Reading the Life-Transforming Word 
Foreword


I often use an analogy to talk about reading the Bible.  Reading the Bible is like reading a letter your father writes you while praying is like calling your father on the phone.  They are supposed to be very natural and endearing.  We need to read the Bible.  After we become a Christian, we need to read the Bible daily because we depend on the word of God to grow.  Our initial believing in the Lord is not the end.  Just like a child, after he is born, you need to feed him milk.  If he does not drink milk, he will not grow up.  In the same way, a Christian needs God’s milk, God’s spiritual milk, this spiritual milk is the Bible.  That is why we need to daily read the Bible.  Should we read Matthew 4:4?  There is a very good word in Matthew 4:4.  The Lord Jesus says it Himself.  What does it say? (Matthew 4:4).  How does the Lord Jesus put it?  He says, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.”  We are now saved by being born again.  We believe in God.  Our dead spirit is now born again.  I have just been born.  Not only does a normal Christian eat normal regular food, he also needs to take spiritual food so his spirit can grow.  The spiritual food is the Bible.  So man lives not on bread alone but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.  So we see reading the Bible is a necessity, especially if you are going to serve the Lord.  You need to know the Word is your source of strength.  I can tell you, if a brother or a sister does not read the Word daily, his spiritual life must be very weak.  Or, I can tell you, I have not seen a servant who is mightily used by the Lord does not have a habit of reading the Bible daily.  Let me repeat, I have not seen a servant who is mightily used by the Lord does not have a habit of reading the Bible daily.  We do not serve the Lord by our own strength.  We depend on the strength of God.  Our daily devotion time with God is the source of our strength.  So daily reading God’s word is very important. 

Three Ways in Reading the Bible


There could be three ways in reading the Bible.  The first is the speed reading.  The second is studying the scriptures.  The third is life-transforming reading.  In other words, it is the devotion time.  All these ways are great.  I encourage all of you to apply all three methods.  Let me give you an analogy as to what these three methods mean.  Like when we go to a fast food restaurant.  You would not order right away.  You would browse and see what is there.  Why?  You don’t want to finish eating and then notice there is something better.  Because once you are full, you cannot eat anymore.  Then you would look silly.  So for most people, they would want to know what is there so they can order what they like because there are just too many choices. So reading the Bible is very similar.  Speed reading is reading the Bible from beginning to end in a short time.  This way you can grasp the main ideas of the Word.  This is speed reading.  It is fast and, you don’t spend time analyzing the words. You read it quickly to have a good idea what it is about.  I suggest that you always have a Bible on you, in your purse or your backpack.  When you are waiting at a bus stop or waiting for others, or when you have a bit of free time at meals, you can take it out and read it.   You read it every day and see what it says.  I hope you can read through the Bible once and have a good idea of its main ideas. You know the outline of the Bible.  Read a little every day and you will be able to finish it soon.  This is the first kind of reading of the Word.

The second way in reading the Word is studying the Word.  What is it like?  Let us go back to the analogy earlier on fast food restaurant.  Let’s say you have a friend with you today, and this friend majors in nutrition.  He tells you have to eat more greens and less meat because it has very high cholesterol.  This kind of meat is fine, the fish is very good.  Eat less of the deep-fried food.  The nutritionist friend would explain to you the benefits of each kind of food.  If you go by his suggestions, you would make choices of the kind of food that is more digestable.  Studying the Word is the same.  For example, you have a fellowship on a Friday night.  You read a short passage together.  Each one analyzes the passage on his own.  Then you come together to share and see what each learned.  This way you are encouraged through the small group discussion.  This is studying the word.  Take a short passage and you study it.  Dissecting it and analyzing it.  This does not have to be done in a fellowship.  You may do it at home too.  You take one passage at a time and study it thoroughly.  Study it in context to grasp the main idea of the passage.
The third kind of reading the Bible is actually the most important, that is, life-transforming reading.  Once again back to the fast food restaurant analogy.  Even with the nutritionist’s advice and having browsed the menu, what is the most important part?  You need to eat what is advised.  Life-transforming reading is that you take in the Word, that is, through reading the Word, you have an intimate time with Lord daily.  This we call devotion time.  The daily devotion time is life-transforming reading.  Later we will talk about how to have a devotion time.  So there are three ways in reading the Word.  Speed reading is when you read through the Bible quickly.  Studying the Word is when we study or analyze the meaning of a passage in a group setting or on our own.  The third kind, which is the most important, is when you read a passage and through it you have communion with the Lord. 

Why Do We Need to Have Daily Devotion?


So why do we need to have daily devotion?  As I have just shared that devotion is a time when we commune with God, a time when we draw near to Him.  I realize that if I don’t have devotion time in the morning because of busy schedule, or being too rushed, I feel like a machine without lubrication; I cannot run too smoothly.  Daily devotion is to give us the daily strength we need.  Besides this, there is a greater meaning of devotion, that is, it helps us grow daily.  Let’s open to Ephesians 4:20-24.  It speaks of our former ways, but now we know Christ.  After we believe on Christ, we should not have the same conduct as before.  What does Esph 4:20-24 say?  It says that after we believe on the Lord, we ought to put off the former ways, like putting off our clothes, after a day of wearing the outfit, it becomes dirty and we need to put it off and put on the new.  Put off the old and put on the new.  Though we are Christians, but we still have many bad habits, old temperance is still there.  So how do we change?  How do we change for the better?  Our mind and will to become new?  Often this is what the devotion time does for us.

Let me give you another analogy and everyone will understand better how the corrupt behavior affects us.  Our behavior can be classified into two parts, namely, conscious and subconscious parts.  The conscious part tells us that our mind knows what we are doing, and the subconscious part is our habit, something that we are used to doing without even thinking about it.  Often my normal routine, attitude and conduct are done out of habit.  It is the subconscious part.  We do things without thinking.  For example, the Bible teaches us not to be angry, but we get angry very easily.  Why?  When you are angry, you know it.  You are conscious of it but you have no power to overcome it.  It seems so difficult because your former habit is still there.  I remember Professor ShouRen Wang, a theology professor, who shared a very good story.  He has been teaching in the States for many years and the language he mainly uses in teaching is English.  One time he went to a conference.  The responsible person of the conference, who is an American, asked him to count the number of chairs in the room and left.  Guess what language did he use to count?  English or Chinese?  He was from Taiwan.  You probably guessed it.  He used Chinese to count.  He has been teaching in the States for so many years, why did he still use Chinese in counting?  Because it is a habit he has formed in his early years.  When we do things that do not require a conscious choice, it is most likely that we apply the most natural method to us.  Likewise, one time Professor Wang went to Taiwan to teach theology.  He noticed that when he speaks in Chinese he makes mistakes and unconsciously he uses English.  Why?  Because it was unnatural for him to speak Chinese when it comes to theology.  He has been using English in teaching.  So if he has to speak Chinese in theology he feels awkward and very unnatural.  So you see here that many of our habits are carried out unconsciously. How do we change them?  It is not easy.  We need to pray for God’s help.  We need to daily read the Bible to get its help.  The Bible says, “put off the old man, and put on the new man” which is a good word of warning for us.
I remember a psychologist story a friend shared with us.  He said the psychologist did an experiment.  He asked a person to come into the room and told him a story for 5 minutes.  When he finished, he told the subject to stay in the room for 10 minutes and to not think about the things he just heard.  The person sat idly in the room for 10 minutes.  The psychologist came in and asked him how he is doing.  The subject said that he could not stop thinking about the things he just heard.  I know I should not be thinking of it but I can’t help it.  You may try the same experiment.  The more you don’t want to think of something, the more you do.  This is our behavior.  Often we know it is not right for us to do certain thing but we have not the strength to overcome it.  How do we effectively purge the bad habits? The psychologist did another experiment.  He asked a subject to come into the room and told him a story for 5 minutes.  Then he told the subject to not think about the story he heard but to think of something else in the next 10 minutes.  After 10 minutes, the subject said he didn’t think about the story he just heard.  He thought of something else.  In another word, his mind found something else in the place of the story.  He does not need to think of what he is allowed to.  This is called displacement.  In the same way, how do we get rid of the many things accumulated in our subconsciousness?  You need to think of things of God.  As we have devotion daily, we are transformed by the renewing of our mind.  As we begin to see things from God’s perspective, we will notice that our old habits are slowly purged and we let the new things to come in.  This is “putting off the old and putting the new.”  As we are transformed by the renewing of our mind, we will be more and more like Jesus. 

The Process of Reading the Word


How do we have our devotion time?  It is best to set aside time daily, over 10 minutes or half an hour, for us to draw near to God.  I like the morning time.  When I first get up, I am awake and my mind is empty/clear.  This is the best time to enjoy God’s word.  Some people like it at night, some at noon during their break time.  They are all fine.  The only shortcoming in the evening is that we are tired so we fall asleep after only a little while reading.  That’s why I like it in the mornings.  So how do we have a devotion time?  You may begin by singing a simple song for a minute or two to prepare your heart to come near to God.  Then seek the help of the Holy Spirit with a hungering heart.  You may choose to read a book from the Bible, just a passage everyday, or a chapter.  Let’s say we begin in John, you start with John 1.  Before we read, we sing a song then we pray the Holy Spirit to speak to us through the Word.  When we have our devotion time, it is not a time to study the Word.  You are not asking for the main idea of the passage but that through this passage you are communing with God. Today you meditate on the passage and you pray.  After your meditation on the passage or verse, you may write it down in your journal.  This is a very helpful verse, you may write down what you think of it.  Then you pray to seek God’s help in applying the word.  Or if you like,  you memorize the passage/verse and think about what it means to you.  
Key to a Life-Transforming Reading of the Word

In order to help you to get into the Word, I’ll give you three letters: MVP.  If you watch American ball games, they often choose MVP, the Most Valuable Player.  Our MVP here has a different meaning.  M is for memorize, V visualize, to see the picture, and P personalize, that is take yourself into the scene.  For example in John 8, in the beginning there is a group of people who bring the adulteress woman to ask the Lord if she should be put to death.  First you visualize.  If you were there at the scene, you would probably be one of the spectators.  When Jesus says whoever has not sinned may cast the first stone, you think if you were one of them, what would you have done? Do I have sin? That is when you apply the P, personalize.  MVP, Memorize, Visualize, Personalize.  It is as if the incident happens right in front of you and you are part of it.  When I was young, I liked to read heroic Wushu novels because they have the most detailed descriptions of every move, how they fight, how they swing the sword.  Likewise, when you read the Bible, you can bring yourself to the scene like I did in reading the Wushu novels. This is personalize.  You become part of it.  Like what we just read in John 8 about the adulteress woman.  Jesus says whoever has not sinned may cast the first stone.  As you read this, you can imagine if Jesus says this to you, have you sinned?  Did I criticize some people today?  When I accuse others, what am I doing myself?  I have many sins myself.  You may pray, “Lord, please forgive me.”
“Cast the first stone.”  You may memorize this phrase and meditate on it.  I hope you form a habit that when you read a passage you personalize it to see what the Lord speaks to you about today.  Talk to God unceasingly.  Then find a verse to pray to God for His help.  You may write down the verse in your spiritual journal. Then on Saturday or Sunday you go back and read how the Lord spoke to you during the week.  Amazingly, different people reading the same passage get a different meaning because situations in their lives are different.  If you have the habit of writing a spiritual journal, go back a couple of weeks before and sometimes you will see the Lord has been reminding you of some things.  Often after we prayed, God does not seem to have heard us.  On the contrary, God has been touching your heart and when you write it down, you begin to see the areas God wants to work in your life.  When you look for a job or seeking direction for your future, God continues to speak to you.  Therefore, we need to have this habit of writing and reading the journal.
What if you don’t get anything out of what you read? I tell you a secret.  You may look at it from different angles and see if there are other related passages.  And remember what we shared before about prayer life, ACTS, Adoration, confession, thanksgiving and supplication.  When we read John 8:1-11, what is there to praise God for?  After you finish reading the passage, you praise God for His mercy.  He has mercy on me.  You can commune with God through praise and thanksgiving.  And you can confess your sins to God when you accuse others.  Though you are wretched yourself, but you only see the faults of others and you don’t see your own.  When you see this, you are reminded from this passage to repent before God.  You can pray the prayer of repentance through this passage.  Or, you can be thankful that Jesus saved you.  Through this passage you see He has forgiven you your sins like the adulteress woman says, “Lord, none.”  No one condemns me.  She says this out of a grateful heart.  In verse 11, she thanks God too.  Lord Jesus, You died for my sins and I am not under God’s judgement.  Then you can supplicate for others.  Lord, grant me a merciful heart to pray for those who are still in sin.  ACTS is one way to help you commune with God.  You don’t have to do it this way.  If you find a passage that is particularly meaningful to you, you may commune with God through that.
Next, let me tell you another method: Pyramid.  The Pyramid method helps us analyze the passage a bit more.  For example, in the handout, I choose the verse, “You are my Lord, I have no good besides Thee.” First, find a word or a phrase from the verse.  Let’s say I think of “good”.  What “good” do I have?  God has blessed me with much.  In the past year, I was weak physically but now I am strong.  Thank God for giving me a good family.  I think of many good gifts on me.  Then I think of “No good besides Thee”.  All the good I possess come from God.  These are all blessed by You, God.  I thank you, Lord, for blessing me with a wonderful family, a wonderful job, a wonderful education.  These good things are granted by You, O God.  Truly, I have no good besides Thee.  I can go on and on with all the good things, not one, not two, but every good thing comes from God.  O Lord, You are my Lord, You are the one who leads me.  You are the good Shepherd.  You lead us to different places.  You lead me to the green pasture besides the water.  You give me all my good things.  You shepherd me, lead me.  The good things in my life are from Thee.  So you see the pyramid method, it begins with a word or two, then you gradually add onto the base, until you see the entire sentence.  As you add, you think as if you are conversing with God and listening to Him.  When you finish, there will be a word for you to meditate on and to pray about.  You can even write it down in your diary and memorize it.  This way you can think on the passage all day long to see what God has to say to you.
You see in the handout there is a practice.  There are a few verses listed, Matt 6:9, Ps 23:1, Jas 4:7.  Let’s pause now.  Would you choose one of these verses and practice what we have just talked about.  You may hum a song, pray a brief prayer to ask the Lord to speak to you, Holy Spirit, speak to me.  You choose one of the five verses, use the pyramid method.  Break down the verse.  Visualize it as if you are right there.  Personalize it.  Make it your own.  Add one word at a time.  In the process, commune with God.  When you finish, pray to God, whether it be asking the Lord to help you, praising God, thanking God, or confessing to God.  Alright now, would you pick a verse and let’s take 15-30 minutes to meditate on the verse quietly.  The importance is not the verse, but the communion with God.  Each person is different and each one is facing a different situation so each may choose a different verse.  But the most important is you are communicating with the Father.  This is the habit of having devotion.  I hope you form a good habit.  At first you may choose any book in the Bible, maybe John or Acts.  Read a chapter each day.  Finish the book before you start a different one.  Don’t jump around too much.  You may choose an easier book from the New Testament.  A book like Leviticus in the Old Testament maybe too difficult so you may want to wait till a later time.  First form a good habit.  Once you have a good habit, you may read it in order. May God bless you with a good habit.  Let me say this once again.  I have never seen a servant of the Lord who is mightily used by the Lord who does not have a good devotion habit.  I see that when a brother or sister does not pray daily, or read the Word daily, it is easy for them to go astray and he faces many difficulties in life.  Why?  Because he has not had enough nutrition from God.
Conclusion


We have just finished sharing the key to having a good devotion time, a time of reading the life-transforming Word.  I would like you, brothers and sisters, to give it a try.  Form a good habit of having devotion time.  You can see in the handout there is a schedule for reading the life-transforming Word.  I subdivided the book of John for you.  Read a passage everyday from Monday to Friday.  We may worship the Lord on Sunday.  Ask the Lord to bless our devotion time.  On Saturday we may go back and review the things the Lord spoke to us during the week.  The best is you read a passage everyday, like it stated above, apply the word to yourself.  And write down briefly how you are encouraged in the word and how the Lord spoke to you that day. This way when you review on Saturday, you will begin to see the main idea from Monday to Friday.  Often you will see the Lord speaks to you about one specific thing, something you are facing now, or something you have to face.  So please read according to the schedule, read some each day.  The most important is you apply the word in your life.  Read all the way till John 21:1-25.  When you finish, choose another book, something slightly easier, like Acts or Genesis, which are more story-like.  Or you may choose ones like Romans.  Read a passage everyday.  Form this habit.  May the Lord bless you in your relationship with Him daily.

