opposite. Think of the difference between
eating a plastic apple and eating a nice, juicy, and sweet apple;
there is no comparison! It is through biblical meditation that
you will find strength, direction, peace, joy, love, and delight in
the Lord. So, stay encouraged, and take good notes. If you don’t
move toward effective biblical meditation, you will eventually

run dry.

Time for Watering

Let me give you an example: My daughter brought home this
beleaguered, dying ivy plant from the florist. Nobody wanted it.
It had some life, but it mostly stayed the same, with about 10 to
20 leaves. However, after she moved the plant into a larger
bowl with added soil, it began growing wildly! Now, it’s a mas-
sive, lush ivy plant on our kitchen table. Once it was repotted

and new soil was added, the plant started to grow like crazy.

Every time our family gathers at the table, someone comments
on how one or more limbs reach out toward us as we sit
around it. The other night, my wife was actually giving lessons
on how to tuck the plant’s “arms” in so they stay tucked in bet-
ter and don’t crawl over anyone’s plate. (We have a big family!)
Do you get the picture? Christians cannot grow strong and big
on infant roots. What you learned when you were young was
great, but it is not enough to take you where God wants you to-

day. You need new and deeper roots.

13
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Sometimes the Lord will repot you by taking away a girlfriend,
moving, losing a job, etc. We all face such life experiences.
However, if we understand them correctly in light of our Sov-
ereign God directing our lives, we will discover that the very
same events become opportunities for growth. Seek the Lord
during such times and take His Word into your heart; He will
use our deeper needs as places to seek His watering. If we
choose to doubt His care for us, we simply won’t grow. He
hopes we will seek Him in a new way through His Word so we
can strengthen our relationship with Him. The Lord doesn’t

want us to stay in kid-mode forever.

Have you ever considered how your spiritual root system has
grown or perhaps weakened over the years? Your spiritual life
reflects how you nurture your roots, which reach deep into

God’s Word and take His words into your soul.

These chapters are designed to help you regularly have more
meaningful times with the Lord, no matter where you are in
life. This is how Jesus lived and how He wants to live in you.
The evil one is truly afraid of all His people staying connected
to Jesus. It was hard enough to have one Jesus, but what if there
were a hundred Jesuses—that is, a hundred Jesus-filled believ-

ers?

I must differentiate meditation from religion and scholarship
before moving on. While knowledge of God’s Word is helpful
and important, it is not the same as what we aim for in biblical
meditation. So, if you think this is just another lecture you’ll
listen to and forget, then forget it. If biblical meditation doesn’t
change you, then it isn’t truly biblical meditation. Biblical medi-

tation is more like getting on one of those amusement rides. By

14
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fastening the straps, you are preparing yourself for an experi-

ence.

Hebrews 5:11-14

In this chapter, I will show you how Bible meditation fits into
the Christian life by thoughtfully examining Hebrews 5:11-14.

This will also serve as our first exercise.

Assignment 1: Please pause and take the handout on Hebrews
5:11-14. In the middle of class, assign Hebrews 5:11-14. Enjoy!
Continue reading once you're done, as we want to discuss it to-

gether.

Concerning him we have much to say, and it is hard to
explain, since you have become dull of hearing. 12 For
though by this time you ought to be teachers, you have
need again for someone to teach you the elementary
principles of the oracles of God, and you have come to
need milk and not solid food. 13 For everyone who par-
takes only of milk is not accustomed to the word of
righteousness, for he is a babe. 14 But solid food is for
the mature, who because of practice have their senses
trained to discern good and evil. (Hebrews 5:11-14
NASB)

I hope you have finished the exercise. There is an old proverb
that says you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it
drink. You need to immerse yourself in God’s Word. Oh, I can
tell you about its richness, but it’s different when you study and
realize how the Lord is growing you. I've led a Biblical teaching
team for many years. [ often hear new teachers say they gain
far more from preparing for the lesson than from just learning
in class. This is true. Do you know why? Because teachers ex-
plore God’s Word more deeply.

15
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Don’t worry if you're not a teacher or preacher. As you reflect
on the Hebrews 5 passage, see how the Lord expects you and
every Christian to grow. Our old mindsets must be broken; oth-
erwise, like old wineskins, they cannot expand with what God

is teaching you (Luke 5:37).

Hebrews 5:11-14 is a powerful passage that not only offers in-
sight into the Christian growth process but also traces spiritual
life and links one’s spiritual journey to growth in the Word of
God. This is the key: growth depends on the proper intake of
the Word of God. Just as a person needs to hear the Gospel to
know God, a believer’s growth requires further engagement
with the Word of God.

Although the word ‘meditation’ isn’t used in this passage, the
idea is conveyed through the analogy of eating. The author de-
scribes two groups of people consuming food: first, those in
need of milk, and then those eating solid food. Milk is for babies
who have no teeth and need others to prepare it. Adults eat sol-
id food. You can’t just swallow food without chewing; you must
chew it. Meditation is similar to eating. We enjoy chewing, tast-
ing, grinding, and swallowing. The tastes, textures, and time
spent processing all add to the delight. Similarly, we consume
the Word of God as our spiritual food; it becomes food for
growth! New believers need more mature people to break
down the Word and feed it to them. Teachers provide substan-
tial portions of meat, properly sized so the more mature can
break it down and find strength. Both need God’s Word, but
new believers need more extended help breaking it into simple
truths so they can understand and benefit from it. Adults, how-
ever, need more substantial nutrition than milk to function ef-

fectively. They have larger bodies and more active minds than

16
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infants, who sleep much of the day. Isn’t this a beautiful image
of discipleship?

[f time spent meditating on His
)
Word doesn’t change you, some-
thing is missing.
The author of Hebrews, when comparing physical food to the
Word of God, emphasizes this point in verse 11, which speaks
of hearing the Word of God. Verse 12 mentions the “oracles of
God,” and verse 13 refers to “the Word of righteousness.” Just as
food strengthens our bodies, God’s Word strengthens our spiri-
tual lives. For example, in the Parable of the Sower, Jesus like-
wise likens the sown seed to the Word of God, which grows.

The truth of this food analogy runs much deeper, as we will see

below.

Just as with physical development, more is expected of those
who are mature in faith, so believers need greater discernment.
Christian growth is primarily defined by our training. This ex-
plains why we can’t grow without obedience; otherwise, we
remain untrained. We will look at passages like Joshua 1 later,

which instructs Joshua not to turn to the left or right.

Through extensive nutritional studies, we understand more
about how food benefits our bodies as it is broken down and
surprisingly distributed at the micro level throughout the body.
The Word of God does not operate magically within us either. It
may seem that way from our superficial observations, but that
is simply a reflection of our ignorance, much like how we once
viewed the sciences before they advanced and showed us how

food benefits our bodies. The author of Hebrews states that the

17
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Word of God encourages caution and awareness that we might

otherwise lack in living out our spiritual lives.

Looking Closely at Hebrews 5:11-14

Looking closely at verses 11-14, he identifies three levels of
Christian growth that parallel those described by John in 1 John
2:12-14. First, there are the babies who rely on basic teachings.
They possess new life (he doesn’t mention new birth, but other
scriptures, such as 1 Peter 1:23, do), along with the Spirit of
God’s work. They can grow in their initial understanding of the
Word of God through the “milk” of the Word.

He also clearly describes mature believers who consume the
meat of the Word. Their faith (Heb 11) is notably stronger be-
cause God’s Word is integrated into their spiritual lives. Al-
though he does not explain the process, the analogy of eating
meat and other tough foods suggests that one is involved. [ will

later show how meditation plays a key role in this process.

The third group, actually the second, consists of young believ-
ers who are not yet mature in their spiritual development.
They are described but not named. Infants grow and mature,
but before they reach maturity, they shift from drinking milk to
eating meat. They are on their way to developing “their senses
trained to discern good and evil” (14). This discernment does

not develop instantly.

An expert pianist reaches expertise only after extensive prac-
tice. Such practice makes the playing second nature. The mid-
dle group, the growing Christian, is still training their senses to
distinguish between good and evil. The mature are portrayed
as such because they have this training and can use God’s Word

to determine what is appropriate and what is not. The imma-

18
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ture cannot. They make foolish mistakes, including what many
of us consider normal behaviors: getting angry, worrying, look-
ing lustfully, etc. The young in faith are often and rightly de-
scribed as those who experience ups and downs in their spiri-
tual lives. Of course, if someone is discipling the immature, they

can learn from the more experienced one’s insights.

[ will not discuss the three stages further, as I have done else-
where, but it is important to understand that the Word of God
helps Christians grow in maturity and righteousness. This
training increasingly enables one to discern right from wrong.
New and young Christians, much like babies and teens, do not
yet possess full discernment in life decisions. They may have
passion, excitement, and some knowledge, but they are not yet
fully trained for leadership. Therefore, God’s Word helps devel-
op discernment between good and evil. On the surface, we can
see how this happens. For example, we learn that wishing harm

on someone is as wrong as committing murder, and so when

we notice such attitudes in ourselves, we humble ourselves and

confess our murderous spirit.

Many aspects of the spiritual growth process, such as the nutri-
tion gained from physical foods, will remain unseen behind the
scenes. Some can be observed, while others cannot. Yet, we are
confident that God’s Word helps us grow. There is an element
of faith mixed with experience here. A person eats an apple
without knowing it will benefit them, but it does. They are only
aware of how much they enjoy a good apple. Similarly, a believ-
er will, over time, learn how God’s Word helps them—some-

how—and plan to regularly meditate on His Word.

Perhaps I should add one more point as a rebuke. In verse 11,

we see him rebuking the believers. They are at one stage, but
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they should be further along. They ought to be teachers, yet
they are dull of hearing. They seem to hear the Word but do not
let it penetrate and strengthen them. This happens in several
ways, which we hope to address later, but the main point is that
hearing God’s Word does not automatically mean we grow
through it. We want to think it does, and it might seem obvious,
but it’s not always true. Other factors are involved, usually re-

lated to our unbelief and disobedience.

Summary

In summary, the Word of God brings us new life and supports
us at every stage of our spiritual growth, whether we are new,
young, or mature believers. Meditation is the practice of taking
in God’s Word. We learn to enjoy spending time with God in His
Word. His words, the truth, increasingly strengthen our dis-

cernment, hope, and faith, and help us make good decisions.

[ understand there are questions: “But why don’t [ grow when I
read God’s Word?” These are valid inquiries! They often stem
from the expectation that reading God’s Word will benefit us.
We agree. That is our main point: God’s Word is of great benefit
to our lives. As we move along, we will discuss the factors be-

hind proper biblical meditation.

Discussion Questions

1. Why are milk and meat mentioned in Hebrews 5?

2. How does the Word of God help us grow spiritually?

3. Provide an example of when you experienced the “meat” of
the Word. How did it benefit you?

4. Where in Hebrews 5:11-14 do you see Christian growth de-
scribed?

20
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A STupy oN Bisric MEDITAE

#2 Deepen Your Roots:
Psalm 1

Something happened to me one day. [ had been a Christian for
many years, even serving in a pastoral ministry, but I continued
to search for a deeper experience with the Lord. A teacher, Bill
Gothard, taught on success and shared certain truths from the
Scriptures. Towards the end of the day, it finally clicked. The
verses found in Psalm 1 opened my mind to what seems like a
whole new approach to the Scriptures—a good and healthy

one.

My Study on Psalm 1

Let me take you back to the study on Psalm 1 to reflect on what
it truly says. There are two Old Testament passages that strong-
ly instruct us to meditate on God’s Word. We have books like
Psalms and Proverbs that connect the Word of God to our indi-
vidual lives. We ought to conclude that God wants each of His

children, those who believe in Him, to be holy and live upright-
ly.

Deciding between Psalm 1 and Joshua 1 is challenging, as both
reach similar conclusions. Joshua, in some ways, feels more im-

pactful because of the greater emphasis placed on it. Psalm 1,

however, is skillfully crafted and presents its key message in a
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way that all believers can access. While not everyone may be a
general like Joshua, we are all God’s people—His worshippers.
Psalm 1, positioned at the start of the Psalms, serves as a model
for how we should live so we can bless and serve Him with our
whole hearts. Let’s dismiss any idea that godly and blessed liv-
ing is only for clergy! It is for everyone. This understanding
naturally guides us to live uprightly in His sight. Psalm 1 ad-
dresses some important issues for us in this regard. From the
very start, the Psalmist speaks of blessing. This is even more
evident in the original Hebrew, where the first word is

“blessed.”

Study Psalm 1 Yourself

List all the hints you find in the following verses for living a

good spiritual life, then answer the following questions.

1 How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel
of the wicked, Nor stand in the path of sinners, Nor sit in
the seat of scoffers! 2 But his delight is in the law of the
LORD, And in His law he meditates day and night. 3 And he
will be like a tree firmly planted by streams of water, Which
yields its fruit in its season, And its leaf does not wither;
And in whatever he does, he prospers. (Psalm 1:1-3)

e Does the Psalmist desire that each reader be blessed? How
do you know?

« What does it mean to be blessed? How can a person ensure
they receive God’s blessing in their life?

e What imagery does the Psalmist use to deepen our longing
for God’s blessing?

e Which part of the description resonates with you most?

Let’s review some of the main observations here.

22
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God, so to speak, lures us with the word ‘blessed, knowing our
natural desire to live a full and meaningful life before the Lord.
Do you see this powerful truth? God wants to bless all of us. His
blessing manifests in every good, rich, helpful, and kind aspect
of life.

Think of Paul in Ephesians,

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who
has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly
places in Christ, just as He chose us in Him before the
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blame-
less before Him (Eph 1:3-4).

The Lord knows it’s easy to overlook the spiritual side of things
and, from our perspective, end up with less than blessed. The
Psalmist emphasizes two ways of living: one blessed and the
other cursed. He describes the fruit of the godly as abundant,
while the ungodly produce a worthless, something like an ined-
ible husk. Imagine the person enjoying a wonderful meal with
his family compared to someone alone, eating just a few grains

of dried rice.

Digging Deeply

The psalmist begins Psalm 1 in a surprising way, pointing out
three ways a blessed man will not live—speaking a certain way,
thinking a certain way, or being influenced by others. Trans-
parency about our failures leads us to repentance, which in
turn opens the door to life for us. Before we can believe that
God’s goodness is the most desirable, we must reject the ways
of the world.

[ assume the readers here all know the Lord and, deep down,

love Him and His Word. | remember that once I came to know
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the Lord, I loved His Word. It was not just curiosity but a gen-
uine desire to know Him. After salvation, the hunger for His
Word took hold of my desires. Upon salvation, the Word of God
becomes a joyful and wonderful experience. Before that, enjoy-
ing reading the Bible was out of the question. I would rather do
anything else than read. Repentance comes before belief. Rec-
ognizing the world’s bankruptcy comes before experiencing
the joy of the Lord’s fellowship. However important this is, we
need to focus on the crucial aspect that leads us to that point of

sSuccess.

The Test of Our Heart

Success is linked to a heart that delights in God’s Word. A key
principle is that when we love God’s Word, we naturally want
to read and meditate on it regularly. When something is enjoy-
able, we want to spend more time with our Lord. Therefore,
blessings come to those who delight in and meditate on His
Word. I believe most of us have experienced times in our spiri-
tual lives when we found joy in God’s Word and received bless-
ings in return. These blessings are associated with confidence,
trust, help, joy, peace, and assurance. They don’t take us out of

difficult circumstances but enrich our inner lives.

The image of a vibrant tree planted by the water, bearing fruit
in its season, symbolizes success. It doesn’t matter what one
does; what matters is a steady supply of water to nurture
growth and produce fruit. The Psalmist’s confidence is ex-
pressed in “Whatever he does, he prospers” (1:3).

Everything sounds great, but our Christian lives can be marked
by conflicting images, aren’t they? We want to be fully honest
and avoid giving an inaccurate picture of the Christian life. At

the same time, we want to remain faithful to the Scriptures.
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What does it mean when a believer shows no desire for God’s
Word? How can someone rediscover delight in God’s Word?
Also, what does it mean to meditate on God’s Word? Is it the

same as reading or memorizing it?

The Blessings of Biblical Meditation

When everything is functioning well, this picture remains clear,
but sometimes gaps appear. The system isn’t working properly.
Some try harder and harder, but nothing helps. We can address
these concerns as we move forward. | hope that when we read
a passage like Psalm 1, you can honestly assess whether you
hunger for God’s Word. You will be able to see the fruit you
have or lack. Or you might see yourself at this moment as a tree
beside a dry stream bed. Don’t be afraid to be honest about
your true situation or to seek understanding of where the

scriptures might lead us.

One of meditation’s benefits is that we connect and deepen our
understanding of one truth by understanding another. Did you
notice that Hebrews 5:11-14 is closely related to the truths
presented in Psalm 1? Yes, it is presented differently, but the
ability to distinguish between good and evil is connected to
one’s meditation on God’s Word. No wonder that when Jesus,
facing one of the hardest times of His life during His tempta-
tion, unhesitatingly stated that “Man shall not live by bread
alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God”
(Mat 4:4). We also have to battle temptations and, like Jesus,
need to use God’s Word. We live in a state of spiritual warfare
(Eph 6:10ff.).
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My Reflections

God used this insight into the reality of God’s blessings to
greatly influence my life. It was decades ago now, and though I
forget some details, | remember the change it brought. I some-
times had zeal for God’s Word, but I also wondered whether I
was getting everything I could out of life. The Lord, as seen in
Psalm 1 and Joshua 1, revealed to me that God will powerfully
guide our lives if we meditate on His Word. [ began to realize
that God didn’t focus on many things but emphasized the im-
portance of entering His Word and obeying Him. [ knew I didn’t
have to be the best or try to be. It didn’t depend on education,
wealth, or even one’s church and friends, but on my pursuit of
Him through His Word.

This understanding shifted my focus toward meeting God
through His Word, which we will examine more deeply in the
next chapter. If [ had to sum up the lesson, it was that God
granted me greater faith in His Word’s power in my life. Some
questions remained unresolved, but I kept moving forward in
faith, trusting that God wanted what was best for me and that
this could only happen through regular meditation on His
Word.

Discussion Questions

1. What does Psalm 1 have in common with Joshua 1?

2. Which thought or word from Psalm 1:1-3 encouraged you

the most?

3. Describe your familiarity—or unfamiliarity—with meditat-

ing on God’s Word.

4. What questions do you still have about biblical meditation?
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A S1upy ON Bisricar MEDLTAL

#3 Meeting with God:
Exodus 33:7-11

How many here know someone who is spiritually struggling?
Most of us, if we take time to look, will find numerous fellow
Christians who are confused, doubtful, and perhaps even de-
spairing. How do Christians enter such periods? Is it neces-

sary? Exodus 33 surprisingly gives us clear answers.

Our souls often desperately seek a revival of our faith through
God’s Word, but how? It certainly does not arise from a ploy of
convincing oneself that all is well or that the heart’s situation
doesn’t matter. Hebrews 11:1 reminds us that through our faith
we can see and respond to spiritual truths. Without this faith,
we cannot rightly discern or respond to God, His will, and His
glory as seen in His word or otherwise. Without faith, our spiri-
tual vision is dim, and therefore our spiritual lives are greatly
restricted and rarely moved by stimuli arising from the spiritu-
al world. If our spiritual vision wanes, we will, out of necessity,
pay heed to the world’s forces. The world, in those cases, dom-
inates our sight and mind. When we grow spiritually weak, we
grow worldly strong. Our soul, though once vibrant and strong,

might later cower behind a shadow of doubt.
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So what would you say to a brother who asks, “How can I get
back to God?” or “Why do I always seem to be losing the
battle?” Or perhaps you yourself are wondering, “How can I
grow stronger? What keeps me from being a strong Christian?”
I, like many of you, have gone through many trying times. In-
stead of being strong, I was often weak and even failed. The
truth is that we do not need to slip and fall. A toddler will falter
at times, but it is not expected of the established Christian.

What do you then say to the Christian seeking renewal?
Recommendations Anyone?

Most of us would come up with a quick list of recommenda-
tions.

e Get up earlier and meet God.

e Spend more time in the Word.

» Need to deepen roots by studying theology.

* Just wait. Growth comes with age and experience.

e Use ‘my’ Bible. My version is better.

« You need this spiritual experience.

These things sometimes work. More often than not, however,
they only become temporary fixes. We all know that getting up
early to meet God can help. But what happens when I fall
asleep after I get up, or when my time with God grows ‘stale’
even after spending longer times in the Word? Each offered so-
lution can fall short because it focuses on habit rather than on
the things that directly affect our faith. Of course, if we have the
wrong lifestyle, making improvements can greatly help one’s
spiritual life. Some Christians are ashamed of not being more
intentional with spiritual disciplines, but even with the best
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habits, we can end up with dull prayer times. By mandating
longer readings, we end up despising the time even more. We
know this is wrong, too, and yet these battles are all too com-

mon.

Spiritual Nourishment

We need to recognize some basic things about spiritual life. 1
Peter 1:3 tells us, “The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,
who according to His great mercy has caused us to be born
again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ
from the dead.” At one point in our lives, we did not have spiri-
tual life. But after this special “caused to be born again” event,
we found we had a new spiritual life. Just as in our physical
lives, at one point we were nonexistent, and then at another

moment we were born and alive.

The Spirit of God comes and does a special work that brings
about new life. Once this new life is born, it has a life of its own,
with a purpose, appetite, and set of needs that seek fulfillment.
Physically, we breathe and feel hungry. Spiritually, we pray and
love to read God’s Word. | remember absolutely loving to read
my big King James Bible after coming to know the Lord as a
young teen. All of the Lord’s children can look back on this new
thirst for God’s Word.

This spiritual life has an innate tendency to grow. We might cut
back some plants, like bushes or grass, but it isn’t long before
what we cut away grows back. Life is like that. Life innately
seeks to grow. It will consume what it needs to carry out its
purpose. Spiritually, we need to consider both those needs and

the purpose of our spiritual lives. There is so much to learn.
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The Needs of Life

If we do not understand our spiritual lives, we will not recog-
nize when we are not receiving the spiritual nutrients we need.
[s it right to expect a five-year-old to grow? Of course! But what
if we added that he was not eating properly? Would that
change our expectation? Sure. We sometimes see starved chil-
dren who look much younger than their age. Our spiritual
growth is meant to be without limits; this is a good and healthy
expectation. However, we need those spiritual nutrients. Oth-
erwise, we will be much like that starved child. To grow, we
need to be fed by God’s Word. Many of us have not thought

about it.

As mentioned above, we can examine our spiritual habits. We
look to see whether we or others are doing Christian things,
such as going to church, praying, or reading God’s Word. But we
should not think that the mere opportunity to be spiritually fed
is the same as being spiritually fed. This is the problem with
legalism. It misplaces the focus on outward observations rather

than on what is happening inwardly.

What good is it to put a nice, full plate of food in front of you if
you are never able to eat it? You were there. The good food was
sitting there. The problem is that the food never entered your
system and therefore was never properly utilized. The same
thing happens spiritually. We read God’s Word. We pray. We go
to church and give money, but these are not the same as spiri-
tual growth. They make the condition ready for growth, but
without entering into those spiritual disciplines with faith, we
do not gain from them. Legalism is the expectation and demand
to carry out various activities without regard for their real pur-

pose or the means by which those activities are carried out.
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The revival of our faith does not come from merely looking like
we are enjoying a spiritual feast, but from actually enjoying
one. This is true for pastors and Bible teachers as well as other
congregational members. Spiritual strength comes from spiri-
tual food, while spiritual weakness comes from a lack of spiri-
tual food. The issue is not the trials we face, but whether we are
being spiritually nourished.

I need to pause here for a moment. Some Christians might
think that their pastor does not spiritually feed them. If this is
true, it is a shame. Many preach stories rather than God’s Word,
but we are fools to think a thirty-minute message once a week
is going to be our main diet for the week. Nature tells us to eat
several times each day. We can get by with one portion, but I
see that most people eat more than this. For many centuries,
Satan tried to keep God’s Word away from us. But now that
many of us have God’s Word, He keeps us distracted from read-
ing. Too many things are going on. Each and every Christian
needs to learn how to feed himself from God’s Word. By feeding
ourselves well, we enable our spiritual lives to keep growing.
The pastor’s message is used in a special way to equip us, but

we need more of God’s Word to grow strong.

We are now going to look at Exodus 33:7-11 and identify four
aspects necessary for exciting and effective times of spiritual
fellowship with God.

1) Discover the Power of Exciting Devo-
tions (Exodus 33:7-11)

Now Moses used to take the tent and pitch it outside the
camp, a good distance from the camp, and he called it the
tent of meeting. And it came about, that everyone who
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sought the LORD would go out to the tent of meeting which
was outside the camp. And it came about, whenever Moses
went out to the tent, that all the people would arise and
stand, each at the entrance of his tent, and gaze after Moses
until he entered the tent. And it came about, whenever
Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend
and stand at the entrance of the tent; and the LORD would
speak with Moses. When all the people saw the pillar of
cloud standing at the entrance of the tent, all the people
would arise and worship, each at the entrance of his tent.
Thus the LORD used to speak to Moses face to face, just as a
man speaks to his friend. When Moses returned to the
camp, his servant Joshua, the son of Nun, a young man,
would not depart from the tent. (Exodus 33:7-11, NASB)

Moses regularly shared a special time with God
(Ex 33:7-8)

Moses experienced many things. We remember him at the
burning bush and on Mount Sinai. He was the man who led mil-
lions across the Red Sea. But here we find that Moses “used to”
regularly take a tent, set it up, and meet God. The camp would
move according to the pillar of fire's leading, but Moses would

always set up his tent and meet God.
Intimacy demands regular meetings.

We might think Moses didn’t need these regular times with the
Lord because he was a spiritual man. But when we reflect on
these experiences, we see that even those with special spiritual
encounters with the Lord can still go up and down in their pas-
sion for God. At a foundational level, we all need to cultivate a
special time with the Lord, just as Moses did. We are not made
to live on special annual feasts that we might have on some hol-
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iday. That is ludicrous. Feasts are never meant to replace those

regular times with God.

People look for special spiritual experiences to renew them-
selves because they are not having significant times with God
each day. Special experiences are fine if God gives them to you,
but they are not to be sought as our mainstay. They are not the
spiritual pill of life. God will give us what we need when we
need it. Instead, we ought to turn our minds and hearts back by

cultivating regular, significant meetings with the Lord.

We might ask, “Why did Moses regularly go out to meet the
Lord?” It is evident that what he experienced on the mountain-
top was not enough. We will look at this later. Many of us can
say we had a special experience with God, but we are fools if
we think those high, spiritual experiences will satisfy the deep
need to regularly commune with God. The need is there, but it
must be met through regular meetings with God. This is the
problem with those running to this and that revival. Perhaps
they are spiritually touched, but it is not enough. It is never
enough. It is not meant to be enough. God has a much better

way for His sheep!

Here is one key to finding spiritual renewal: Realize that one’s
spiritual life is nurtured and strengthened as we meet God. If
meeting God is the way we are to grow, then we need to meet
Him regularly. We can think of it as a developing friendship.
Each time we see a certain friend, our hearts are excited. The
same is true with regularly meeting the Lord. We don't say to
ourselves, “Oh, I had such a good time with my friend last time.
[ don’t need to see him again.” The opposite is true. The joy of
meeting together becomes a good and natural motivation to
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meet. It is from this special meeting with God through His

Word that spiritual growth occurs.

We, like Moses, need to order our physical lives so we have
regular times with God. It doesn’t matter how important or
unimportant we are in the eyes of the world. We can skip social
media and even go to bed earlier so we can get up earlier and
be more alert to Him. It becomes our daily habit, not built on
guilt but on the expectation of meeting our Mighty God. That
habit merely gives us the occasion to meet. More will be said
later about what will happen in that meeting, but without being
deliberate about meeting God, we essentially admit that God is
not important in our lives. That would be a tragic mistake. Can
a plant thrive apart from its roots (John 15:4)?

Moses considered it utterly important. Jesus considered it es-
sential. The same should be true for us. We have never learned
so much that we cannot learn much more. We have never been
on such a spiritual high that we do not need to humbly meet
with God again. We are never at a point in our lives where
God’s Word is not crucial to guiding, protecting, and comforting

us.

We must make every effort to meet with God, but we will face
many obstacles that keep us from doing so. Sometimes we just
don’t feel like it. We don’t believe God will meet with us and be
there alone. We are distracted by catching flights, cooking, kids,
cleaning, and making plans. Our minds are already anxiously
plotting the day’s events and conversations. We need to be
frank. Any life that does not seek God daily is already crum-
bling. Don’t fool yourself. You might be a pastor or deacon, but
a life without regular meetings with God is a dead life. This is

where many Christians are today. The Christian life is a pre-
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tense. We go to church, but we lack the joy of a Spirit-filled
Christian. Are you regularly meeting with God alone? When?
How often? Where? This is an important spiritual discipline,
but if you show up without meeting God, we should recognize
that nothing of importance has occurred. Let’s look at what

should happen during these times.

2) Moses had a special meeting place
(Ex 33:8)

It is interesting that Moses established a special tent for meet-
ing God and placed it outside the camp. This was called the
‘Tent of Meeting. This was not for everyone, but they would go
as near as they could to see God’s pillar of cloud over it. Maybe
they could hear what God was saying to Moses. Imagine having
times like that with God! Some groups of Christians still live
this way, believing that when they have a spiritual need or
problem, they need to meet with a counselor. There is no doubt
that this can be helpful at times, but God has called all of us His
spiritual priests. “You also, as living stones, are being built up as
a spiritual house for a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sac-
rifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 2:5).
Under the New Testament, God has given a much greater way
than under the Old Covenant. We will look into that further lat-
er, but it is clear that Moses is an example of how the Lord
wants to relate to all His people. Everyone should meet with
the Lord. That is our New Testament calling as His disciples

and children.

We see that the tent was placed outside the camp. This can
have two meanings. It may mean that Moses sought a place
where it was quiet. As long as he stayed in the camp, everyone

there would be coming by. He would be distracted from the dai-
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ly affairs of life, even being asked to make good decisions for
them (i.e., judging). If I don’t get up early, people call, things
happen, and I need to go places and handle things. Moses
sought a place away, as much as possible, from the noise of
earthly life. I have to get up when it is still dark and quiet to do
this.

The second reason to keep the tent outside the camp is to dis-
associate oneself from the sin of the world. God repeatedly tells
us that His anger is directed at those who sin. In Genesis 6:3,
God says, “My Spirit will not strive with man forever, because
he also is flesh,” for this reason. It was here that the godly seed
began to marry those who were not godly. Almost instantly, the
godly seed was polluted, and God came to judge the world by
the flood. Numerous other verses say the same thing, though

from different perspectives.

“You adulteresses, do you not know that friendship with the
world is hostility toward God? Therefore whoever wishes to be
a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God” (James
4:4).

For the LORD had said to Moses, “Say to the sons of Israel,
‘You are an obstinate people; should I go up in your midst
for one moment, I would destroy you. Now therefore, put
off your ornaments from you, that [ may know what I will
do with you” (Exodus 33:5).

Intimacy means separation.

Just having a special place to meet God does not guarantee that
God will always be there. There are countless temples and
shrines around the world. God is not in those idol-infested
places. Nor is He with those who reject Jesus Christ, the Son of

God. The Jews and Muslims reject key truths about knowing
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God. God does not visit their worship centers either, and the
same is true of the Christian church. God will not necessarily
show up. There are conditions. When we have unconfessed sin,
God will not commune with us. God has spoken clearly to His
people, as in the seven churches of Revelation (Revelation 2, 3),
but we have ignored Him. Is there sin the Lord is speaking to
you about? Is there something the Lord has pointed out that
you need to change, but you have been reluctant to make those
changes? That is something you need to repent of. Otherwise,
you take your sin to your supposed meeting with God. He will
refuse to meet with you because of the way you dishonor Him

in your whole approach.

3) Moses had a special meeting with

God (9-11)

The third key to a significant meeting with God is that He is
actually there. Notice what the Scriptures say: “Whenever
Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend” (Ex-
odus 33:9). As | mentioned before, people have often tried to
get God’s attention but have failed. People use all sorts of
things to get God’s attention: ringing bells, serving food, chant-

ing, etc. What is different about Moses?

Although this may seem like a special moment between God
and Moses, | will show later that it is meant to be typical of our
relationship with God as New Testament Christians. When
Moses entered the tent, God came. Many people try, but it just
doesn’t happen. Man’s greatest temples are like empty
riverbeds filled with the world’s dust. Man was made for God,
yet God is not present in their lives. Today, we have people
screaming with excitement when they find a rock that looks

like Jesus’ mother, shedding a tear (I'm sure we have no idea
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what she looked like). What happened in Moses’ case is entirely

different. It is the difference between spiritual life and death.

When Moses found time to go to the tent outside the camp, God
came. It is as simple as that. “And it came about, whenever
Moses entered the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend and
stand at the entrance of the tent; and the LORD would speak
with Moses” (Ex 33:9). God was willing to meet with Moses.
The New Testament portrays God similarly. God is ever-present
and ready to meet man’s needs through Jesus. We are not talk-
ing about doing this or that so God can come (Rev 3:20). I like
to think of it this way. When I enter a room or place to meet the
Lord, He is there. I can simply pray in Jesus’ Name, and the
Almighty Creator is present. It is absolutely awesome. Here is

an insignificant person talking to the Maker of the heavens!

This shows that God is more than willing to spend time with us
if we simply meet with Him. God is never too busy to meet us.
We might be too busy for God, but He is never too busy for us.
We might wait twenty minutes on the phone to speak to some-
one for technical help, but the Lord comes when we purpose to
meet Him. Of course, it is good to have a regular place to meet,
but it is more important to meet Him than to have a regular

place. Moses set up a tent wherever he was.

His presence means everything!

Let me ask a question: “Why do you think he put up the tent
and went in there?” The answer is obvious, isn’t it? He expected
to meet God. Would he keep doing it if God did not meet him
there? He probably would for a while, but then he would stop.
The goal of our devotional time is to meet God, not just to say

prayers or to read the Bible. When we are intent on meeting
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God, God comes. When our goal is simply to say our prayers,
God probably will not come. When we are merely happy to
have read some of God’s Word, God doesn’t have to be there.
But for those who know that prayers and reading God’s Word
are means to address and hear from God, they are not content
if God is not there. They insist on God being there. God has to
be there, or why should they read the Bible? The problem with
Christians in this age—too often, me included—is that they are
content to read and study God’s Word without God.

Prayer, then, can be merely saying our prayers without faith.
We say prayers because they are supposed to help. But we
honestly don’t need God for that. False religions have many
people who merely say prayers. We think there is magic in the
words. This is religiosity. God will stay away from those kinds
of prayers. If, however, we insist that God hear our words, we
find the real spirit of prayer. Prayer is, after all, communion
with God. If we talk and do not hear from Him, then we had
better change things until God hears and responds to our
prayers. In Matthew 6, Jesus taught the disciples how to pray.

We come to God, our Father, in Jesus’ Name.

The same is true of Bible reading. We do not just read God’s
Word. When I hear my wife’s voice on the phone, the words are
special. Her voice and presence shape the words I hear. The
same is true when I read God’s Word. If He is not there, the
words are void of life. We need God to speak to us through His
Word.

Now, some of us have never learned to meet God this way. We
never even thought God would want to meet with us or have
anything special to say to us as individuals. Our expectations

for what would happen during our devotion times are rather
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dead and dry. We don’t expect much, so we don’t get much out
of it. This is why many Christians can’t keep up the habit of
reading God’s Word. It just doesn’t mean that much to them,
and they eventually give up on it. We should be discontent with
reading God’s Word if God doesn’t speak to us. We want Him to
be there, for He is our life. What He says to us is critical to our
lives. God wants us to come regularly before Him so He can

commune with us. It has been this way from the beginning.

What do we understand about God meeting Adam before the
fall? Do you believe He walked in the garden with Adam and
Eve? This is what we find God regularly doing before the fall.
“And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the gar-
den in the cool of the day...” (Genesis 3:8). Why would the Cre-
ator condescend to spend time with Adam? The Creator is sep-
arate from His creation and immeasurably greater than it, yet

we find that He desires to build a special relationship with us.

Summary

What do you expect to happen when you open your Bible to
read? What should happen? Are you truly aware of God’s pres-
ence when you pray? Are you sure God is there? If you have not
paid attention to these matters, you have been improperly
trained and need to retrain yourself. Keep your devotional

times short if necessary; God is there! Insist on it.

4) Moses heard a special Word from
God (Ex 33:9)

The fourth aspect of an effective and meaningful time with God
is hearing a special message from God. One brother, who had
been a Christian for 7 years, told me that God had never spoken

to him. He was desperate. Whenever we were in a Bible study
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together, he had little to say. I now understood why. He is like
an orphan who has never heard his parents’ voice. I wonder

how many other Christians face this same problem.

Verse 9 says, “Yahweh would speak with Moses.” So simple, and
yet so powerful. We might think this is especially significant.
But as we look through the Scriptures, we see that God often
speaks with people. It is a common occurrence. God spoke to
Adam and Eve after they sinned, and the text indicates that God
had often spoken to them before that time. Then we have many
instances when God spoke to Moses or the prophets. Many of
these words are written down as the “Word of God.” God has

spoken because He has words of life and hope to offer us.

[saiah 59:2 teaches that God will not speak to those in sin. It
might be a demon they hear, but it is not God. If it were God, He
would be judged (cf. 1 Cor 11:30-31). God cannot tolerate the
presence of sin, for it is open rebellion against His honor and
ways. God speaks, but people often do not listen: “I called, but
no one answered; I spoke, but they did not listen. And they did
evil in My sight, and chose that in which I did not delight” (Isa-
iah 66:4).

Behind this phrase, ‘God speaks with us, is the understanding
that God has special things to say to His people. We have al-
ready discussed the need to make a special, regular place to
meet with God, but we should also expect to hear from Him.
Because of this, I have reshaped my understanding of myself
and my expectations of what God might say. I get ready to hear

from Him.

First,  now recognize that God wants to speak to me every day.

Along with this knowledge comes an awareness of my desper-
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ate need for Him to speak to me. [ admit I do not know what I
need to hear from Him, but that doesn’t matter—He does! I
might need comfort or exhortation, a rebuke or a warning. He
guides, helps, teaches, and motivates me to do His will. | cannot
do His will without Him speaking to me through His Word.
Deep in my heart, I recognize that my heart is empty each day
without His Word abiding in my life. I am spiritually dry each
day and need to be spiritually fed. I could depend on yester-
day’s conversation, but, like leftovers, it only lasts so long. More
important is the knowledge that if I don’t receive what He
would otherwise give me, | would neglect to minister to others
as [ ought and even fall into temptation. Without the Spirit of
God moving in my life each day, [ am like a kite without a wind.

Second, my expectations for what will happen during my times
with God have been greatly improved. [ now live in the hope
that God will speak to me about what [ need. I am a newcomer
to this way of life, but Jesus lived this way. I need to follow the
Spirit’s leading. What makes this so rewarding is that this new
expectation aligns with the new life within me. My new life
thrives on the Word of God. It wants to grow and flourish.
When [ see my spiritual life grow strong, I get very excited
about being His child. This is remarkable. God involves Himself
in each of our lives. Because He cares, He wants to train and

enable us to live out our best each day.

Jesus said, “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you”
(John 15:7). The Lord instructs us to let His Word abide within
us. He wants to shape us by His Words. The Bible plays a key
role in all of this. It contains the Words of God, written to great-
ly impact us. More will be said in another session about what
this all means, but for now, let me define ‘God speaking to us’ as
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the Spirit bringing certain words to our minds as we deliberate
on God’s Word. Of course, He can speak apart from the Scrip-
tures, but a careful look at Jesus’ life shows that the Father

largely used His written Word to speak.

Many inadequate and outright wrong ideas about God keep His
people from listening to Him. Some people are intimidated by
those in authority, including God. They are shy about meeting
God. They think those in high places have no time for the
unimportant people. Other followers of Christ wrongly believe
that God will meet with them only on very special occasions.
Others fear that God will yell at them when He speaks (because
that is what their own physical fathers did). The majority never
think of meeting God when they read His Word and pray. They
read the Bible out of habit. God is not important to their lives

unless they are going through a crisis.

Our Heavenly Father is deeply interested in who we are and
concerned with helping us do His will. He knows we cannot do
it alone, so He has given His Spirit to help us. This is what Jesus
told us in John 16:13, “But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes,
He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His
own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He
will disclose to you what is to come.” When we understand
God’s close involvement in our lives, we can anticipate hearing
good and important words that concern our lives and min-
istries. This anticipation is faith. We believe God wants to speak
to us. We believe He will meet with us, and we trust Him to

speak to us through His Word.

When was the last time God spoke to you? Have you learned to
hear Him? What did He say this morning? How much do you
prize what He says? Do you let novels and computer screens
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distract you from what He said earlier in the day? What do you
expect to gain from meeting with God tomorrow? Let's make
sure that not one day is wasted in our pursuit of Him and His

will!

An Old and New Word

These basic ideas we have been sharing are so startling to
some Christians that they do not know what to think. It seems
to them that they have missed out on Christian living. They
have, to some extent. But they might also receive a word from
the evil one suggesting that this presentation of Moses might
not accurately reflect what God wants to do in believers’ lives.

So let’s support our conclusions.

We can easily reject those false words because God’s Word has
much to say on this matter. This is what we find in 2 Corinthi-
ans, chapters 3-5. This passage is too large to examine in full, so
we will focus only on the major contrasts relevant to our lesson
from Moses’ life. Our real question is whether we should expect
God to meet us regularly, as He did with Moses. You will find
much more, however, including astonishing facts about our re-

lationship with God.

The Apostle Paul makes a clear and deliberate contrast be-
tween Moses and the Christians. He acknowledges Moses’ spe-
cial experiences. They really took place. But they are of little
value when compared to what we see Christ has given to us.
Let's look at a few of these contrasts.

Moses and the Christian (2 Cor 3:3)

You are a letter of Christ, cared for by us, written not with
ink, but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of
stone, but on tablets of human hearts. (2 Cor 3:3)

44



Meeting with God

First, we see the contrast between what God did with Moses
and what God did with the believer. This is indicated by the
‘tablets of stone’. Moses’ name isn’t used here (as itisin 3:7, 13,
15), but the ‘tablets of stone’ make it clear that Moses is being

referred to.

Moses received tablets of stone, while the Christian has God’s
Word written on their heart. The difference is great. In the Old
Testament (OT), the Law shaped the community through out-
ward laws. But the believer in Christ is shaped because God'’s
truth is in their heart. The Spirit of God gives light to God’s
Word in our lives. The Word was written not with a stylus but
with the Spirit of God. This is just the beginning of a list of con-
trasts. Again, we do not look down on Moses’ experience. It was
awesome, but it is nothing compared to what He wants to give

His believers today.
Let’s take a look at one more important section.

Moses, who used to put a veil over his face that the sons of
I[srael might not look intently at the end of what was fading
away. But their minds were hardened; for until this very
day at the reading of the old covenant the same veil re-
mains unlifted, because it is removed in Christ. But to this
day whenever Moses is read, a veil lies over their heart; but
whenever a man turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away.
Now the Lord is the Spirit; and where the Spirit of the Lord
is, there is liberty. But we all, with unveiled face beholding
as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed
into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the
Lord, the Spirit (2 Cor 3:13-18).

Moses’ brightness came from meeting God, but to emphasize
its temporariness, the glory faded. He wore a veil so others
could not see its diminishing. It is so special to see the contrast
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between Moses’ diminishing glory and our own lives. We, as
believers in Christ, do not need a veil because Christ’s glory
grows greater and greater. As we spend more time with Him, a
literal transformation takes place. It is gradual yet sure. It is
wrong to conclude that Moses’ experience was greater than
what we are offered in Christ. The opposite is true. Our experi-
ences with God radically transform us into Christ’s glorious im-

age!

A Heart For God

What would we say to a brother or sister seeking to recapture
their first love for God? Or, if it were us, what would we do? We
have mentioned several points, but [ would like to summarize

what we have said so far.

The regular meeting place is important, but something lies at
the foundation of a true and effective quiet time with the Lord
each day. The first is faith, and the second is desperation. We
have spoken briefly about these, but allow me to elaborate for

clarity’s sake.

(1) Faith: | believe God will speak to me

We are often so focused on habits such as Bible reading that we
are not rightly attuned to God’s presence. As I said before, it is
possible to read the Bible without faith. But in case we miss the
point, we want to elaborate on what it means to have faith in
one’s Bible reading. We will have a few examples in a moment,
but let me first highlight its meaning. I will use the example of
Bible reading, but this is true of all spiritual disciplines and

practices.

Faith is the approach we use to practice these spiritual disci-

plines. It is the belief that God will speak, can speak, and wants
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to speak to me. When I open the Word of God, I also open my
heart to the Lord to teach me. As I open the Bible, I consciously
speak to the Lord, welcoming Him to teach me. The Spirit of the
Lord then begins to teach. This process is further explained in
the section on Biblical meditation, but faith is the key element

here.

We need to consciously reject merely reading or studying the
Bible on our own. Instead, we must understand that God draws
near as we read His Word and wants to speak to us. What hap-
pens if I find myself just reading the Word without a conscious
awareness of His presence? I repent. I confess the pride in my
life that leads me to think I could read His Word without Him in
a good or proficient way. I also confess my hardness of heart.
Such action means I am content to live my day without meeting
the glorious God. Afterward, I need to pray, usually out loud,

something like this,

“Oh Lord, how dare I read your precious Word without de-
pending upon you, my Teacher. I am so prideful. I am so
hardened to your glorious truth, but I don’t want the reli-
gion which you disdain. I want you. I don’t want to master
the Bible but to have the Spirit master me through the
training of your Word. Lord, I want to meet You. [ must
meet You. But it’s not just me; the world needs You. Oh,
Lord, please speak to me. Lord, open my heart up to Your
great and mysterious Word. Speak, and let my pride be
properly humbled. In Jesus’ Name, Amen.”

After this, I go back and start reading properly; that is, [ ask and
expect Him to speak to me through that passage.
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(2) Desperate: | need God to speak to
me

Faith speaks to my awareness and confidence that God is
present, ready to bless. But I find that the element of despera-
tion or urgency is also critical. It touches on the belief that I can
do no good apart from God (John 15:5: “For apart from Me you

can do nothing.”)

If this world is truly a spiritual battle, we are great fools to rely
on earthly weapons, such as money and influence, to fight for
and promote God’s kingdom. It is like building a house out of a
deck of cards. Just blow on it, and it falls flat. Part of this convic-
tion about our desperate need comes from recognizing how
sinful we are. We are blessed that the authority of the flesh is
cut off once we become a Christian, but Satan has a host of
tricks to get us to act in the flesh. This is what temptation is-
the portal to serving self. The only way to live against the flesh
is to live or walk in the Spirit (cf. Gal 5:25). We need the Word
of God to live within us each day so that we are conscious of His

truths and so can, therefore, discern the wiles of the devil.

Third, we need God to speak to us, to comfort, encourage, and
guide us into His works. Again, we cannot do this on our own.
Humanism is the popular religion of the West right now, which
holds that people can cope on their own (i.e., without God). We
must face our foe and our pride and step away from this
wicked philosophy. We need God’s grace to accomplish God’s

work.

There are many times when I start reading God’s Word and
suddenly realize I don’t feel I need It. At this point, | pray and
cry out to God,
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“Lord, forgive me for my pride. I don’t think I need You. I
think I can get by this day without You and Your grace. That
is an outright lie. Set me free, O Lord. Set me free, O Lord.
Please forgive me through the blood of the cross. I need
Your wisdom, Lord. I need Your protection, Lord. I need
You, Lord. Come and help me. Speak to me. If You don’t
speak, I shouldn’t be here. But I am here, and I need You to
speak to me. In Christ’'s Name, I pray. Amen.”

Summary

Having faith that God will speak words that produce grace to
meet our needs is critical. We need God’s grace. Faith is the be-
lief that He can lead and help us by His Word. We, of course, do
not know what we need each day, but we can fully trust the
Lord for those needs. We know where to find that truth. We go
directly to Him in His Word in a regular and expectant manner.

He will begin to teach and transform us into Christ’s image.

Discussion Questions

1. Reflect on how meaningful your devotional life is. What

makes your devotional time meaningful?
2. What makes a devotional time poor or unproductive?

3. Do you have meaningful conversations with your Heavenly
Father? How has your approach to devotions shaped your rela-

tionship with Him?

4. Can we consistently have good devotional times? If so, how

can we make them meaningful and special?

5. Share with your group one or two significant things you have

learned from a Bible passage.
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A STupy ON Brsricar MEDLITA

#4 Deepening Our
Reflections— OXPET:
Joshua 1:6-9

Our study on Joshua 1 helps us understand biblical meditation

and learn to apply its techniques in your daily quiet times and
Bible studies.

Earlier, we looked at how every reading of God’s Word should
be alive and meaningful. The more meaningful our times with
Him, the more excited we will be to meet Him. The opposite is

true as well. If we are just having devotions be- cause

we should and do not sense God’s presence,
we should react. “Hey! Why am I doing
this?” We need to be dissatisfied with the
form of religion and to desire its heart. This

is the life Jesus lived and spoke of.

Engaging With the Lord

The depth of our times with the Lord largely depends on mak-
ing every encounter with the Lord in His Word special by medi-
tating on His Word and applying what He teaches to our lives. |
have found special insight into making each reading of God’s

Word meaningful. God revealed it to a key Biblical figure sever-
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al millennia ago. That figure was Joshua. Joshua had an impos-
sible task. He needed to fill Moses’ shoes. Now, it isn’t that
Joshua was not well trained or prepared for the job. He was. No
matter how much time he had spent working at Moses’ side, he,
like us, had a lot more to learn. It is fascinating to see what God
tells him. God lays it all on the line. He tells Joshua how he can
succeed or fail. Many of us have never taken these instructions
to heart. We never thought what God said to Moses would be
equally important to the success of our own lives and min-

istries. Let's take a close look at the passage.

Joshua 1:6-9 and Its Lessons

Be strong and courageous, for you shall give this people
possession of the land which I swore to their fathers to give
them. Only be strong and very courageous; be careful to do
according to all the law which Moses My servant com-
manded you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left,
so that you may have success wherever you go. This book of
the law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall
meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to
do according to all that is written in it; for then you will
make your way prosperous, and then you will have success.
Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous! Do
not tremble or be dismayed, for the LORD your God is with
you wherever you go (Joshua 1:6-9).

What is the key thing Joshua is to focus on? He was to be
strong. That is important. But what was he supposed to be
strong doing? How was he to know what God wanted? How
would he know if what he wanted was different from what God

wanted? God clearly tells him.

This book of the law shall not depart from your mouth, but
you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be
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careful to do according to all that is written in it; for then
you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have
success (Jos 1:8).

God’s Word needed to be close to Joshua’s mind. He needed to
be affected by the truth God had revealed in His Word. At that
time, they had only the first five books of the Bible, called “the
Book of the Law” or simply the “Law.” They were written by
Moses under the inspiration of the Lord and are the same as
what we now know as Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers,

and Deuteronomy.

Biblical Meditation

The Lord does not stop there, however. He carefully delineates
how God’s Word is to remain close to Joshua’s heart and mind.
He is to meditate on the Word. The Hebrew word ‘to meditate”
can mean devise, muse, or even imagine. He is to take God’s
Word and mull it over in his mind, much like a cow chews the
cud. A cow seems to do this all day long. It chews the grass,
then it sends it to its stomach. Then it comes up again and
chews on it more. This continual effort at meditating is empha-

sized in the words “day and night.”

Joshua was not a king, but he was a leader of these people in
every other sense. He was the general. He was the guardian of
God’s new society. He was the means by which God would
speak to, guide, and help the people. What was he supposed to
do all day? Meditate. He would do other things, but the central
advice was clear. This advice is especially interesting because it
goes against what we would normally advise others or do in
our own lives. God knows the difference between the great and
the ordinary. He wanted to bless Joshua and the people beyond

their imagination. This happens as we allow the Word of God to
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come so close to our minds that our minds and hearts are
shaped by His. Remember, just reading or memorizing God’s
Word, though good and essential, is insufficient. It is only when
we enter into meditation on God’s Word that it comes alive.

When we follow God’s advice, He blesses us in all that we do.

Digging a Well
Spiritual life is like digging a well. If one digs fifteen feet but

doesn’t reach water, does he stop? No. It is hard to dig at such
depths.

............. - 15 feet

30 feet

But if he needs to dig another fifteen feet to reach water, he
digs it. What sense is there in having a well when there is no
good, clean water? Our need for water motivates us to dig
deeper. Our belief that we will eventually find the needed water
helps us persist in such digging. So it is with meditation. We
have an inner need for wisdom, guidance, comfort, warning,
and encouragement. God ministers to us what we need (much
more than we could expect) through His Word. Once we catch
on and are blessed, it is easy to fall into the spiritual discipline

of meditating.

Biblical meditation is very different from Eastern meditation.
In the East, they try to block their minds of logical thought us-

ing a mantra (a word). They ‘empty’ their minds. Biblical medi-
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tation fills one’s mind with God’s Word and aligns one’s
thoughts with the Lord. It's like a quiet conversation about a
particular passage of God's Word between God and man. Ques-
tions are important in this process. “What does this mean?
What does this have to do with my life, Lord? What are you try-
ing to tell me through this, Lord?” We need not pretend we

know our lesson!

Some people cannot meditate like this, even if they try very
hard. This is because they lack the Spirit of God. It is like trying

to receive a radio station without a radio receiver.

For to us God revealed them through the Spirit; for the Spir-
it searches all things, even the depths of God. For who
among men knows the thoughts of a man except the spirit
of the man, which is in him? Even so the thoughts of God no
one knows except the Spirit of God (1 Cor 2:10, 11).

One needs the Spirit of God to understand the things of the
Spirit. If one does not have God’s Spirit, they cannot properly
discern God’s Word. We should remember, though, that sin in
the lives of Christians brings about a similar deadening effect. A
dead person cannot communicate and is isolated from the land
of the living. Sin is just like that, even in the lives of Christians.
“But your iniquities have made a separation between you and
your God, and your sins have hidden His face from you, so that
He does not hear” (Isaiah 59:2).

The Study of God’s Word

Having put the command to meditate before us, we need to un-
derstand how to integrate meditation effectively into personal
Bible study. Meditation should show up wherever we spend
time in His Word. We are often more focused on the process of

study than on the message the Spirit is trying to convey to us.
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We need to get more in tune with the Spirit. Learning how the
Spirit teaches us is not only something we need to learn and
apply in our quiet times but also in any Bible study or Bible
preparation time. After analyzing our studies in God’s Word, I
have come to see that there are three aspects to good Bible
study. I have used eating an orange or a pineapple to illustrate
this.

Desire: Seeking heart: How much do [ desire it? Will I eat it?

Approach: Bible study methods: How are we going to eat the

orange? Peel, slice?

Technique: Analytical skills: How shall we actually prepare it?

Use hands, knife, carve?

The Desire

[ discussed the aspect of desire in the first session. The desire
for God to speak to us through the reading of His Word is nor-
mal, good, and necessary. If, in our reading of God’s Word, we
do not truly meet the Lord, we should become dissatisfied. We
want to meet God. He wants to commune with us. If it doesn’t

happen, we should seriously seek God until things are righted.

THE STU OF GOD’S WORD

"B APPROACH l @ tEcHNiIQUE | % DESIRE

i T Bible study Analytical Seeking
Lx ! methods skills heart
1 How are we going How shall we actually How much do | desire to

to eat the orange? prepare it? Use hands, ¥

knife, carve? .,\

Some of us might be oblivious to what is normal and right. If

eat the orange? Maybe |

. Peel, slice? Jjust want to look at it.

we have grown up in unhealthy families, our concepts of God

and relationships are usually distorted. For instance, if we have
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grown up in a family where the father did not speak with the
children except to scold them, what hidden thoughts might this
person have toward His heavenly Father? How will this affect

His expectations about what God might say to him?

In fact, God, though high and lifted up, enjoys spending time
talking to His people. The sin is that we run through life with-
out regularly conversing with our Heavenly Father. We need to
recognize our need for Him and expect that He greatly desires
to help us daily with all these issues. Notice that even Jesus
Himself received His teaching from the Father: “Jesus therefore
answered them, and said, “My teaching is not Mine, but His
who sent Me” (John 7:16). If Jesus went to the Father to know
what to say and teach, certainly we should do the same in every
aspect of our lives. This is why Joshua experienced so many vic-

tories.

How much do we want God’s Word? How much do we really
need Him to speak to us? Can we get by without ‘meditating’?
Once He reveals things to me, will I actually obey? This will
show how much we truly desire His Word. It is easy to say we

will obey, but quite another to carry it out.

Our good desires are closely associated with three key words:

faith, hope, and love.

Faith is the expectation that God will speak to you during
your time together.

Hope is the joyful reliance on God because of His faithful

care for you.

Love is the wholehearted devotion to treasuring what the

Lord says to you.
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Behind any true and genuine spiritual discipline lies the fun-
damental expression of our dependence on God. In our genuine
search for Him, our fervent belief that He alone has the an-
swers and truly cares for us compels us to trust Him no matter
where He leads us. Let us now spend more time discussing the

approach and the technique.

The Approach

We will not spend much time on the approach to reading and
studying God’s Word. There are many other resources for this.
In our illustration, Bible study methods are how we open the
fruit to eat it. We have to decide whether to peel or slice the or-
ange. Bible study methods are different ways to open up God’s
Word. Some are better than others, and each has its own ad-
vantage. The ‘Devotional Study’ is what we have been dis-
cussing so far. For these studies to be effective, they also need
to include an element of the devotional study. God’s Word is

given that we might be shaped. We must respect this.

All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching,
for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness;
that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every
good work. (2 Tim 3:16, 17)

When God’s Word is rightly appropriated by the man of God, he
is ready for any good work. God’s Word empowers us! If we feel
unable or very confused, we are not engaging rightly with
God’s Word. He will give us the faith needed to face each situa-
tion. If you are a teacher of God’s Word, you need to be familiar
with these studies of God’s Word. If you are not, you should use
them to deepen your reflections on God’s Word in your life. It is
helpful to think of these studies as methods for meditating on
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God’s Word. Again, the main point is to capture a truth that God

wants us to apply and pass on.

For a fuller overview of common Bible study approaches, see
Appendix H “Bible Study Methods.”

Analytical Skills

Application Meditation

- Inductive

Asking questions Praying through scriptures

Before going on, [ need to address the use of devotional books.

Some have asked me whether | recommend using them. [ don’t
recommend them. They are not wrong, but they lead us away
from where we want to go. We do not want to hear man speak
but God. Let the child play with a toy gun, but the soldier in the
army must learn to use a real gun, even though it is dangerous.
If God uses the devotional to touch us with His Word, it is good,

but we must work toward that.

The Word of God is the most likely place to meet God. We can
meet God elsewhere, such as while driving or playing golf. Of
course, we can also learn from others’ experiences, but do not
make devotional material your primary means of meeting God.
David said,

They are more desirable than gold, yes, than much fine
gold; Sweeter also than honey and the drippings of the
honeycomb. Moreover, by them Thy servant is warned; In
keeping them there is great reward. (Psalms 19:10, 11).
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We must insist and train ourselves to rightly handle God’s
Word.

Techniques in Studying God’s Word

Bible studies are approaches to God’s Word, but each relies on
a combination of skills. If the kind of Bible study is the ap-
proach one takes to eating a fruit, then these techniques or an-
alytical skills are the means one uses to prepare to eat. Does

one use a knife to slice or hands to peel?

Analytical skills can range from simple to complex. Reading,
itself, is a complex skill that integrates many processes. We
take this skill for granted, but many have not yet mastered it.
The more these skills are developed, the less they interfere
with the process of studying God’s Word. But like riding a bicy-
cle, they need to be practiced repeatedly so that they become
part of the way we do things. Here are some important and
helpful analytical skills:

Praying through scriptures (Talking to the Lord about what
He is saying to you).

* Observation (Carefully making contrasts and comparisons
that result in conclusions).

* Inductive study (Already mentioned; ability to draw conclu-
sions from a passage about what the passage was originally
meant to say and teach).

* Persistence (Plain discipline to get through difficult or long
passages).

* Asking questions (Who? Why? Where? When? What hap-
pened?).

* Application (Answer: “What are you saying to me, Lord?)

* Meditation (The persistent perusal of a verse, its meaning

and application to one’s life).
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* Grammatical (Ability to make observations on the word
structure of a verse).

* Word Study (Includes a range of skills from using a dictio-
nary, thesaurus, concordance, Hebrew and Greek dictionary
- or one of many computer programs facilitating these stud-

ies; Al can do a fantastic fast research job.)

We now want to elaborate a bit on what we discovered in
Joshua 1:8, namely the importance of meditation. We want to
show how a person can actually meditate. This exercise is noth-
ing short of exciting. We will look at what I call “OXPET” to help

us explore some principles of meditation.

OXPET

Those strong at analysis are often weak at application. Medita-
tion blends the two. We want to explore ways to overcome
some of the hindrances that keep us from getting close to the
scriptures without benefiting from them. We want the scrip-

tures to come alive!

Let me first give you a general example of meditation. I was
reading a passage from John 4 during my meditation time. I
was going to read further and, in fact, did scan ahead a bit, but
the Lord was already speaking to me from verses 1-3. So I ac-

cepted that my study would be limited to those verses.

1 Therefore when the Lord knew that the Pharisees had
heard that Jesus was making and baptizing more disciples
than John 2 (although Jesus Himself was not baptizing, but
His disciples were), 3 He left Judea and went away again
into Galilee“ (John 4:1-3).
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Jesus had to go through Samaria just after this passage. There
He met the Samaritan woman, and many came to know the
Lord. These three verses can be easily overlooked in light of the
exciting events that followed. But the Spirit began to prompt
my heart, saying there was a message for me here. I decided to
set aside the later verses (a conscious decision to trust the
Spirit’s leading even when studying God’s Word). Meditation

requires discipline to focus on a small passage like this.

But I typically ask, “What does the Lord want to say through
these verses?” | believe He can use any passage to teach me, so
[ humbled myself and began to talk to Him about these verses
in a quiet prayer. “Lord, what are you trying to teach me here?”
I then offered a brief analysis of what was happening in the
verses. This might differ for different times and people, but this

is what the Lord was helping me see that day.

Analysis: Once Jesus heard that the Pharisees had heard about
Him baptizing more people than John the Baptist, He decided
to leave the area.

Principle: Sometimes, when a person is experiencing great suc-
cess, God might call them away from there to another place and

even another ministry.

Principle: The Pharisees grew jealous. They noticed these
things. Jesus allowed their jealousy to shape His plans. He
could have stayed there and had His disciples baptize more
people. That would have been natural, but He was sensitive to
the Lord’s timing.

Application: God might one day take me from a good and suc-
cessful ministry. If He does, I must follow the Spirit’s leading.

Bruce Wilkerson did so when he went to Africa. Jesus did the
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same. | must be willing to let God’s Spirit lead rather than let

success rule.

[ sincerely considered whether there was any particular min-
istry the Lord wanted me to avoid at that time, but it did not
seem so. [ tell Him that I will pursue the Father’s will rather
than build on success. I must not live by success but by a higher
principle to accomplish God’s work. Success does not prove di-

rection.

This short meditation touched my soul, a sensitive part of me. I
recognize that He might be preparing me to avoid pursuing
success. His lessons are not always applied immediately, but
they all prepare me for His work. Perhaps He does this in ad-
vance to keep me from temptations I might otherwise not dis-
cern. Meditation is the means to true success because it en-
ables us to live out God’s will through the Spirit. Now let us
look more closely at how we can meditate on a passage using
the OXPET method.

The OXPET is derived from two words: OX and PET. It high-
lights five ways we can meditate, one for each letter. We are not
saying you need to use this method to meditate. Instead, we are
trying to get a feel for meditation. It is like learning to ride a
bike. Someone runs behind you, helping you keep the bike up-
right. As you pedal, you go faster and faster. Then you realize
the person who was holding you is far behind you and no
longer holding on!
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[ Analytical Skills |
Meditation

Many of us are great at
analysis but poor on p .
application. Meditation [ Persistence |
blends the two together:

p - N A | { i dy |
ox M PeT e agllh 4 v |
o5 Sk

We are introducing ideas to get you started. The rest is up to

you to practice until it becomes part of your daily devotional
time. These methods will hopefully become part of your skill

set. Feel free to forget the ox being treated as a pet (in a cage).

The neat thing about meditating is that it helps you in all your
ministries using God’s Word, whether as a Sunday School
teacher, teacher, evangelist, or preacher. Commentaries are
very helpful when trying to make sure that you are not far off in
your interpretation of a passage. What is the problem that
many of us face? We are too analytical. We need to learn how to
take what we observe and apply it meaningfully to our lives.
Someone has said it well. The head and the heart are only a foot

apart, but they act as if they were miles apart.

So what is the OXPET? Let me introduce you to the OXPET
chart. Each letter represents a significant way to approach the
scriptures. It is a tool that helps us combine analysis with ap-
plication. I developed this while thinking about how I meditate
on the scriptures. [ took a passage I was joyfully meditating on
and identified these processes. Are there more? Probably. As I

said, this is only to get you started.

[ want to introduce each item to you first. Then, we will work
through an example together. After that, you will have oppor-

tunities to practice. We will keep Matthew 6:33 in mind and
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use it to provide illustrations. “But seek first His kingdom and

His righteousness; and all these things shall be added to you”
(Matthew 6:33).

Opposite

Think of the opposite sense of a word, command, illustration,
etc., that one is meditating on. These contrasts easily stir the
mind. Light <> dark; thirsty <> full; happy <> sad; late <> early.
In the verse Matthew 6:33, we see the word ‘first.’ By taking the
opposite ‘last’ and inserting it into the verse, “Seek last ...,” we
see how the word ‘first’ highlights the priority of what Jesus
wants. We cannot allow the seeking of His kingdom to drift into
second, third, and definitely not last place in our lives. This one
word, then, brings out Jesus’ emphasis more clearly. He could
have left it out.

Expand

Expand and mildly exaggerate the sense of the word or verse.

The more practical and personal, the better.

In this case, we might select ‘seek’ from Matthew 6:33 and ex-
pand it. Seek means to go out and look for. It calls me to recog-
nize that something is important enough to search for. But how
important is it to me? If it is only a bit important to me, like a
US$1 bill, I will look but give up the search after a short while.
But if it is a hundred-dollar bill, I will even get friends to help
me find it. Jesus is calling me to make the expansion of His
kingdom a top priority. I am to go all out and make it a priority

in my life. In practice, I might look at my life and see what is
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most important to me. How do I know? How do I spend my
money and time? This ‘Expand’ is perhaps the most widely
used meditation principle. On its own, it can greatly amplify the
meaning so that the truths of God’s Word grab our attention.
When this technique is working properly, one is humbled and

awed by what one has found in God’s Word.

OXPET

Think of the opposite meaning of the word, command,
O or illustration. Contrasts often stir the mind and
sharpen understanding.

Opposite

Expand and mildly exaggerate the sense of the
word or verse. The more practical and personal,
the better.

Expand

Personalize the main meaning by placing yourself in
Personal P the context and situation being described. Substitute

your own name for the one being used when helpful.

B Emphasize the meaning by noticing repeated words,
EmphaS|s ideas, or phrases and personalizing them.
Translate difficult words, phrases, or verses into your
own clear, easy-to-understand words.

Translation

Personal

Personalize the key meaning by placing yourself in the de-
scribed context and situation. Replace ‘your name’ or ‘I’ with

the pronoun used.

The verse says, “(You) seek.” The ‘you’ is often omitted in com-
mands (KJV: “Seek ye”), but it is still there. In this case, we can
reason that Jesus was speaking to His disciples, but we need to
ask whether He is also speaking to me. In other words, are His
words relevant to my life? Is Jesus telling me to seek first His
kingdom? Sure He is. Then I respond, “I will seek first your
kingdom.” We could also apply the last ‘you’ to our lives. The
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promise is for me. If I seek first ..., then He will give me whatev-
er I need in my life. This, of course, shows us that the Christian
life is a life of faith. Only by carrying out what He wants
through faith will we see His special promises come true. Step
out in faith, and we, as well as all of His disciples, will be cared

for. What a marvelous promise!

Emphasis

Emphasis observes repeated words and phrases, personalizing
them. This method makes more sense in longer passages

where we can actually see repetition being used.

For example, go back to Joshua 1:6-9 and see which word or
phrase is repeated. “Be strong and courageous” is repeated
three times! The Lord strongly emphasized this point. Why did
He emphasize it so? It is probably because Joshua was tempted
to be weak and give in. I can then reflect on my life. [ might
think about both the last time [ was strong and courageous and
the last time [ was weak and gave in. I would follow through

with prayer, asking God to make me strong and courageous.

Emphasis doesn’t always come from repetition, but it often
does. Rhyme, word order, contrast, special initials (e.g., Psalm
119), words that sound alike (hard to detect because we do not
know the original languages), and special sentence structure

(Hebrew symmetric poetry 1-3-5-3-1).

Translation

Translate identifies and explains elusive words, phrases, or

verses into your own easy-to-understand words. I could say
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“define,” but the word “translate” is a bit broader. In fact, we
always need to remember that we are looking at translations.
We should consider what the original word means in this con-
text. For your information, the context determines usage (the

definition) more often than not.

We are often unaware of how we use words and phrases with-
out truly understanding what they mean. It is so easy for all of
us to do this. But if we are attentive, we will discover many
words or phrases we think we know the meaning of but cannot
put into words. We need to be able to state what they mean. For
example, in Matthew 6:33, what does the ‘kingdom of God’
mean? What is it that we are to seek? Another word we might
use a lot but not understand is ‘righteousness.” Once we force
ourselves to define these phrases, we think and pray on a

whole new level. For example, we might pray,

“Lord, I hear you speaking. You want me to pursue

the kingdom of God, but I honestly do not even know

what it is. [ have been a Christian for six years, and I

still do not know how to describe it. I must not have

been seeking your kingdom very hard! Please forgive

me. Help me now to better understand what you

mean. In Jesus’ Name, Amen.”
As you see, with just a few specific questions and observations,
we have only begun to explore Matthew 6:33. [ am again hum-
bled by the power of Jesus’ teaching. [ am like a very poor stu-
dent who understands so little. I want to learn much more from

Him. Let’s look at another short verse.
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A Sample Meditation — Psalm 119:169

Let my cry come before Thee, O LORD; Give me understand-
ing according to Thy word. (Psalm 119:169)

Let’s do this together. Write down this verse and place one let-
ter from OXPET under five words or phrases. See how far you
can go. I will do the same. After you do it, come back and see
what I have done. We are not comparing to see who is better,
but learning from each other. (Sorry, I can’t learn from you

what God is teaching you!)

Cry (O)

The psalmist is facing great difficulty. He desperately needs
help and cries out to God. If he were silent, it would be as if he
had no problems. I think about the gambling casinos proposed
in my area. Am I crying out, or just ignoring what is being
done? A desperate voice would show that I really care. If my
voice is mild, it doesn’t really disturb me. Some things should
prompt me to be noisy before God. What important things
should I be praying about (the context of this verse is a prayer
to God)?

Come before (E)

| want my prayers to ascend to the Lord. If my prayers only go
halfway, am I content? What about halfway? 90% of the way?
Am I content? No. [ want my prayers to go right before the Lord
and nothing else. If my prayers don’t reach God, they are no
good, no matter how close they get. | want my words and con-
cerns to reach God. I want God to take notice and do something

about the situation I bring before Him. I might also reflect on
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how shallow my prayers are at times. [ pray as if it doesn’t mat-
ter whether God hears my prayer. It is as if | am content just to

pray. What a sham!

My (P)

The Psalmist is praying. He is making his prayer known to God.
But it is not enough for him to do that. Or, for that matter, it is
not good enough that many around me are making their
prayers known to God. The key for my personal life, family, and
ministry is whether my prayers are being lifted up and coming
before God so that He will do something about them. Are my
prayers going up to God? Do I care? Do I pray? Am I content
that others attend prayer meetings but not me? May it never
be. I only have one life, and I need the Living God to hear my
prayers and bring about His kingdom here on earth, even as it

is in heaven.

Thee, O Lord (O)
People pray to many different gods. I often hear people say that

it doesn’t matter who you pray to or what religion you belong
to; it will all work out the same. But the psalmist prayed to Je-
hovah, the living God who revealed Himself to Moses. If my
prayers go to different gods, it doesn’t matter because they are
not real. But they must come before You, the Living God. I am
accountable to You. You alone can hear my prayers. May I faith-

fully trust You to hear my prayers and to work!

Word (T)

[ need understanding “according to Your Word.” ‘Word’ here
refers to the words that have come from the Living God. They
are ‘Thy Word.” The Scriptures are Your Word. I need to gain
insight from Your Word. I must guard against taking my own

advice. There is no other reliable source than what the Lord
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has said. “You have spoken. Let the truth in Your Word touch
my heart. Do I take Your Word seriously? When I read Your
Word each day, am I really desperate for you to teach me, as the
Psalmist was? [ don’t understand unless you teach me. Help

me, Lord!”
Summary

From this brief use of the OXPET meditation method, we see
our skills growing. We can extract rich nuggets from a few
words. It is important to be in a prayerful spirit when meditat-
ing. You can see that even when writing, I go in and out of
prayer. At the end, it is good to say your prayer aloud or write it
down. Let the prayer reflect what you have learned from the
verse. Make an appointment with the Lord and meditate on
Psalm 119:174. It is special because it is another word of the
Lord. But the point is that you need to train yourself to medi-
tate. Keep doing it until you do it regularly, even on the passage
the preacher is preaching from. The Lord has much more to

teach you.

Discussion Questions

1. How does meditation differ from routine Bible reading?
2. What does OXPET represent?

3. Find a Bible verse and identify two words in it and their op-
posites. How does this help you understand the verse more

deeply?

4. What does it mean to let God’s Word dwell richly in your
heart?

5. How does trust help complete the meditation process?
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A STupy oN Bisric MEDITAE

#5 Abiding in Christ:
John 15:1-8

God has ways of shaking up our lives. I don’t know if there has
ever been a more meaningful time of challenging growth in my
life than when He taught me the basics of Abiding in Christ,
which is, in fact, the same as Bible meditation. The reason for
this is clear. Jesus clearly explains how God’s Word is connected
to our relationship with Him and how that relationship impacts

our success.

Let me first discuss these verses to explore their profound
meaning. We are not stating anything different from what was
previously stated. I am using the verse to reaffirm God’s Word

once again.

John 15:1-8

1 “T am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. 2
“Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit, He takes away;
and every branch that bears fruit, He prunes it, that it may
bear more fruit. 3 “You are already clean because of the
word which I have spoken to you. 4 “Abide in Me, and I in

you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, unless it

abides in the vine, so neither can you, unless you abide in
Me.
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5 “ am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me,
and I in him, he bears much fruit; for apart from Me you can
do nothing. 6 “If anyone does not abide in Me, he is thrown
away as a branch, and dries up; and they gather them, and
cast them into the fire, and they are burned. 7 “If you abide
in Me, and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish,
and it shall be done for you. 8 “By this is My Father glorified,
that you bear much fruit, and so prove to be My disciples.

Caught Off Guard

This wasn’t a planned series! The Lord caught me off guard. He

interrupted my daily routine to draw me closer to Him.

First, the Lord secured my commitment. He reminded me of my
desire to grow as a Christian. He was not impressed with my
past missionary or pastoral work. The Lord was determined to
shape my heart further. He spoke to me through Psalm 1 and
Joshua 1 about the importance of daily meditation.

This book of the law shall not depart from your mouth, but
you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be
careful to do according to all that is written in it; for then
you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have
success (Jos 1:8).

God created meditation as a way for His people to grow and
succeed. Excuses about not having enough time were untrue. I
had a very busy schedule and was already waking up early to
meet Him each morning. He wanted more time. I understood

what He was asking for.

After much struggle, I finally gave up my afternoon radio talk
show to listen to Him through His Word. The meditation time
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didn’t have to be long each day (I didn’t have much time), but it
was meant to be a regular commitment. | made no vows, but
like other good habits, I intended to meet with Him at a certain
time whenever I could. I could never have imagined what actu-

ally happened.

Learning to Meditate

As I reflect on it, I am still amazed. Even now, years later, [ am
deeply moved just by recalling what He did. Above all, I wanted
to hear from the Lord during this brief meditation time. I did.
He came so close that [ was completely transformed. The time
rarely exceeded thirty minutes, but what He taught me consis-
tently had a profound impact on my life. The truths were so
clear, piercing, and heartbreaking that [ almost needed to pre-
pare myself before meeting with Him. I wondered what He
would say. Where would He lead me? My life might never be
the same after that time with Him in His Word. My life was

never quite the same.

[ focused my study on Jesus and the Gospels. The Gospels
were very familiar to me, so I approached them from a different
perspective. After all, I have preached and taught most of the
Gospel passages. This time, however, I planned to study pas-
sages where I could observe how Jesus trained His disciples.
Instead of the typical study on how Jesus responded to differ-
ent situations, I examined what the disciples themselves saw
and heard. Jesus, after all, was training his disciples.

Appreciating the Fruit

The Gospels became a real adventure land full of special paths
to learning. I would sit at Jesus’ feet and, through the eyes and

ears of the disciples, learn what and how Jesus was training
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them. [ wanted to be trained. That was my desire. Could I learn
from these situations? Oh, yes. I learned far more than I expect-
ed, if I'm honest. I felt overwhelmed by the truths affecting my
life. I was almost afraid that what [ would learn the next day

would be too much for me to handle.

I no longer doubt whether God wants to speak to me or other
Christians. He desires to speak loudly and clearly. The real
question is whether we truly want Him to speak to us. How ea-

ger are we for Him to communicate with us?

Each meditation session was unique, yet the approach for this
series stayed consistent. Ultimately, every meeting with God
had a deep impact on my life. Sometimes, the key insights
would stand out right away. These lessons were easy to under-
stand. At other times, however, the Lord would challenge me. I
eventually realized that no matter how long it took, I needed to
keep reading the same passage until He spoke to me. The Lord
was strengthening my faith so I would fully understand that He
was both able and eager to communicate with me through any
part of His Word. No matter how unlikely the passage might
seem, God could and would speak to me. But I had to be persis-
tent. [ was not to turn the page. | was not to drift off to another
passage. | had to meditate on the Word He guided me to reflect

on, even if it felt somewhat random.

Meditation’s Difficult Parts

Once God captured my attention with the passage’s truth, I in-
evitably felt the need to repent. Each passage served as a reve-
lation, opening my spiritual eyes to my dire condition. I had
been a Christian for many years, but the teachings were so
powerful that I often ended up with tears streaming down my

face. I wonder what my children thought as they walked past
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me, seeing my deep emotion during a Bible reading. However, it
was truly much more than just reading the Bible. [ had encoun-
tered God, or rather, God had reached me in the profound, un-

spoken needs of my heart.

The encounters felt so real that it was as if the Spirit actually
transported me to the place where the disciples were watching
Jesus or asking Him questions. He enabled me to understand
what Jesus was conveying. He spoke to me so regularly and
powerfully during those times that [ became an even firmer be-
liever in the importance of a Christian growing every day of
their life. Like the Apostle Paul, we have not yet reached that
point of perfection. We have far more room to grow than we

ever imagined.

Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it
yet; but one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and
reaching forward to what lies ahead (Philippians 3:13).

Each session focused on a new passage. I read and reflected on
each one until He spoke to me through His Word. Sometimes
this took longer than usual, but I stayed there until at least one
truth was revealed to my soul. Many times I was tempted to
give up and settle for a general reading of His Word. Grateful to
the Lord, I persisted in reviewing the passage until He spoke.
More often than not, I just needed to read it reflectively once or
twice more before His truth would start to powerfully shake
my life. Each session ended with an application to my life. Usu-
ally, this wasn'’t too difficult because He was there to teach me.
When I repented of my hardened heart, there was always some
genuine, practical truth to apply to my life.
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Our Hope, His Hope

My hope is that you will learn to hear God speak to you through
His Word. This is what God wants of us—placing our hearts in
His presence. These will be among the most extraordinary

moments of your life.

“Just as the Father has loved Me, I
have also loved you; abide in My

love.” (John 15:9)

The Lord still waits to speak with you and me. He has already
told us to meditate on His Word. Put aside televisions, comput-
ers, and movies. Sit down and ask Him to communicate with
you through His Word. He is faithful. Just remember the key:
whatever He tells you to do, you must do it. This bold yet essen-
tial heart approach makes each Bible meditation a journey with

an uncertain destination.

Discussion Questions

1. What are the keys to abiding in Jesus?

2. What is your chief difficulty in abiding in Jesus?

3. In what area of life do you think He wants us to depend on Him?

4. Discuss an area of your life where it is hard for you to depend

on the Lord.

You can read and enjoy these very meditations in Paul’s book,

Abiding In Christ: Walking with Jesus.
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#6 Dying to Self

The spiritual discipline of dying to self prepares our hearts for
fruitful biblical meditation. One good habit the Lord has in-
stilled in me, which I hope becomes yours, is meeting with the
Lord daily. I get up early and spend my quiet time with Him, but

[ have not always, or even regularly, found profit in these times.

Facing Our Problems

At one point, God led me deeper. I was reading through Joshua,
and I love the Book of Joshua for all the action and lessons it
contains. The Spirit sparked my interest further by posing a

series of questions to me.

* “What makes this reading so helpful to you?”

* “How come other Christians have such a hard time gaining
insights from these readings?”

« “Didn’t you use to have a tough time? What makes these

readings so helpful now?”

The Lord used these questions to remind me of my struggle to
profitably read longer passages, so I focused on shorter ones,
maybe just a few verses. Later;, [ moved away from studying
smaller passages because my devotional time had become so

rewarding that it felt like another work project. So I intention-
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ally began reading through several chapters each day. Still, I

wanted to gain something from studying these longer passages.

What's the point of reading God’s Word if He doesn’t speak to
me? The Lord had been speaking to me through His Word,
guiding me in ways I hadn’t noticed before. He prompted me,
asking, “Why are these readings so helpful now?” I realized I
had developed a mental routine to ensure my readings were

useful.

How about you? How do you spend your time in the Word? Is it
fruitful? Always? What makes it fruitful? What do you do when
you feel dry and empty? How can you have a more fruitful time
in the Lord’s Word, even better—always? I suppose you have
other related questions. But I know that, because I have had
these questions, other Christians do too. It is one of those dis-

coveries Christians make as they grow.

[ have introduced numerous essential elements for a fruitful
and engaging time in God’s Word. Can you identify them? Part
of it is habit—I read God’s Word even when I don’t feel like it,
even when I am extremely busy or troubled. God’s Word is a
light, and regardless of my day or feelings, [ meet with Him. It is
habit, rather than crisis, that typically brings me to His Word.
However, habit alone cannot solve our problem of having
meaningful times with Him, because it does not adequately

prepare our hearts.

Exposure of Our Need

Our hearts are best prepared on days when we are filled with
hope that God will speak to us through His Word. The Parable
of the Sower clearly illustrates our struggle to prepare our

hearts. Our hearts are likened to soil. Sometimes they are hard-

80



Dying to Self

ened and resistant to God’s Word; other times, the good seed is
planted in thorny places where people become caught up in
worldly worries (Mat 13:22). But there are moments when our
hearts are like good soil, ready to accept the seed, allowing
God’s Word to grow and produce fruit—some thirtyfold, some
sixty, and some a hundred. Notice that when the soil is pre-
pared for God’s Word, it consistently bears fruit. Jesus’ teaching
underscores the necessity of prepared hearts for consistently

fruitful times in His Word.

This truth has defeated the dragon of doubt many times! “Will
it make a difference?” “Why should I get up early?” You need to
realize that the evil one is not only trying to tempt you to ig-
nore God’s Word (think Psalm 1:1) but also to steal your hope
that God’s Word will make a difference in your life. Do you see
how spiritual warfare is an ongoing, daily, though subtle, bat-

tle? I'll now return to this chapter’s theme: “Dying to self.”

Brokenness: Preparing My Heart

When I carefully examined my study of God’s Word and moni-

tored my mind and heart each day, I realized I needed to “die to

self” daily. I did not discover anything new, for “Dying to self” is
a spiritual discipline, though it may go by different names. Oth-
ers have spoken about it before, but now the Lord has connect-
ed it to profitable biblical meditation, deeply impressing upon
me the importance of preparing the heart for an effective and
fruitful time in His Word. Yes, we will experience distractions
and disappointments, but we use these moments to further

discover the richness of Christ.
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God seeks to reach and transform the places we have kept from

Him. It’s essential that we focus not only on the means but also

on the goal: “Christ lives in me.”

I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who
live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in
the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me, and
delivered Himself up for me (Gal 2:20).

Let me give you an example. I am getting older and don’t know
how much longer I can serve publicly. I no longer have the sta-
mina I once had. Now [ must move forward in faith. In any case,
['ve learned the secret of dying to self, which helps me be hon-
est about my weaknesses and frailties. | don’t need to be
alarmed, frightened, or defensive; instead, I can rejoice in the
Lord’s care for me and those I care about. Why do I speak so
confidently? Because this brokenness, this admission of our
needs, prepares our hearts and minds for Christ to live in me.

Empowerment: The Three-Step Process

“Dying to self” is a scriptural admonition found in Jesus’ words
and life, further explained by the Apostle Paul. Jesus submitted
Himself fully to His Father’s will, despite the suffering He
would face at the cross. Remember when Jesus pleaded, “Fa-
ther, if Thou art willing, remove this cup from Me; yet not My
will, but Thine be done” (Luke 22:42). Jesus didn’t want to en-
dure the cross, but in the end He chose to trust God’s will. “Dy-
ing to self” means placing our will at the end of the line, like the
caboose. We may have our preferences and concerns, but we
can always trust our Father in heaven to know what is best. Ac-
cepting the loss of children in my wife’s womb was not easy,
but it became part of my trust in my Father’s greater plan. Our

trust in Him will be tested in times of conflict between what |
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want and what God has for me. The choice of God’s will over

my own accurately captures the idea of “dying to self”

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven (Mat 5:3).

Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If anyone wishes to come
after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and
follow Me” (Mat 16:24).

However, we need deep trust and confidence in God’s will to
practice this discipline consistently. You might say, for example,
“I don’t know how God will care for this matter, but I will trust
Him. He is good.” We are not suggesting that God doesn’t care
about our concerns; rather, He addresses our wants and de-

sires—in His time and way.

‘Dying to self’ is not an end in itself but a means to our destina-
tion: Christ living in and through us. This teaching addresses
the struggle with our desires and enables us to fulfill God’s
purposes. So how does one actually ‘die to oneself’? The battle
of our wills is the primary test before us. We must recognize
this battle with our desires. By recognizing the contest, we can,
like Jesus, submit our will to the Lord. This becomes our test of

obedience.

Of course, if there is any unconfessed sin in our lives, it will in-
stantly complicate matters. In that case, we begin with dark-
ness in our souls, which clouds our understanding. During such
times, we might avoid Scripture because we doubt whether
God cares or can help us. Even if we do read, perhaps out of
habit or to avoid guilt, the time may not be very profitable be-
cause our hearts are resisting Him. Our goal is to live in a good
relationship with the Lord, repenting of our sins and specifical-

ly confessing them, finding full forgiveness in Christ. So
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whether there is no particular sin standing in the way, or even

if there is, we can still approach the Lord.

At the same time, we must master the art of changing our will. |
think this is a struggle many of us have not yet overcome. Our
modern world simply tells us to follow our desires. Our desires
do not rightly inform us about what is always best! We can
choose what we want, including prioritizing God’s will over our
own. Observe these three steps. Use your own terms to de-

scribe them as you please.

1) Self-denial — surrender my will.

Identify your conflict and choose God’s will.

Do you detect resistance to reading God’s Word? You might still
read because of a good habit, but you don’t want to. You would
rather be doing something else. By recognizing your heart’s re-
sistance, you see the conflict in your life. You choose to deny
yourself; that is, to admit the conflict and submit to God’s will.
Self-denial leads to self-restraint. Self-restraint aims to make
healthy decisions about what to think and do, while self-denial
focuses solely on our hearts and motives. In the context of bib-
lical meditation, it means saying to the Lord, “I don’t feel like
meeting with You, but [ know You are calling me to spend time
with You. So here [ am. I don’t know what I need to hear and

learn, but [ know I need something from You.”
2) Brokenness — acknowledge my need.
Relate one’s life circumstances to the observed brokenness.

While the first point leads us to seek what observations the
Lord has for us from our Bible reading time, it is essential to
connect those reflections to our lives. Instead of thinking about

missing out on something in the world—a cell phone call,
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checking the stock market, or checking email—I choose to hear
from my Heavenly Father. Choosing to seek God brings a host of
good promises to mind and frees me to anticipate my time with
Him. [ get a glimpse, like a rising sun, that is increasingly shap-

ing my thoughts and deepening my faith.

3) Empowerment — receive God’s grace and
strength.

Seek God’s abundant grace for our needs.

When we humble ourselves, we not only recognize our needs
but also acknowledge the rightful place our Savior seeks in our
lives. This is the Spirit of God influencing us, sending streams of
living water within us. This third point flows naturally; God’s
grace abundantly prepares us for the day. This includes meet-
ing our needs, directing our paths, and reminding us how to
love someone. These are not necessarily ‘big’ things, but they

are all important.

Dying to self is a process with a clear goal. Where does the
rainwater go? Into the holes, the lowest places. We similarly
prepare our hearts by digging holes through the confession of
sin, acknowledging the hardness of heart, and embracing gen-
eral vulnerability. In this way, we prepare ourselves to eagerly

receive God’s abundant grace as we meditate on His Word.

Results of Meditation

God uses His Word to change, humble, rebuke, and encourage
us (2_Tim 3:16-17). The humbling of our hearts opens our

hearts and minds to God’s grace and prepares us to embrace
God’s Word. In turn, we seek and find the wisdom, financial
guidance, strength, passion, and love we need. No part of our

lives is beyond Him because He cares for us. Because of our
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various responsibilities, what we gain sometimes aligns with

different stages of life—as a dad, brother, friend, neighbor, col-

league, etc.

Take note of what you consider most important to you.

Order them by priority.

Acknowledge and repent of any illegitimate desires, behav-
iors, and thoughts. Do this with each false value you have dis-
covered (e.g., lust, greed, fear, “I need...”).

Take a step back and recognize that God is ultimately the One
who cares for and watches over your family. Rather than try-
ing to control everything yourself, faithfully carry out your
God-given responsibilities under His guidance.

Prepare yourself not only to give up what you love but also to
value what God values. Pause and see whether God brings to
mind any person or situation.

Boldly affirm how Jesus Christ lives in you and leads you. (He
does this with your submission to His will.)

Reestablish your ground. Review the things you consider im-
portant in your lives, but now prefer how the Lord is leading,
even if you don’t know how it will work out. As we entrust
these matters to Him, we become better prepared to follow
His guidance and rest in His care.

Your primary responsibility is to be close to the Lord each
day. Rather than saying, “I can’t” or “I won’t,” respond like
Mary: “Behold, the bondslave of the Lord; may it be done to

me according to your word” (Luke 1:38).

Discussion Questions
1. What does “dying to self” mean in your daily life?

2. Which Scriptures best illustrate this principle?

3. Why is self-denial so difficult in today’s society?
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4. What is the hardest area of your life to trust God in?

5. How can recognizing one’s weakness lead to greater joy and

dependence on God?

Go Deeper

This chapter introduces the spiritual discipline of dying to self,
specifically as it relates to biblical meditation. For a fuller
treatment—including self-denial, brokenness, empowerment,

and practical meditations from Joshua—see Dying to Self: The
Spiritual Discipline That Leads to Renewal.

87


https://www.foundationsforfreedom.net/Help/Store/Intros/Dying-to-Self.html
https://www.foundationsforfreedom.net/Help/Store/Intros/Dying-to-Self.html




#7 Our Lives and Ministries:
Ephesians 2:10

Biblical Meditation and God’s Good Works

In this chapter, we are focusing on God’s purposes for biblical
meditation and how He uses these times in His Word in our
own lives and ministries. As with all Christian disciplines, we
can forget God’s purposes for what He is doing in the Christian
individual or in us corporately. This is easy to understand, since

our minds are so narrow and we focus on our own interactions.

So, we must ask, “What is God’s purpose for biblical medita-
tion?” There are numerous reasons for this special intimacy
God has with His people through His Word. The Spirit works
behind the scenes throughout this process, yet plays a crucial

role. Let me list a few.

* Biblical meditation is a general means by which God inti-
mately communicates with His people, generally assuring
our souls and teaching our minds certain truths that are
particularly applicable and helpful to us.

* Biblical meditation stirs our souls regarding our special

spiritual needs, whether it is conviction and the cleansing
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of sins from our lives, strengthening our faith for a special
spiritual errand, or love in that difficult situation.

* Biblical meditation sets before us specific steps to reveal
God’s love and truth to others, whether in evangelism, shar-

ing a testimony, or in life work.

God, then, individually communicates with us, spiritually nour-
ishes our souls, and leads us in carrying out His work among
others. If we are not in His Word, we miss out on a whole lot.
We cannot carry out His work for His glory. We can complain
about those around us, but we exclude ourselves from the very

means God brings more love and truth into the world.

These purposes beautifully interweave the building up of the
body of Christ, one by one. He intends that we all cherish His
Word and delight in it. As we do, God shares more of His helpful
truth to make us the men and women of God He has called and
designed us to be. Biblical meditation is the path we take to
reach what Paul writes in Ephesians 2:10, where he speaks of
our appointed good works. But much transformative, holy, and
envisioning work must take place within us if we are ever to
live out His appointed purposes for His glory. God is ever eager

to work in our lives.

Again, remember the Holy Spirit’s role in the background. It is
far more crucial that we focus on these day-to-day experiences
with God than on past emotional, special touches from God.
Both have their place, but this daily encounter in His Word
works more deeply and thoroughly. Jesus said, “Whoever
drinks the water that I shall give him shall never thirst, but the
water that [ shall give him shall become in him a well of water
springing up to eternal life” (John 4:14). Jesus spoke of a well of
living water springing up within us. Later, in John 7:37-39, He

90



Our Lives and Ministries

explicitly identifies this living water with the Holy Spirit, show-
ing how the Spirit works within our lives, giving life and en-

abling us to grow.

What does it mean in practice, and what happens if we start to
get burned out? Those are some of the questions we’re work-
ing through in this session. Now, let’s first turn to Ephesians
2:10 and see the goal God has for each of his believers. This is
God’s design for our lives. We are created in Christ Jesus for
good works, which God prepared beforehand. We should walk

in them; God has a design for our lives.

“For we are His workmanship,
created in Christ Jesus for good
works, which God prepared be-

forehand, that we should walk in
them” (Eph 2:10).

We are His Workmanship, His Vessels

We are His handiwork, and like a vessel shaped by a potter,
there is purpose behind His design. God, the Potter, created us
for His purposes (Jer 18:1-6). We can consider God’s purposes
for my life, but we should approach this question with a filter in
mind. Why did He make me?

Since He has equally designed and formed us (Ps 139:1-9), He
can accomplish His purposes through us. We don’t yet know
exactly what those purposes are, but note that He has already
designed us with them in mind. “God prepared them before-
hand.” God’s design for our lives and situations encompasses all

that we are and will be. All His amazing grace in Christ Jesus is
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given to accomplish His specific purposes. As time progresses,
He grows us, directs us, burdens us, and places us so that we

will accomplish those good works.

* God has designed me (workmanship)
* God has designed what to do (the works)

Trust in His
workmanship

Trust in God’s
. special grace

With this marvelous viewpoint, we can better understand
God’s purposes for our lives. Now you say, well, aren’t we mov-
ing away from biblical meditation? No, not at all. The more we
understand the power of His Word in our lives, the more we
look at how He might equip us and work through us for His
purposes. Though we are His workmanship and have special
grace, we constantly look to how He helps us accomplish these
good works. This largely comes from biblical meditation, which
plays a crucial role in our lives. As we discussed earlier, biblical

meditation is where we find success (Chapter 4).

The Purpose: “For Good Works”

So let’s think here. What does Paul say in Ephesians 2:10 is the

reason for making each of us His workmanship in Christ Jesus?

The verse is clear: “For good works.”

If you look at your life as a whole, from the particular point
where we presently are, what do we see? If we look back, we
will see a chart of all the good works we have, by His grace, ac-
complished. Wow, He has done so much through me. Some of

us, who don’t think of our lives in terms of seeing and caring for
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others, carrying out God’s will, perhaps need to be reminded of
the Holy Spirit and how He uses us to help others. We were
made to serve, even as Christ came to serve us (Mark 10:45).
When a wife submits to a husband, or a father calms himself
before addressing his disobedient son, they are equally carry-
ing out God’s good works. We don’t have time to describe these
good works, but it is a wonderful assignment for each of us.

Or bring it into the present. What good is God trying to accom-
plish in my life today? This is where we often face our life chal-
lenges. But we can be assured, aware of the ongoing spiritual
battle (Eph 6:10-16), that He will enable us to speak, touch,
help, pray for, or run an errand for someone. We should make it
our goal to accomplish all the good works He wants us to do
each day.

Our Spiritual Garden

Biblical meditation is the means by which we accomplish His

assigned good works and bear fruit in our lives.

e Vi o

Abundant
L;fe

@ Bearing fruit is fun!

€) Abiding in Christ
Q) siblical meditation

Whenever I look at my garden, I go out to look for fruit. We
have a lot of cucumbers. Many of them are young, but they’re
coming along, and we’ve picked a couple. I'm looking for fruit.
Every time I go out to the plants bearing fruit, I'm looking for

fruit. Our raspberries are starting to turn nice and bright red.
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It’s nice to have good, strong plants, but sometimes I find my-
self a bit upset. Why aren’t the string beans bearing fruit?
We're looking for fruit in our lives, fruit born of the gracious
work of God. If we're pastors, we're looking for growth among
our congregants. As parents, we want our children to grow up
experiencing God’s wonderful grace and to bear fruit. This is
the expected full cycle.

That’s where growth finally reaches its productive stage, which
we can enjoy. And those grapes look so luscious. The way we do
this is described in John 15:4. Biblical meditation is how we
make Christ’s words part of our lives. But the way to bear last-
ing fruit is to abide in Christ, letting his words abide in us. This
is almost imperceptible, but keeping a journal makes it easier
to track God’s work in us. We are assured of fruit, though it
might look and bear differently from what we imagined! The

problem is that at some point we can be broken off.

Burned Out - Not bearing fruit

Though we might be attached to the vine, if the branch is bent
or misshapen, the flowing life of the plant will not enter the
branch, and it will wilt. Any fruit on it will wither. This is what
we call a stage of burnout—being a Christian and yet having

lost its zeal and power.

Maybe you are experiencing it now! We start, of course, with
excitement about knowing and serving the Lord and watching
how he’s working in our lives. But then family pressures, mar-
riage pressures, and work and ministry pile up. We feel in-
creasingly barren; it becomes harder to accomplish God’s pur-

poses. And now ministry’s hard, and marriage is just getting by.
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You see what’s happening. All of a sudden, we feel like we don’t
have enough to do everything God has given us. Sometimes we
even grow a bit bitter. | remember when I had eight children—
many of them small at the time—along with a busy ministry
and serving as a pastor. At times, this burden would come upon
me. This was precisely the time I needed faith in God’s work in
me. The key is that we really can’t take on ministry, marriage,

or family work without constantly meeting with God.

Each busy part plays an important role in our lives. We can’t
drop any of them, or it will look like a juggler who has to stop
because he dropped the baton. Our time in God’s Word be-
comes our lifeblood. We are tempted to sleep in and skip time
with God, but that begins to zap our energy and focus. Things
get worse. I have found that only by regularly meeting with God

in His Word do | keep everything else in balance.

Biblical meditation during our quiet time forces us to regularly
meet with God, hoping He will help us. I remember, not a few
times, how I couldn’t see how the day would work out. But He
is able to help us accomplish that day’s good works, including
being patient with others even when we have so much to do.
These days prove the benefit of meeting with God, but even
more so, they show how He somehow works it all out, for this
is where He gets the glory. At night we give thanks for His faith-
fulness. We're not just doing this as another habit, but learning
to rely heavily on Him. Yes, we can’t do it without Him. As we
spiritually grow, we say to ourselves, “I don’t want to do it
without God!” Doing it with Him is always so much better,
watching how the impossible is done. Being amazed at how He
could give me extra gracious words for that nasty person. We
see God accomplishing His good works!
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We believe God can help us, and He does. We go into our quiet
time every morning, looking for God, not just for direction but
to live! “I can’t live today without you. I don’t want to live today
without you. Meet with me in your word.” And that’s what He
delights in doing, because these works were never meant for us
to do on our own but with Him. How does He do it with us? He

greatly uses our meditation times.

He helps and encourages us through our times with Him. We
get to know Him, and of course, we bring our requests to Him.
He tells us to do this! But He also puts other people’s needs on
our hearts; that’s intercession. He gives us the insight, help, and
determination we need. I remember living in a three-story
house and sometimes having to go up to the roof. When I was
young, it wasn’t much of a problem, but as I got older; I noticed
my legs making the ladder shake! I waited for the right time.
When I talked to Him, He brought it to my mind and bolstered
my confidence. I know that’s the day He wants me to venture
up the ladder. We believe in God, and He helps us. We already
learned how to meditate on the Bible, maybe using OXPET.

There are many ways to do that. You can go through the whole
Bible, as I'm doing now, and focus on a particular verse that
God brings to your mind. But no matter how you engage with
God’s Word, John 15, Psalm 1, and Joshua 1 all speak to how
this special time enriches our minds with the Word of God; our
Lord helps us through the day, not just to get by, but, like mar-
riage, to bear fruit that remains. Biblical meditation has to do
with our work, our ministry, and our whole lives. Everything

comes together through the time we spend with Him every day.
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The Interaction in Biblical Meditation

Let me describe how this works a little more. When we meet
with God in His Word and in prayer, it enriches our relationship
with Him. We get to know Him, and He reveals more of Himself.
When that’s happening properly, He helps us know Him better,
understand His will, and prioritize knowing Him and His work.
At the same time, He helps us carry out the works He wants to
do through our lives and in our life situations (or directs us

elsewhere).

&

Relationship
with the Lord

Joie) ®

Knowing \ Desire Lo
God’s person 1' serve the
and will ' Lord
Devotions
Focused on our

From the diagram, we see there are three parts. Through our
devotions, where we pray and seek God, He enables us to do
and accomplish those things. In other words, Biblical medita-
tion is a time to focus on Him, His Word, and what He wants.
From that relationship, we see two arrows emerge from the
bottom, where He helps us understand Him and stirs our de-
sire to serve Him and others. Every day he gives us grace, day

by day, not for tomorrow but for today.

Summary

As we summarize our thoughts on biblical meditation, we're
considering how our Lord feeds and teaches us through our
times in His Word. He speaks, though we don’t physically hear

(or, at least, I haven’t). He actively works through these times;
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they are not just add-ons to our busy life schedules but a way

to reset us on Him, enabling us to walk in the Spirit.

Biblical meditation, often part of our devotional time, is not
merely something to do or observe. We must integrate the
thoughts He brings into our minds into our lives. This is where
we see how He will help us in our marriage and our work, in-
terweaving our personal lives with His and accomplishing His
good works. Ephesians 2:10 firmly states, “You are his work-

manship.” He’s already planned all the works He wants to do
through you. That’s the fruit. How does He do it? By meeting
with Him every day, we find that He helps us step by step.

Discussion Questions and Prayer

1. What does Ephesians 2:10 teach about God’s design for both

our lives and our good works?

2. What does spiritual burnout look like, and what usually con-

tributes to it?

3. How does abiding in Christ protect us from serving in our

own strength?

4. How does biblical meditation prepare us for the good works

God places before us each day?
5. Why is bearing fruit a better goal than simply staying busy?

6. Why is Christ’s living water an effective illustration of the

Christian life?

7. What is one area of your life or ministry where you need
God’s grace and direction today?
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Appendix A — Exercise 1: Thoughts on

Biblical Meditation
Hebrews 5:11-14

Directions: Read Hebrews 5:11-14 carefully several times. Identify and
record all aspects of Christian growth that are explicitly or implicitly taught
in these verses. Refer to the particular verse where each observation is
found.

11 Concerning him we have much to say, and it is hard to explain, since you
have become dull of hearing. 12 For though by this time you ought to be
teachers, you have need again for someone to teach you the elementary
principles of the oracles of God, and you have come to need milk and not
solid food. 13 For everyone who partakes only of milk is not accustomed to
the word of righteousness, for he is a babe. 14 But solid food is for the ma-
ture, who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and
evil.

Your Observations



Deepen Your Roots

P

Deepen Your ROO(S:

Appendix B — Exercise 2: Spiritual Life

Psalm 1:1-3

1 How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked,
nor stand in the path of sinners, nor sit in the seat of scoffers! 2 But his de-
light is in the law of the LORD, and in His law he meditates day and night. 3
And he will be like a tree firmly planted by streams of water, which yields its
fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither; and in whatever he does, he
prospers.

Directions: List all the hints you find in Psalm 1:1-3 for having a good spiri-

tual life.

Your Observations
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Appendix C — Exercise 3: Meeting
with God

Exodus 33:7-11

Directions: After carefully reading Exodus 33:7-11 and considering its con-

text, answer the following questions to the best of your ability.

1. What makes a meeting with God so important? Draw on thoughts from
Exodus 33:7-11.

2. Graph the quality of your personal devotions since you became a Christ-
ian. What observations do you have? (10 is excellent; 0 is null. Put the year
you came to know the Lord at the bottom left and the current year at the
bottom right.)

Graph the quality of your quiet times below.

|
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Reflecting on Your Meetings with God

3. What was your relationship like with your earthly father? Did you have
meaningful conversations? How has that shaped or influenced your rela-
tionship with your Heavenly Father?
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4. What would you want from daily meetings with God? List at least three

things.

A Quiet Time

Have a quiet time meditating on God’s Word.
« Hope: Tell Him what you want from this time together.
¢ Read: Quickly pick a passage, then read carefully.

e Listen: Think about what He wants to teach you. What did He “say” to you?
Stay with the passage until something stands out.

« Apply: How should His Word affect your life?

e Respond: Will you comply by making the required changes? How and

when?

Notes
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Appendix D — Exercise 4: OXPET

Practicing Biblical Meditation

Directions: Review OXPET’s five approaches to biblical meditation. In your

own words, describe what each letter and term means.

Letter Approach Your Description
0 Opposite
X eXpand
p Personal
E Emphasis
T Translation

Apply OXPET — Psalm 119:174

[ long for Thy salvation, O LORD, and Thy law is my delight.
Psalm 119:174

Directions: Apply each OXPET approach to enhance the meaning and appli-
cation of Psalm 119:174. You do not have to force every approach; use each
one thoughtfully and record what you discover.

O — Opposite
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X — eXpand

P — Personal

E — Emphasis

T — Translation

Review Your Practice

1. Name one way the OXPET method helped you understand or apply the
passage.

2. What frustrations did you encounter, if any?
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Appendix E — Exercise 5: Abiding in
Christ

John 15:5-7

5 “I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me, and I in him, he
bears much fruit; for apart from Me you can do nothing. 6 If anyone does not
abide in Me, he is thrown away as a branch, and dries up; and they gather
them, and cast them into the fire, and they are burned. 7 If you abide in Me,
and My words abide in you, ask whatever you wish, and it shall be done for

”

you.
John 15:5-7

Directions: Review the five OXPET points and use them to identify at least
one significant teaching from John 15:5-7. Stay with the passage until the
Lord gives you something important. Memorize the passage as helpful.

1. What are the five points of OXPET?
2. At this moment, what is the most important lesson you take from this

passage?

3. Explain specifically how and when you will apply this lesson in your life.
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Appendix F — Exercise 6: Dying to Self

Galatians 2:20

“I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ
lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son
of God, who loved me, and delivered Himself up for me.”

Galatians 2:20 (NASB)

Directions: Reflect honestly on your devotional times—not on what you

wish were true, but on what is true.

1. How often do you meet the Lord?

2. Are those times fruitful? Explain.

3. What do you do when you feel dry and empty inside?
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Appendix G — Exercise 7: Our Lives
and Ministries
Ephesians 2:10
“For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which

God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.”
Ephesians 2:10 (NASB)

Directions: Reflect honestly on your spiritual life and the good works God

has prepared for you.

1. Think of a time you were burned out. Was it from your spiritual life in

general or from serving?

2. What were some signs of that burnout?

3. What do you think God has truly designed you to do? Write down any

hints you recognize about His purposes for your life.
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Appendix H — Bible Study Methods

As we briefly introduce various Bible study methods, I want to
first emphasize why Bible study is so important. If you have
taught the Scriptures before, you have likely been enriched
more than the students. I have heard numerous teachers, both
experienced and new, say this. But why is this true? It is be-
cause we, as teachers, engage with the Scriptures more than
the students. The truth of God’s Word enters our minds more
deeply. Jesus says that it is the truth that sets us free. “You shall
know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32).
Bible study methods are ways we bring the truth of God’s Word

into our lives.

Below, we provide a brief overview of each study type. The
forms of Bible study require a bit of time to introduce and un-
derstand. Fortunately, a simple book like Vos’ “Effective Bible
Study” can do this. Let’s look at some of the more common
Bible study methods. Some of these methods overlap with oth-

er studies or involve combining several of them.

An analytical study focuses on a detailed analysis of a biblical
passage. For example, if we studied 1 Corinthians to see what it
said about tongues (i.e., foreign languages), we would need to
conduct an analytical study of 1 Corinthians 12-14. We would
need to examine the exact words used and the contexts in
which they appear. These studies are valuable, but we often
need to do them separately from our devotional times because

they require extensive research.

Bible Book study: These are my favorites. I have studied many
books of the Bible. My real growth and calling in the ministry

came from a Christian camp that taught me how to study Bible
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books. It relies heavily on the inductive method (described lat-
er). Basically, one reads the book many times, divides it into
chapters, and gives each chapter a title. Then each chapter
needs to be divided into paragraphs with their given titles. We
then, like detectives, study each passage to see what God wants
to say through it. The chart of Joshua found below is one exam-
ple of a Bible book study that grew out of many inductive Bible
studies.

PEOPLE FOR VICTOR

@"' Purpose of Joshua: God's good purposes can always be
gloriously fulfilled when we faithfully trust and obey Him.
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At the end, one tidies it all up by aligning the titles with the
book’s overall thrust. Most commentaries do not bring a book
to life with meaning. These studies sure do! We want to ask,
“Why did God give us this book?” He has many messages in that
one Bible book, but what is His chief message? What need is He

addressing? Why does that Bible book mention this and not say
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that? In the end, after each study, we ask, “What is He saying to

us?”

Biographical study: In this study, we examine one person
throughout the Scriptures. We, of course, do not just study the
person but also learn why he succeeded and why he failed. We
must ponder why God mentions him, what He says about him
(or her), and how this person and his life choices apply to our
own lives. For example, if you look at the very end of Genesis
11 and continue into chapter 22, you will see many things men-
tioned about Abraham. Notice how many of his failures are
mentioned. God has His purposes in recording these incidents
along with his life. We should know why God does this.

Devotional study: A devotional study is usually a short, deliber-
ate time spent in God’s Word. We regularly apply what we read
in the Bible to our lives. This focus on application must accom-
pany other studies to make them profitable, as Paul says to
Timothy. We will spend time in God’s Word with a clear pur-
pose: that God would warn, exhort, comfort, or help us.

Inductive Bible study: This careful text study determines the
passage’s original purpose and meaning. We look for clues
within the passage. Take a shorter passage, number it 1-4, and

answer each question in succession.
#1 Observe: What does it say?
#2 Understand: Look up words, similar passages, etc.
#3 Interpret: What does it mean?
#4 Apply: What does it mean to me?

The Bible book study is built on this steady approach and helps
us see what the author intended to say. This, in turn, allows

that message to impact our lives. If it was important to them, it
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is important to us. God’s Word was written not only for those in

ancient times but also for us.

For whatever was written in earlier times was written for
our instruction, that through perseverance and the encour-
agement of the Scriptures we might have hope (Romans
15:4).

For the word of God is living and active and sharper than
any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of
soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge
the thoughts and intentions of the heart (Hebrews 4:12).

A synthetic Bible study gathers general observations about a
book by examining its overall structure. An inductive study
draws clues from the passage itself, whereas a synthetic study
looks at the whole from an outside perspective. They will focus
on questions like, “Why is the book positioned here? Why is it
structured the way it is?” Again, we must remember that such

analysis is meant to help shape our lives.

A theological study focuses on a specific theological issue, such
as marriage and Jesus’ return. Again, this is less suitable for de-
votions because it can easily become too analytical. Set aside
special time outside your devotional time if you want to pursue
such a pleasurable study as this. Some might call this a topical
study, but any study that addresses how we should think or live
is theological. We are called to respond to God’s truths. Our

minds and practices must be changed to reflect God’s Word.

A word study is more of a technique than a study. But having
said that, it can also be a study in and of itself. This involves a
careful analysis of a word or set of words in the original lan-
guage and of its usage throughout the Bible. We might study

the words ‘faith’ and ‘belief’ in the New Testament and com-
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pare them with a similar study in the Old Testament.! Some-
times these studies are straightforward, but at other times they
are quite difficult. It helps to know the original languages, He-
brew and Greek, or at least to know how to use computer pro-
grams to speed up our search for detailed information. For ex-
ample, there are many different Hebrew (Old Testament) and
Greek (New Testament) words used for ‘sin’. Each has its own

special connotation and meaning.2

Summary

These are some approaches to God’s Word. We can, as many
have, simply study it without meditating on it. This is like slic-
ing the orange but never eating it. That would be an outright
shame. Unfortunately, this is happening all around us, and sem-
inaries are training people to read God’s Word incorrectly. They

do not know how to actually ‘eat’ the truths in God’s Word.

We do not go to a Chinese buffet just to look at good food. The
color looks fine. Not too oily. Hot. Smells great. We cut it open
and see that it is crispy on the outside and moist inside. It is
perfect. We want to bite into it! We expect God’s Word to enter
our lives in a similar way. By opening ourselves to the Word of
God, we give Him the opportunity to speak to us. The devotion-

al aspect calls us to always see what God is trying to say to us.

1 Look at the OT and NT word study on the word '.grace’ www.foundationsfor-
freedom.net/Topics/Grace/Grace014.html

2 Girdlestone's Synonyms of the Old Testament is a fascinating study of these
synonyms.
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