PAY CLOSER ATTENTION TO GOD'S WORD
"We must pay closer attention to what we have heard (from God's Word) lest we drift from it." (Heb.2:1)
There's a war going on all around us, and so few of us seem to be aware of it. It's a war for the hearts, minds and souls of mankind, but especially of those who are aware of a need in them, and are looking for answers outside of themselves. (Eph.6:10-18, lTim.6:12)  

God has long ago set in motion his complete battle strategy for this war. That strategy is Jesus Christ, his Word to mankind. (Jh.3:16)  The enemy, Satan, set out to counter this, right from the beginning. Sadly, Christians have left not just one door open, but many, which allow Satan easy access into the lives of God's people.

One of these doors is the bad habit of not paying close attention to what God's Word has actually said; near enough seems to be good enough; which is how all our problems of today began in the first place.  The example of what not to do is set out for us in Genesis, chapters two and three, starting with God saying to Adam, "You may freely eat of every tree in the garden, but of the tree of knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day you do, you WILL die."  (Gen.2:16-17)
Satan now comes into the picture and questions Eve about what God has said. (Gen.3:1) Does that sound familiar?  Eve then does a very human thing. She embellishes God's Word, claiming he said, "You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the middle of the garden." Not a specific tree like “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” as God had said, but virtually claiming he’d left it open to one's choice, effectively saying, "Take your pick of the trees in the middle of the garden." 

She then finished by claiming that God had said, "Neither shall you touch it, in case (lest) you should die." (Gen.3:3)  But God had not mentioned anything about touching, only about eating the fruit, and he had not said ‘In case you do’, but "YOU SHALL SURELY DIE".  No doubt about the fact. 

Now, because Satan had not been faced with the true Word of God, he was able to stand his ground and claim that God was lying, that his Word was untrue. (Gen.3:4) He didn't have to flee, because Eve didn't resist him with the true "sword of the Spirit". (Jas.4:7, Eph.6:17)  

Then, because Eve wasn't using her shield of faith in the Word of God, she ended up relying on her natural senses and instincts. So, "when she saw that the tree was good for food, that it was a delight to the eyes, and desirable to make one wise" (Gen.3:6), she was left with no problem in disobeying the Word of God.

Another door which is left open is that of being legalistic, of taking the letter, but neglecting the Spirit of the Word. Some try to understand scripture by (a) an in depth study’ of the individual words, (b) a study of the minds or characters of the vessels God used to write the scriptures, (c) a study of the historic and political situation of the time, and so on. They seem to forget that there is only one way to know what was, and still is, in the mind of God, and that is, as his Spirit reveals it to us. (1Cor.2:11-12)
I praise God this requires no great intellect. It doesn't take prolonged study of the Word, using our minds. Instead, it requires the simple faith and trust of a little child, plus a willingness to sit, wait and listen, reading the Word patiently. It requires us to learn to come to God to listen, much more than to talk. (Ecc.5:1) He already knows far better than we do what is really on our hearts. Instead of trying to tell him what we think is there, we need to listen, and so let him show, and make known to us, the secrets which are buried there. (Heb.4:12-13)
But coming back to an attitude of not paying close enough attention to what God has said, as revealed in his Word, far too many Christians today spend much time listening to what others have to say about that Word, and little, if any, in the Word for themselves.  Some read numbers of books about the Word, thinking to understand it in that way. 

But if, and when, we come to know that Jesus Christ himself is the Word in all it's fullness, then surely it must be plain to us that the way to true understanding is through the Spirit of that Word, which is living in us for that purpose, provided we truly have believed God in the first place, and not just what a man has said. (Jh.4:39-42 & 3:30)

It surely can't be difficult for us to understand that to really know another human being is never possible just through an intermediary.  It is only possible when, and if, that person is willing to make themselves known to us; if and when they are willing to open up to us; and thereby allow us into their life.

My mother used to say, ‘If you want to know me, come and live with me', yet, in many marriages, the couples, which should know and understand each other in an ever increasing way, are strangers to each other. So, even in the most intimate of relationships, it is absolutely necessary for us to open up ourselves to one another. It surely must follow, that we must develop a real desire to know the other party, because in the flesh our prime preoccupation seems to be to get our view or our point across, not really listening to what the other is saying.  

In the same way, we must allow our brothers and sisters in the Lord into our lives, hearts and homes.

It's often said of my wife, Terri, and I, that we have an open home, and I was asked just recently what that meant. I explained that it was exactly what the sign on our front door said, and I quote. 'Open twenty four hours daily, to serve you Jesus Christ.' I should really have combined that with the words on our door mat, ‘WELCOME TO OUR HOME’.  

Obviously, this has to be much more than mere words, it has to be an attitude of heart. We must have an open and welcoming spirit. (lPet.4:9) It would be impossible to have an open home, without having an open heart also, and of course the reverse is just as true.  If our heart is open, people will know and relax. They will then, in turn, be able to open up to us. 

It seems important to add here that we’re not talking about a natural ability to be friendly and apparently open and giving, as many of us who have been born Irish are. This can be nothing more than a cover-up for what’s really a sense of inadequacy and loneliness, and is in fact looking for something for self, i.e. company, companion-ship and so on.  And while there is nothing necessarily wrong with those things, they are most certainly not what God is talking about in 1Pet.4:9.  

No, what the Word of God speaking of is something very different.  It’s talking about the presence of the loving, welcoming, Spirit of Christ in us, reaching out to give freely of ourselves, and of our possessions, as Jesus Christ did, and not looking to get something we may feel we need, even if that’s new members for our church group.  

But it is amazing how difficult this simple thing seems to be for so many Christians. Yet surely it must be obvious to us that the Spirit of Christ, the Spirit of the Word, which we received from God, is working to bring this openness about in us. (Rom.5:5, Col.3:12-14)
It isn't just a matter of some people being naturally that way inclined and others not. The choice is ours; to care, or not to care; to care enough to be willing to expose ourselves to hurt, if necessary, in order to "put on love", and to "pour ourselves out for one another". (Col.3:14, Is.58:10)  

There are some who seem to be quite willing to give of their goods and possessions, but unless we first give ourselves (2Cor.8:5), it is all pointless in the spiritual. You see, Jesus said, "Whatever you do, or fail to do, for one of these, even the least of my brethren, you do, or fail to do, for me." (Matt.25:40 & 45) So, if you or I fail to open our hearts and lives to our brothers and sisters in Christ, if we fail to let the light of God’s Word in us shine out in love, there is absolutely no point in us saying we have opened up to, or given our lives to God. We delude ourselves.  

The Word tells us that, "We all with open (unveiled) face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his (Christ’s) likeness, from one degree of glory to another, and this is brought about by the Lord, who is the Spirit." (2Cor.3:18)  If we are not being changed, one degree of glory at a time, into the mature likeness of Christ, who opened up, and exposed himself to ridicule, abuse and death, in order to have us live in him, and he in us (Jh.l5:5-7 & 14:23); if we are not finding an increasingly powerful, driving compulsion in the depths of our being, to throw off the restrictions of our old natural self (Eph.4:22, Col.3:5-9), and if this compulsion is not bringing with it an ever increasing ability to be open with our brothers and sisters, then our position with God in Christ must surely come into question. (1Jh.4:7-12)
Are we so desperate to justify ourselves that we will not accept that the lack of real, deep, spiritual change and growth in us, shows that there is something really wrong? "By their fruits you shall know them", Jesus said.

The world tells its people, that to admit they’re wrong, or have done something wrong, is to admit defeat or failure.  Yet the Word of our God tells us that if we behave in that way, it is nothing less than pride, and we are inviting God's anger, because he "opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble". (Jas.4:6, Ps.32:3-5)  

For many of us Christians, I fear the Word of God is nothing much more than a nice sounding theory. The ability of that Living Word to begin working in us, to change us into the likeness of Jesus Christ himself, is ignored. The concept in the Word of us being changed, one degree at a time, by the Spirit of that Word, is neglected.

I think some may fear that to accept this would be dangerously close to accepting sinless perfection as a reality, which concept can be seen not to stand up in our lives.  But these two things are not the same.  What I'm talking about in relation to 2Cor.3:18 is a degree by degree change, a maturing, that continues throughout our lives here.

We are to grow up in every way into Christ. (Eph.4:15) We are to go on "to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ". (Eph.4:11-14) We are to "put on the Lord Jesus Christ" (Rom.l3:14), by "putting on, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness and patience." We are to be "forbearing towards one another, forgiving one another " and we are "above all to put on love”. (Col.3:12-14)
Our great God and Father, in Jesus Christ, has arranged for all that may remain to be done at the time of our physical death, or at the return of Christ, whichever comes first, to be accomplished "in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye", when we will be "changed" into his likeness, by his Spirit. Then this mortal will "put on immortality" and the glorious work of Calvary will be completed. (1Cor.15:51-57)
Don't misunderstand what I'm saying here. We know, because the Word of God says so, that the new nature we've been reborn with is perfect. It's been created in the likeness of God himself. (Eph.4:24 & Gen.1:27) But when we were reborn, we were reborn as very little children, as babies. And remembering that while healthy human babies are often said to be perfect, meaning complete, with nothing missing, yet they are a long way from being mature adults. However, because they are complete, with all their physical and mental faculties, even though only in infant form, we rightly can expect them to grow up to be mature adults.

So it is with us who have been reborn of God's Word, by his Spirit. (Eph.4:15) We too can, and must, grow up to full spiritual maturity, as our Father expects.  While the old nature, the flesh, has, in one sense, been crucified with Christ, (Gal.2:20) in another, it is alive and well in the members of our physical bodies. (Rom.7:23) Yet, if we do as Eph.4:24 tells us, then, walking in the new nature, we can crucify the flesh (or keep it on the cross) every day (Gal.5:24), by continually denying its deeds and passions any rights in our lives. And we do this by the mighty power of the Spirit of God dwelling in us. (Rom.8:13 & Eph.3:14-20)

This is how he, the Spirit, is changing us into the image and likeness of Christ. (Rom.8:29) This is surely the prize which Phil.3:14 tells us about, the one "we don't run aimlessly to obtain". (1Cor.9:24-27) We bring this body of flesh "into subjection" not only to be more holy and complete, like our Father (1Pet.1:15-16), but because our flesh is the "enemy of our souls." (lPet.2:11, Gal.5:16-17)

If we pay close attention to God's Word, we begin to see clearly that the greatest enemy we face in 'fighting the good fight, (lTim.6:12), is our own flesh, the old nature, which the Word tells us was “crucified with Christ”. This was done, not so that it would disappear from our lives right now, but, "so that we may no longer be slaves to sin", as we were before. (Rom.6:6, Judges 3:1-2)
The absolute power of master over slave, which sin wielded in us through our flesh, has been broken. Our will, our ability to decide for ourselves, has been set free to choose to walk with God. (Rom.6:11-14) He doesn't compel us in a legalistic or dictatorial way to follow him in Christ.  No, instead he calls us to follow because of love, his for us firstly, and then ours for him, as a result of that. (Jh.4:19)  

We may have wanted to frequently say 'no' to sin before being reborn of God's Spirit, but it was something we could never succeed in carrying through, permanently. We found, again and again, that the power of sin was too great.

As a matter of fact, we find the same thing is now true, if we try in our own strength, (Rom.7:18 & 21-25) but when we turn, acknowledging our weakness, taking hold, by faith, of the Word which says we "can do all things in Christ who strengthens us", we find that Word fulfills itself in our lives. (Phil.4:13, Rom.8:2 & 13)  

As we declare the truth of that Word in our lives and "believe in our hearts" that the Word is not dead, but is risen and alive, we are free. (Rom.10:9-10) We can walk on in the power of the Spirit of the Word, knowing that it is "living and active" (Heb.4:12) and able "to do far more abundantly than we could ever think or ask". (Eph.3:20)
Brothers and sisters, this Word of God, Jesus Christ is all powerful. Because of him in our lives, nothing is now impossible to us. (Phil.4:13) But remember the exhortation of the Word, and don't use this power and freedom to "gratify the flesh", in any way. (Gal.5:13) Instead, use it to deny the desires of that flesh. Use it to "put to death what is earthly in you" (Col. 3:5), "to put to death the deeds (habits) of the flesh". (Rom.8:l3) 

The habits, like that of a 'little lie' here and there to keep out of trouble, the habit of loose words and thoughts. The habits, so ingrained from years of practice, the seeds of which we received by 'natural inheritance' from our parents (1Pet.1:18), and which now, if we allow them to, germinate and grow, and cause us to again do those things from our past, without even thinking.

There are so many of these bad habits, and we can easily be unaware of them, unless we’re paying close attention to the Spirit of the Word within us. Then, by the power of that same Spirit, we can put off these habits, putting them to death by crucifying them as the criminals they are. We do this, by refusing to accept the lies of the flesh and Satan, that these habits are unimportant. (Matt.5:48) 

Don’t you remember when you were first convicted of sin, how big they all seemed. But as time passed, and those 'giants' were destroyed, you became aware of other little sin habits (baby giants) which had been hiding behind them.  At first, these 'little sins' didn't seem important, but as you walked on with the Spirit, you began to realize how these little sins, just like the little children of Canaan when Israel began to take possession of the land, soon grow up to be 'giants' like their parents, if they are left and not destroyed, ruthlessly and without exception, as God tells us.

For me, the land of Canaan represents my own life, which I am authorized by God to take possession of, so that I may be free to live a life of worship and praise to him. (Gal.5:1, Num.33:51-53 & 55-56) That life was possessed by the 'giants' of sin which I could not overcome of myself, but by the mighty power of the Spirit of Christ in me, I am now "more than a conqueror". (Rom.8:37)

Think about it. You’ll no doubt see that sin begets ‘little’ sin’, just as people beget 'little people', children, who in turn grow up, and beget more children, and so on, unless the chain is broken.  I praise God, that in Jesus Christ, this chain has been broken for us who truly believe, with all of our hearts. (lPet.l:18, Rom.6:4-6)  
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