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I believe, without question, that the greatest need in this hour is the knowledge of God imparted into us through times of long and loving meditation in the Word. Corey Russell, in this book, awakens us to the hour we are living in, and then with profound clarity and authority equips us with a vision and tools to go deep in the Word of God. Corey is a faithful man of prayer and the Word, and this book comes out of countless hours in God’s presence. It is a must for those who want to go deeper in God.
MIKE BICKLE
Pastor at International House of Prayer, Kansas City Author of Passion for Jesus and Growing in the Prophetic
The greatest necessity of the human heart is the ability to hear God. This is the foundation of personal transformation and corporate revival. Throughout redemptive history, God has sent His messengers to call for a return to the precepts of the Word, a return to hearing—illuminating the way to experience abundant life in the Scriptures. Corey Russell's wisdom and practical insight flow from a life rooted in meditation, and his message concerning the need for fresh encounter in the Word of God has never been more relevant than it is today.
ALLEN HOOD
Associate Director, International House of Prayer, Kansas City;
President of International House of Prayer University Rarely have I read a book that I feel is so prophetically relevant. Ancient Paths: Rediscovering Delight in the Word of God is a clarion call back to the Word of God, to the Word who is God. Those who know their God, as He has revealed Himself through His Word, will emerge as the leaders and the lights in the hour of crisis our world is facing. I strongly urge everyone to read this book.
STACEY CAMPBELL
Author of Payers of the Bible
For those longing for a deeper life in the Word of God, Corey Russell offers one of the most passionate, comprehensive, and practical treatises in contemporary Christian literature on spiritually engaging Scripture. In an age when hearing God’s Word is all but lost, Mr. Russell systematically challenges us to face this crisis on a personal level. In doing so, he confronts our excuses and lethargy while at the same time exhorting us to join him on the humbling spiritual journey to find Jesus Christ in the pages of holy canon. This is a must read.
CHARLES A. METTEER, PH.D.
Associate Director, Forerunner School of Ministry International House of Prayer University
The very first verse that Corey Russell highlights in this book is Jeremiah 6:10, and God’s pain over not being able to speak to anyone because their ears are uncircumcised. I can so identify with Jeremiah and his generation as I feel an even greater crisis mounting in the nations, and my own inability to connect and hear Him like I want. I’m finding myself crying out to God like never before to hear, to perceive, and to connect with His heart. This longing has grown over decades, and has expressed itself in many ways (lots of broken cisterns, see Jer. 2:13), but the longer I’m on this journey, the more I’m realizing how simple, and yet profound the answer is. It sounds so cliché, but the answer to our plight of deafness and my own gnawing pain to hear Him and to discern the hour correctly has been boiled down to one thing: long and loving meditation on the Word of God.
Nothing has changed my life like taking my Bible, closing my eyes, and singing and speaking those phrases back to God. Those words have changed me, convicted me, confronted me, resisted me, washed me, cleansed me, freed me, empowered me, delivered me, and have set me on a course for the rest of my life. When God’s words get in my mouth and I speak those words over my heart, I’m changed. It’s bit-by-bit, day-by-day, but I wake up 15 years later and begin to realize that I’m a different person.
This is not a new discovery, but has been the consistent cry and experience of all of God’s friends throughout history. We are hearing so much in our day of the “new move” that will shake nations and bring in the revival (and I want it!), but I’m truly coming to the conclusion that the only way forward for our generation is to go back, to go way back, and rediscover how our fathers of the faith found Him, and live accordingly in this hour. The title of this book, Ancient Paths, encapsulates this reality better than any phrase or verse I can think of.
I’ve known and run alongside Corey Russell and his family at IHOP-KC for the last 12 years, and in that time I’ve witnessed a man who embodies the pages of this book. He is a man who’s gripped with the urgency of the hour, and gripped even more with a love affair with the Word of God. He has found a place of true joy, delight, and fascination in the Word, and after reading through this book, I’m convinced that the very passion that he has will be imparted to you as you read it. Not only does he stir up within you a passion for the Word, but he also gives so many profound, practical ways to meditate and to connect with God through the Word. Corey has such an ability to equip this generation in the deeper life, and, without question, this book is a must if you seek to go there.
Misty Edwards
THE PROPHETIC CRISIS
At the beginning of human history, in the Garden of Eden, God made it clear: Eat from this tree and you live; eat from that tree and you will die (see Gen. 2:15-17). His words to Adam and Eve were not suggestions or ideas; they were the difference between life and death. When God called Abram to leave his father’s house, his response determined whether or not he would experience eternal separation from God. His life was dependent on his response to the call of God (see Gen. 12:1-3). In the wilderness, God made it clear to the children of Israel that the only way to inherit the promises given to their forefather Abraham was through learning to live by every word that came from the mouth of God (see Deut. 8:3). The Word of God isn’t casual and it isn’t an option. It is everything.
To whom shall I speak and give warning, that they may hear? Indeed their ear is uncircumcised, and they cannot give heed. Behold, the word of the Lord is a reproach to them; they have no delight in it (Jeremiah 6:10).
God has always been looking for those to whom He can speak, those who will hear Him and live. When Jeremiah wrote these words, Jerusalem was on the brink of destruction. The Babylonian invasion was around the corner, yet the people of the day were blind to their peril. A century earlier the northern tribes of Israel were defeated and dispersed in a season of judgment, but Judah was miraculously spared.1 Because of this previous divine intervention, the people were convinced that God would spare them again. They were confident in their nationalistic pride while the religious leaders of the day bolstered their confidence further by declaring that God would defend His Temple.
In this context, God went on a search throughout the nation, looking for someone He could speak to and who could speak for Him. God visited and apprehended Jeremiah with a message that was completely different from his contemporaries. This young man from nowhere boldly stated that the people must tremble and rend their hearts. He warned them not to misinterpret the season and mistake God’s mercy for indifference. God wasn’t overlooking their sin; He was asking them one final time to honestly confront their sin. If they did not, an army was coming from the north as an agent of divine discipline.
The prophet Jeremiah highlighted the crisis of the hour (see Jer. 6:10). He told the people that their inability to hear God and correctly interpret the season was due to the fact that they did not delight in His word. Though they assented to the spiritual laws and reforms being implemented by their leaders, in their hearts they really did not want to hear what God had to say. There was a lack of the word of the Lord in the land. It is interesting to realize that out of all the things Jeremiah could have emphasized in the hour of crisis, he emphasized the people’s lack of delight in the prophetic word of the Lord. They did not love God’s word, they had not learned to recognize His speech, and they were not vulnerable and tender in their response to Him. In fact, the word of the Lord had been completely forgotten and lost. That was the greatest crisis of Jeremiah’s day, and I am convinced it is the crisis of our day as well.
THE CRISIS TODAY
The book you are holding in your hands is not primarily about giving you tools to make your quiet times more bearable. It is about the rediscovery of hearing, delighting in, trembling before, and obeying the Word of God. It is a matter of life and death. I believe we are living in days similar to those described in 1 Samuel 3:1, where it says “the word of the Lord was rare in those days; there was no widespread revelation.” In that context God raised up a young boy who heard His voice. The Bible says that God “let none of his [Samuel's] words fall to the ground” (1 Sam. 3:19b). Years ago the Lord spoke to me in a prophetic encounter and said that He was about to rip the feeding tube out of the mouth of the church and teach us how to eat His Word. I believe the current political turmoil and economic shaking in our nation is part of this process. Though it is clear what we are experiencing now is only the beginning of a much greater crisis, the government and the church continue to assert that we should maintain business as usual, and that peace and prosperity are right around the corner.
What many fail to realize is that the last decades of the 20th century—a period in our nation marked by a booming economy and a comparatively peaceful political landscape—produced a new generation of believers who find themselves unequipped for the current crisis. The church today is filled with people who are spiritually starving while “stuffed” with every physical comfort. We have fattened bodies and famished souls. Our hearts are dry, broken, defeated, and deteriorating. Many of our marriages are in shambles. Our children are addicted to video games, movies, and entertainment, and they have no desire for God. Our lives are consumed by the demands of work and the need to pay for the stuff we have accumulated. We have neglected our calling and failed to respond to the simplicity of God’s word: Do this and live. Do that and die.
The crisis of our day is the product of many factors, but the one I want to highlight throughout this book is the loss of intimate communion with the Word of God. This fundamental breakdown within the church has now permeated society, and as a result the Word is no longer held as the absolute truth. We, as a people, have not come underneath the Word and have asserted our own ideas, opinions, and desires above God. The question Pilate asked Jesus 2,000 years ago has become the question of the hour: “What is truth?” (John 18:38). The belief that God’s Word is true and provides the absolute standard of righteousness and morality is no longer widely held. Truth has become a matter of individual ideology and preference, subject only to political correctness. And those of us in the church who continue to affirm the truth of the Word often fail to exhibit that truth in our lives. We preach truth without conforming to it; our values, thoughts, and actions have not been changed and transformed by what we preach. Therefore the power of Scripture is being undermined in our own lives due to our ability to speak the truth without living it. Art Katz describes this phenomenon in his book, The Spirit of Truth:
It would be a grave mistake to think that quoting scriptures correctly or subscribing to the right doctrines wholly constitutes walking in truth. A man may be saying all the right words, yet be contradicting his words by the insincere manner in which he says them. You hear him, and while your intellect is saying “true,” your spirit is saying “false.” It is possible to know the truth yet not walk in it, and the truth is really in us, and we in it, only to the degree that we actually walk in it.2
This is not only a secular and personal crisis; it is also an ecclesiastical and pastoral crisis. In many denominations, truths that have been upheld for centuries by faithful believers are being questioned and the Word of God is being twisted to fulfill human desires. This trend is evident in many of our nation’s seminaries, which have become a primary battleground in the war against the authority and truth of Scripture.
The place that is meant to prepare the next generation of leaders is in many places stripping them of their faith and sending them out with stuffed minds and atheistic hearts. A good friend of mine likes to say, “We are living in a day and age where people are confused [about] the deity of Christ but completely clear on the ordination of homosexuals.”3 During his years at school, he was taught that the Bible was merely a history of man’s attempt to understand God, a document that contained kernels of truth; but it was not absolute truth. Increasingly, in academic and clerical circles, the Bible is being forced to bend to human desires and individual lifestyle choices. The secularization of our culture is creeping into the church at ever-increasing rates.
Due to the loss of delight in the Word of God, we as the church have invented new ways to capture people’s attention. We have replaced the power of the Word with a convenience driven, seeker-friendly church culture. Don’t get me wrong—I enjoy a quick Sunday service that lets me out early so I can spend more time with my family. But the truth is that there are many believers who have little heart-connection with the Lord. The entirety of their religious life is relegated to a 45-minute service once a week, while they spend the other 6 days, 23 hours, and 15 minutes of the week tragically disconnected from the life of the Holy Spirit and the power of God’s Word.
At its core, this 45-minute expression of Christianity worships the god of convenience. Again, I like convenience—I like wireless Internet, I like good coffee, I like drive-through meals—but when the culture and mentality of convenience seeps into the church it produces selfish, lazy believers. Congregations live vicariously off of the man or woman in the pulpit, and individuals no longer feel personally responsible for deepening their relationship with God and growing in their knowledge of His Word. Sadly, the same realities are true among the shepherds. Many of us in leadership have spent more energy and resources on the expansion of our spheres of influence than on the expansion of our hearts.
The crisis related to the Word of God has touched the core of our hearts. The culture of convenience has produced a generation that is enslaved to instant gratification and to comfort: we refuse to invest in anything that costs us time and energy. Our souls are addicted to the things of the world, and because of this the chaos and traffic of the culture has permeated our internal lives. Materialism has drowned and crowded out the still, small voice. Our hearts are surrounded on every side with images, voices, and busyness that have choked the Word in our hearts. Jesus said, “Now he who received seed among the thorns is he who hears the word, and the cares of this world and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and he becomes unfruitful” (Matt. 13:22). As a result, we have lost the ability to hear and the simplicity of delighting in the Word of God.
Faith rests on our ability to hear God’s Word (see Rom. 10:17). As we lose our ability to hear, we begin to fall into unbelief. Stephen Charnock coined the phrase “practical atheism” to describe believers who verbally assent to the existence of God but whose hearts have ceased to love, believe, and follow Him.4 In Psalm 14:1, the psalmist declares, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God.’” Notice that the fool doesn’t say it in front of other people. Rather, he says it in his heart—by the way he lives, by what he does with his time and his money. He may outwardly confess God, but inwardly he is an atheist. This is, in my opinion, the primary reason for the absence of living faith in our lives, our families, and our expression in the earth as the body of Christ. We may have all the facts and statistics down, but the power of Christianity is found when the information makes the journey from the mind to the heart. The ultimate aim is the impact on our hearts, which then transforms what we do with our time, money, and energy. The Word is meant to abide in us and transform us from the inside out.
THE SOLUTION TO THE CRISIS
Hans Urs von Balthasar5 says in his wonderful book on prayer,
Harassed by life, exhausted, we look about us for somewhere to be quiet, to be genuine, a place of refreshment. We yearn to restore our spirits in God, to simply let go in him and gain new strength to go on living. But we fail to look for him where he is waiting for us, where he is to be found: in his Son, who is his Word. Or else we seek for God because there are a thousand things we want to ask him, and imagine that we cannot go on living unless they are answered. We inundate him with problems, with demands for information, for clues, for an easier path, forgetting that in his Word he has given us the solution to every problem and all the details we are capable of grasping in this life. We fail to listen where God speaks: where God’s Word rang out in the world once for all, sufficient for all ages, inexhaustible. Or else we think that God’s word has been heard on earth for so long that by now it is almost used up, that it is about time for some new word, as if we had the right to demand one. We fail to see that it is we ourselves who are used up and alienated, whereas the word resounds with the same vitality and freshness as ever; it is just as near to us as it always was. “The word is near you, on your lips and in your heart” (Rom 10:8).6
My desire in this book is to speak to those who, if they are honest with themselves, admit that the Word of God is one of the most frustrating and boring places in the world. I want to take you on a journey from the pain of barrenness into the joy of breakthrough by sharing keys that will unlock the Word of God until it becomes a place of delight, pleasure, fascination, correction, and transformation. The book you are holding is about recovering our love for the Word of God and rediscovering the power of Scripture and its impact on the human soul.
Jeremiah the prophet indicts the people and says that the word of the Lord is not a delight to them (see Jer. 6:10). Then, several verses later, he calls them to the ancient paths:
Thus says the Lord: “Stand in the ways and see, and ask for the old paths [ancient paths, ESV], where the good way is, and walk in it; then you will find rest for your souls” (Jeremiah 6:16).
It is clear from the context of this passage that the “ancient paths” refer to the simplicity of delighting in the Word of God. In every hour of crisis, God calls His people back to love of the Word; He calls them to silence the other voices in their lives and cultivate hearing hearts. And though it has been 2,500 years since Jeremiah cried out to his generation, the ancient paths remain the clearest solution to the crisis of our day. The only way forward is to go back. Just as the fathers of our faith sought God through their simple lives, so we too must seek Him. We have lost the inner sanctum, the place of communion where we can hear God, and so we must reclaim the ability to withdraw inwardly and, as A.W. Tozer says, “meet God in adoring silence.”7 Only then will we experience the restoration of our hearts, our lives, and our ministries, and reclaim the ability to rightly discern the hour we are living in.
The question we now face is this: How do we find these ancient paths and return to the place of communion, the place of hearing? The answer is found in Jeremiah 6:16. We are given two clear commands in this verse: stand and ask. Standing places us in a position of active determination. It requires strength to resist the current of the culture and the pull of our own nature. When we stand before God, we cease looking for answers within ourselves. Instead, we begin to turn to Him for answers. We must take the time to stop in the midst of our crowded lives and ask God what these ancient paths look like in our 21st-century Western context. Asking places us in a position of humility before the Lord. It brings us to our knees in prayer and requires us to acknowledge that we will not succeed in our own strength.
If we stand and ask for the ancient paths, the promise is that we will find rest for our souls. The rest described by Jeremiah is not a siesta or a break from real life—it is a place of peace in the midst of the storm. True peace is a rare thing. We are surrounded by hundreds of reasons to be anxious. Our lives are driven by the demands of work, finances, and relationships—each more stressful than the next. And when our circumstances are momentarily peaceful, we are faced with the restlessness of our souls. This is why supernatural peace is the greatest need of the hour. When our souls are at rest, we are able to sleep in the stern of the boat though it is tossed by the wind and waves (see Mark 4:35-40). We are able to hear God clearly regardless of the trials and pressures we face. In the midst of personal and national crises, the ability to rest will be our greatest refuge and anchor. This is why it is so critical to seek the ancient paths.
There have been many seasons where the Lord has used Jeremiah 6:16 to call me back to the place of hearing Him. I remember the first time I experienced the desire to retreat from a crowded life, a crowded soul, and a culture that was choking the Word in my own heart. I stumbled upon the Desert Fathers—men (and women) who retreated into the wilderness of Egypt in the third and fourth centuries in order to escape the increasing synchronization of the church and culture. In his book The Wisdom of the Desert Thomas Merton describes the belief of these early contemplatives:
Society…was regarded by them as a shipwreck from which each single individual man had to swim for his life.… These were men who believed that to let oneself drift along, passively accepting the tenets and values of what they knew as society, was purely and simply a disaster.8
The parallels between their day and ours struck me: after centuries of persecution, Christianity was finally given political approval and protection by the Roman Emperor Constantine. While this might sound like good news, to the Desert Fathers it was cause for concern. They understood the dangers of integrating faith and culture. They knew that, at its core, Christianity was at war with the ways of the world, and if the external expression of that war was removed, believers would be lulled into a false sense of peace, eventually falling into compromise. As Henri Nouwen states in the introduction to his book on the Desert Fathers, “If the world was no longer the enemy of the Christian, then the Christian had to become the enemy of the dark world. The flight to the desert was the way to escape a tempting conformity to the world.”9 And so these early contemplatives chose to purposefully seek out solitude and silence. They knew that by retreating to the wilderness, their hearts would be prepared to once again hear the Word of God.
When I first read about these men and women, it produced the desire within me to separate myself from the distractions of my own life. I realized that I desperately needed to internally change; somehow I had to pull away from the tentacles of the culture that had ensnared my heart—the media, the music, the images, and the voices that daily surrounded me. As I learned more about the contemplative lifestyle pursued by the Desert Fathers, I realized that though my context was radically different from theirs, the heart realities produced through long and loving meditation on the Word of God were still available to me. And not only were they available—they were absolutely necessary.
We are in danger of drowning on the open sea, and God’s word is the rope ladder thrown down to us so that we can climb up into the rescuing vessel. It is the carpet, rolled out toward us so that we can walk along it to the Father’s throne.10
God’s Word is His invitation to be with Him where He is. From before the foundation of the world it has been His desire for us to be with Him, to know His heart, to experience His emotions, to be filled with His thoughts, to be transformed into His image, and to live in unity with Him. Beloved, the fulfillment of this desire is found in His Word. We’ve looked everywhere else—we are dry, tired souls and we don’t know where to find true transformation. But God has extended His invitation and the carpet is rolled out. Over and over in the Scriptures we see Him visit the thirsty souls and offer them water that will quench their deepest desires.11
Today I believe the Lord is visiting our generation. He is alluring us and wooing us in this season to hear again, to come again, to believe again. The Lord is calling the dry, tired souls back to the place of rest. Jeremiah’s words are as alive today as they were thousands of years ago. We want to respond to his cry and begin to ask God for the ancient paths—for the paths of prayer, for the paths of the Word, and for the paths of silence, meditation, and contemplation. It is our desire to rediscover the place of inner quiet where the Word of God can speak. We want to go on the journey of rediscovering the ability to hear.
The Word of God is born out of the eternal silence of God, and it is to this Word out of silence that we want to be witnesses. Silence is the home of the word. Silence gives strength and fruitfulness to the word. We can even say that words are meant to disclose the mystery of the silence from which they come.1
It was in the silence and stillness that the word of God was first released. In the opening verses of Genesis, we see the Spirit of God brooding over the deep (see Gen. 1:2). The Father’s heart is filled with plans, desires, dreams, intentions, and thoughts—all yet to be expressed and manifested. “The earth was without form, and void; and darkness was on the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters” (Gen. 1:2). We know what happened next, but I want us to stop for a moment, quiet our souls, and gaze on the mystery of the Word. As the Spirit hovered over the deep, waiting and anticipating, the unimaginable happened. The voice of God broke the silence of eternity and filled the void with light and creation.
“Then God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light” (Gen. 1:3). The God of eternity—the omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent Creator—chose to speak light into existence. He didn’t blink it, think it, or even wish it; instead, He spoke it. In that moment He showed us the nature of His word. God’s word is the external expression of His heart; His thoughts, plans, and desires are communicated and realized through His word. “Let there be light” caused those things hidden within the Father from before the foundations of the earth to be made manifest. God spoke, and through this word the heavens and the earth were made. It is this word that we are seeking to hear once again.
THE NATURE OF GOD’S WORD
Words are powerful; they reveal the hidden things of the heart. They communicate, describe, create, express, enlighten, and empower. I am amazed many times by the volume of emotion contained in a single phrase. When I look at my wife and say, “I love you,” I am expressing a flood of feelings with three simple words. “I love you” actually contains a library of thoughts, memories, and emotions. It takes an intangible feeling, and creates a vehicle for communication and shared experience. This is the power of words in their purest form.
However, we are living in a day where words are steadily being stripped of their power. Nouwen accurately describes this phenomenon:
Over the last few decades we have been inundated by a torrent of words. Wherever we go we are surrounded by words: words softly whispered, loudly proclaimed, or angrily screamed; words spoken, recited, or sung; words on records, in books, on walls, or in the sky; words in many sounds, many colors, or many forms; words to be heard, read, seen, or glanced at; words which flicker off and on, move slowly, dance, jump, or wiggle. Words, words, words! They form the floor, the walls, and the ceiling of our existence.
It has not always been this way. There was a time not too long ago without radios and televisions, stop signs, yield signs, merge signs, bumper stickers, and the ever-present announcements indicating price increases or special sales. There was a time without the advertisements which now cover whole cities with words.
Recently I was driving through Los Angeles, and suddenly I had the strange sensation of driving through a huge dictionary. Wherever I looked there were words trying to take my eyes from the road. They said, “Use me, take me, buy me, drink me, smell me, touch me, kiss me, sleep with me.” In such a world who can maintain respect for words?
All this is to suggest that words, my own included, have lost their creative power. Their limitless multiplication has made us lose confidence in words and caused us to think, more often than not, “They are just words.”2
Our words have been devalued through overuse and painful life experiences. In essence, we have learned to distrust words. How many of us have pasts filled with broken promises? Dad said “I love you” with his mouth, but his actions said “I have no time for you.” The boyfriend or girlfriend we opened our heart to in high school said “I love you,” but they loved someone else within a month. Life has taught us that love is not eternal, that it falls apart quickly when someone or something else comes along, and that it is not what we hoped it was. We are no longer moved by the word love because of our experiences connected to that word.
The value of words has been lost. After years of hearing teachers, parents, and authority figures speak at us, we have learned to look engaged while tuning out. We have actually trained ourselves to not listen. I believe that rediscovering the ancient paths will require us to leave behind our overfamiliarity with the Bible, along with our tendency to discount the words on the page, so that we may truly feel its weight again. Too often we fail to realize that when God speaks, His words are backed by His nature—and His nature is transcendent and incorruptible.
Jesus said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will by no means pass away” (Matt. 24:35).
THE WORD IN THE OLD TESTAMENT
Finally, God’s word is himself, his most vital, his innermost self: his only-begotten Son, of the same nature as himself, sent into the world to bring it home, back to him. And so God speaks to us from heaven and commends to us his Word, dwelling on earth for a while: “This is my beloved Son: listen to him” (Matt. 17:5).3
We cannot talk about the Word of God without talking about the Word who is God. The Word that manifested the Father’s heart and plans in Genesis when light first dispelled darkness is the same Word that manifests the Father today. Jesus is the eternal expression of the Father, the embodiment and communication of God. In the beginning was the Word: this Word is God’s own Self, this Word is God’s own Son (see John 1:1).
Throughout the Old Testament we see Jesus communicating the heart of the Father. In Genesis 1 He articulated the Father’s thoughts and plans at creation. The Gospel of John states that Jesus was present before the foundation of the earth (see John 1:2-3), the writer of Hebrews declares that through Jesus the worlds were made (see Heb. 1:2), and Paul states in his letter to the Colossians that all things were created by Him (see Col. 1:16). As the Word, He revealed Himself to the patriarchs, appearing at significant times to lead the nation of Israel in times of crisis. In these encounters He is referred to sometimes as “God Himself,” sometimes as “one like the Son of Man,” and frequently as the “Angel of the Lord.” The title “Angel of the Lord” is specifically used to describe Jesus when He appeared to various individuals before His incarnation. When we examine the accounts of these appearances, we find descriptions of one who appears as a man or angelic being (the Hebrew word for angel can also be translated simply as “messenger”), but speaks as God. In his commentary on the book of Zechariah, David Baron sums up the identity of the Angel of the Lord:
The “man,” as we are told in ver. 11, was the Malakh Yehovah—the Angel of Jehovah, who is none other than the “Angel of His face,” the Divine “Angel of the Covenant,” the second person in the Blessed Trinity, whose early manifestation to the patriarch and prophets, as the “Angel” or Messenger of Jehovah in the form of man, were anticipations of His incarnation and of that incomprehensible humiliation to which He would afterwards condescend for our salvation.4
In Genesis 22 the Angel of the Lord spoke with Abraham:
And Abraham stretched out his hand and took the knife to slay his son.
But the Angel of the Lord called to him from heaven and said, “Abraham, Abraham!”
So he said, “Here I am.”
And He said, “Do not lay your hand on the lad, or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me” (Genesis 22:10-12).
When Jacob wrestled with a Man until morning, he declared he had seen the face of God:
Then Jacob was left alone; and a Man wrestled with him until the breaking of day…. So Jacob called the name of the place Peniel: “For I have seen God face to face, and my life is preserved” (Genesis 32:24,30).
In Exodus, the Angel of the Lord appeared to Moses in the burning bush and commissioned him to deliver the people of Israel:
And the Angel of the Lord appeared to him [Moses] in a flame of fire from the midst of a bush. So he looked, and behold, the bush was burning with fire, but the bush was not consumed…. So when the Lord saw that he turned aside to look, God called to him from the midst of the bush and said…“I am the God of your father—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look upon God (Exodus 3:2,4,6).
In Joshua 5:13-15, Jesus appeared to Joshua as the Commander of the Army of the Lord. In Judges 6:11-14, the Angel of the Lord visited Gideon and strengthened him to lead the Israelites into battle against their enemies. In his vision of the heavenly temple, Isaiah saw the Son exalted in His glory (see Isa. 6:1-5; John 12:41). In Jeremiah 1:9, Jesus touched the prophet’s mouth and commissioned him for ministry. He caused Ezekiel to eat a scroll containing words of judgment and woe for the nations (see Ezek. 2:9-3:2). When Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were thrown into the furnace, Jesus was the fourth man in the fire—and Nebuchadnezzar declared that His appearance was as the Son of God (see Dan. 3:24-25). In a night vision, the Angel of the Lord appeared to Zechariah and proclaimed God’s zeal for Jerusalem (see Zech. 1:12-21). Again and again throughout the Old Testament, Jesus communicated the mind, heart, and will of the Father to the nation of Israel as the Word of God.
THE WORD IN THE NEW TESTAMENT
And then there was silence. Malachi was the last prophet of the Old Testament. After his ministry, the nation endured 400 years without receiving any fresh revelation. It was as though Israel had returned to the stillness that preceded the release of God’s word at creation. A holy hush fell on the land. Yet as the centuries passed, the people of God never ceased waiting for Him to speak again. Under the oppression of the Roman Empire, the sense of expectation grew: God would not be silent forever. The same Holy Spirit that was brooding over the deep in Genesis was now stirring in the hearts of men and women, awakening faith and a fresh longing for the final Word. In Jerusalem, Simeon clung to the promise given to him by the Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Christ (see Luke 2:25-26). In the Temple, Anna gave her life to prayer and fasting as she looked for the redemption of God (see Luke 2:36-38). The Holy Spirit within these intercessors was waiting for the Word to be released. And at the climax of longing and expectation, God spoke:
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through Him, and without Him nothing was made that was made. In Him was life, and the life was the light of men. And the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it….
And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth (John 1:1-5,14).
In the fullness of time, God released His ultimate Word. It was the same Word that was with Him in the beginning, the same Word that visited the fathers of the faith and led the people of God. It was the Word that the prophets foretold when they declared, “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a Son, and shall call His name Immanuel” (Isa. 7:14), “which is translated, ‘God with us’” (Matt. 1:23). In Jesus, God spoke to humanity and said, “I will be joined to you forever.” The Second Person of the Trinity took on the form of His creation and dwelt among us.
God, who at various times and in various ways spoke in time past to the fathers by the prophets, has in these last days spoken to us by His Son, whom He has appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the worlds; who being the brightness of His glory and the express image of His person, and upholding all things by the word of His power, when He had by Himself purged our sins, sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high… (Hebrews 1:1-3).
Everything about the life of Jesus communicated the Father. The humility of His birth, the anonymity of His childhood, the compassion of His ministry, the brutality of His death, and the power of His resurrection—these were transcripts from God’s holy heart. In John 17:26, as Jesus prayed to the Father in the final hours before His arrest, He stated, “I have declared to them Your name.” Everything He did and everything He didn’t do, everything He said and everything He didn’t say, declared the name and nature of God. He was the exact expression and the manifestation of the Father.
Through Jesus’ miracles we hear that God is a Healer. Through His dealings with sinners we encounter the merciful God. Through His parables we discover the God who hides His mysteries in everyday language. When He cursed the fig tree and walked on the waves, we are awed by His sovereignty. In His invitation to the woman at the well, we witness God restoring the emotionally broken. In His clashes with the Pharisees, we feel God’s righteous anger toward hypocrisy and injustice. By Jesus’ own mouth we learn that God is “gentle and lowly in heart” (Matt. 11:29). Through the cleansing of the Temple, we encounter God’s zeal in judging sin. And through His death, Jesus shows us the God who holds nothing back in redeeming the people who rejected Him.
Jesus told the disciples in John 14, “He who has seen Me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). He brought the revelation of the Father to the world. As we gaze at His life, we realize not only that God is speaking, but that He is speaking in a language we can understand. God came and took on our form: He looked like us, He lived like us, and He spoke like us. Through Jesus, God became touchable.
That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled, concerning the Word of life—the life was manifested, and we have seen, and bear witness, and declare to you that eternal life which was with the Father and was manifested to us… (1 John 1:1-2).
His life built the bridge between God and humanity. As we stated earlier, this is the power of words. They build communication and relationship, and they express those things hidden in the heart of the speaker. In His humility, God chose to speak to us on our terms through Jesus. In his letter to the Colossians, Paul states, “He is the image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15a). In other words, we know what God looks like because we have seen His Son. “No one has seen God at any time. The only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared Him” (John 1:18). God is declared through Christ. Everything about the life of Jesus is God talking to us.
Christ’s suffering, his God-forsakenness, his death and descent into hell is the revelation of a divine mystery, the language which God has chosen in order to render himself and his love intelligible to us…. This Word, this language, is Jesus Christ; not merely a selection of his words and deeds, but he himself, whole and entire.5
As the Word of God, Jesus declared the name of the Father. He declared it on the cross, saying to the world forever, “This is what God is like.” He declared it at the resurrection, breaking the power of death. He declared it at His ascension, taking His rightful place at the Father’s side. For the last 2,000 years He has continued to declare the name of God as our eternal intercessor (see Heb. 7:25). And He is going to ultimately declare it at His second coming. When He appears to openly and globally confront and forever destroy sin, death, and Satan, He will be recognized as the Word of God—the final and eternal communication and expression of the Father to humanity.
…and His name is called The Word of God (Revelation 19:13b).
THE ROAD TO EMMAUS
It is impossible to listen to any individual word of God without hearing the Son who is the Word. Moreover, it is futile to leaf through the writings of the Old and New Covenants in the hope of coming across truths of one kind or another, unless we are prepared to be exposed to a direct encounter with him, with this personal, utterly free Word which makes sovereign claims upon us.1
When we begin to understand that the Bible was given to us for the sake of encountering a Person, it transforms the essential way we approach the Word of God. We are no longer interested in reading for information alone; instead, we are awakened to the longing for relationship and dialogue with God. The Father sent His Son to begin a conversation with us and to show us the way back to Himself. Jesus is the ladder, the door, the communication line between heaven and earth. When we encounter this Word, He escorts us into the heart of God.
God desires that we would see the Scriptures as the vehicle through which we meet Jesus, who is the Word. Jesus Himself taught the disciples to find Him in the Word when He journeyed with them on the road to Emmaus.
Now behold, two of them were traveling that same day to a village called Emmaus, which was seven miles from Jerusalem. And they talked together of all these things which had happened. So it was, while they conversed and reasoned, that Jesus Himself drew near and went with them. But their eyes were restrained, so that they did not know Him.
And He said to them, “What kind of conversation is this that you have with one another as you walk and are sad?”
Then the one whose name was Cleopas answered and said to Him, “Are You the only stranger in Jerusalem, and have You not known the things which happened there in these days?” (Luke 24:13-18)
This is one of the most fascinating stories in the Bible. Cleopas and another disciple were walking on the road to Emmaus shortly after the events of the crucifixion. As they were traveling and talking, Jesus appeared to them, interrupting them in order to ask what their conversation was all about. You can tell from his response that Cleopas was a bold man! He said in essence, “Where have You been? Are You the only one who hasn’t heard the news?” look at how Jesus responded: He baits them by feigning ignorance and asks, “What news?”
And He [Jesus]said to them, “What things?”
So they said to Him, “The things concerning Jesus of Nazareth, who was a Prophet mighty in deed and word before God and all the people, and how the chief priests and our rulers delivered Him to be condemned to death, and crucified Him. But we were hoping that it was He who was going to redeem Israel. Indeed, besides all this, today is the third day since these things happened. Yes, and certain women of our company, who arrived at the tomb early, astonished us. When they did not find His body, they came saying that they had also seen a vision of angels who said He was alive. And certain of those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but Him they did not see” (Luke 24:19-24).
Cleopas responded by admitting, “We believed Jesus of Nazareth was the Savior, but He died like every other prophet and now we don’t know what to think.” The honesty of his answer is exactly what Jesus was looking for. He wanted to expose what was truly in their hearts in order to provoke dialogue and release revelation. Now He had the opportunity to do so, and He is just as bold as Cleopas in His rebuke:
Then He said to them, “O foolish ones, and slow of heart to believe in all that the prophets have spoken! Ought not the Christ to have suffered these things and to enter into His glory?” And beginning at Moses and all the Prophets, He expounded to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself (Luke 24:25-27).
Beginning in the book of Genesis, Jesus unveiled the storyline of God’s redemption. He walked them through the Law and the Prophets, and instructed them concerning the suffering of Christ and His resurrection. The story of Jesus taking on flesh and coming to earth starts with “In the beginning” (Gen. 1:1)—and that is where we must start as well. When you read Genesis, Leviticus, or even Ezekiel, do you see Christ throughout the Scriptures? Has Jesus revealed Himself to your heart through the Word? Luke continues:
Then they drew near to the village where they were going, and He indicated that He would have gone farther. But they constrained Him, saying, “Abide with us, for it is toward evening, and the day is far spent.” And He went in to stay with them (Luke 24:28-29).
After unpacking the entire Old Testament, Jesus let them decide how they would respond. He was ready to keep walking—they had reached a fork in the road and He said, “I’ll see you later”—but the two disciples constrained Him. In other words, they replied, “We don’t think so,” and grabbed Him.
This is how we should respond when we encounter the Word of God. But when Jesus begins to release revelation to our spirits, most of us do not hold on to Him. We complete our allotted reading time and then move on with our day, never realizing that the kingdom of heaven suffers violence (see Matt. 11:12). Only desperate people who grab God and hold on to Him receive encounter. Jesus wants us to act on our desperation and take the time to be with Him. He is waiting for us to hold Him and say, “Come in and abide with me. Let’s eat, let’s fellowship, let’s take this conversation further.” We do not have to be satisfied with only a little revelation. We can receive impartation and be transformed by an encounter with the living Word.
Now it came to pass, as He sat at the table with them, that He took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were opened… (Luke 24:30-31a).
After they invited Him to abide with them, Jesus sat at the table, took the bread, blessed it, and broke it. When He did this, their eyes were supernaturally opened to see Him. This means that their eyes were earlier restrained. Although they had the urge to stay in the conversation, they were longing for more. Even though they were receiving revelation, and the power of God was all around them, they had not yet seen Jesus. It was only when He came in and broke bread with them that they knew Him.
And they said to one another, “Did not our heart burn within us while He talked with us on the road, and while He opened the Scriptures to us?” (Luke 24:32)
“Did not our hearts burn within us as He unfolded the Scriptures?” I am convinced that the true purpose of the Word of God is to cause our hearts to burn with love and tenderness toward God. When the Word communicated the Word to their spirits, they felt it. It touched them. It was more than a Bible study. It was an encounter.
Just as He did for the disciples, Jesus wants to take us on the road to Emmaus. He wants to walk us through the Old and New Testaments and reveal who He is in the Scriptures. We were made for more than living on the fringes of all that is available to us; we were made to encounter the Person on the other side of the pages. However, God is waiting for us to lay hold of Him with spiritual violence and say, “Come in and abide with me.” Jesus would have kept walking if the disciples had not constrained Him.
There are seasons when He gives us a little revelation and then waits to see what we will do with it. Song of Solomon 3 describes such a season. The bride rises up to search for her beloved, and when she finds him, she declares, “I held him and would not let him go” (Song of Sol. 3:4). In Genesis 28 Jacob wrestled with God and would not let Him go without receiving breakthrough. There is a tenacity produced in our hearts through these seasons of spiritual violence. It is only when we hold on to God and enter into the place of abiding that our eyes are truly opened, we leave dead religion, and we enter into encounter.
My desire in writing this book is to help you embark on the journey of a burning heart. The Bible is meant to touch your inner self and set you on fire. When the disciples saw Jesus vanish before their eyes, the only thing they could talk about was how their hearts were burning as He spoke. Their experience of the Word was more powerful than the miracle they witnessed with their eyes! We want this to be our experience as well: we want a heart set on fire, a heart that is tenderized, illuminated, renewed, and inflamed. Our God is an all-consuming fire (see Heb. 12:29). In his vision of Jesus, Ezekiel described Him as the Son of Man with the appearance of fire and amber (see Ezek. 8:2). In Revelation, the apostle John declared that His eyes were flames of fire and His face was like the sun (see Rev. 1:14-16). He is the burning God. Everything around Him is on fire; and if we draw near to Him, we will be set ablaze.
Many of us resist this call to cultivate a burning heart because we have been taught that our faith is not based on feelings. Unfortunately, we have thrown the baby out with the bath water. We cannot be led by our emotions, but we also cannot sustain our faith unless the power of God touches our hearts. What is love if you don’t feel it? What is encounter if you don’t experience it? The Word was made to touch you and move your emotions. You were made to cry out as Jeremiah did: “His word was in my heart like a burning fire” (Jer. 20:9). God wants to write His Word on your heart; He wants you to feel it and delight in it. You were made to encounter Him.
THE CALL TO HEAR
He who has ears to hear, let him hear! (Matthew 11:15)
Six times in the Gospels and eight times in the book of Revelation we are called to hear.2 In one place Jesus warns us to take heed how we hear, and in another He instructs us to take heed what we hear (see Luke 8:18; Mark 4:24). Bob Sorge, author of In His Face, says that the word hear is the most important word in the Bible: “Everything in the gospel is predicated upon truly and simply hearing what God is saying.”3
But what does it truly mean to hear? On the road to Emmaus, the disciples did not just listen to Jesus expound upon the Scriptures with their natural ears; their spirits were also engaged. The information they received through their natural sense of hearing moved from their minds to their hearts and internally transformed them until they were burning with revelation. This is what Jesus means when He calls us to hear. When we hear, our hearts are awakened and our spiritual senses are opened to revelation. Hearing leads to encounter.
As we highlighted in the first chapter, the core breakdown of Jeremiah’s day was the people’s inability to hear the prophetic word for their generation. They did not discern the hour they were living in because their hearts and ears were untrained. Not much had changed when Jesus walked the streets of Jerusalem over 500 years after Jeremiah. The same self-righteousness, complacency, and apathy that prevented Jeremiah’s generation from hearing the word of God also afflicted Jesus’ generation.
In John’s Gospel, Jesus indicts the religious leaders because of their refusal to come to Him and hear His words (see John 5:33-42). These men were experts concerning the Word of God and the coming of the Messiah. As Pharisees, they spent many hours each day reading, studying, and meditating on the Torah. That was their job: they spoke the Word of God, they taught the Word of God, and they lived in the atmosphere of the Word of God. But when the Word made flesh showed up in their midst, they were blind to His identity and accused Him of being demonized. What was the cause of their deception? These were sincere men who were called to ministry and desired to give themselves radically to the Word of God, yet somewhere along the way their sincerity became arrogance. The Pharisees believed that they were protecting the people from deception; they began their journey as lovers of truth! Where did they lose their discernment? At what point did they cease to truly hear? How could they fail to recognize truth when He was standing before them?
We are often tempted to view the Pharisees from a distance and make an example of them. But human nature has not changed in the last 2,000 years; and so when Jesus speaks to these men, He is also addressing the Pharisee within you and me. There are places in our hearts where we have hesitated and at times refused to submit to the demands of truth. Take a moment and consider the stories of these men: When they were young they had genuine hunger for God, a deep love for the Scriptures, and a calling to ministry. Over time, however, their humility, purity, and zeal turned to pride, self-righteousness, hypocrisy, and a lack of love. While their minds grew bigger, their hearts grew smaller. They really believed what they were doing was right, but there was a breakdown—they lost discernment because of their approach to the Word of God.
Jesus began to address this breakdown directly when He described the Pharisees’ response to the ministry of John the Baptist:
You have sent to John, and he has borne witness to the truth. Yet I do not receive testimony from man, but I say these things that you may be saved. He was the burning and shining lamp, and you were willing for a time to rejoice in his light (John 5:33-35).
I want to emphasize the word willing. The first barrier to hearing is found in the issue of being willing. John was a turning signal and his ministry was meant to point toward the revelation of Christ. The religious leaders were willing to go and listen to John because journeying into the desert and hearing his message didn’t demand a response from them. Jesus said in essence, “It didn’t cost you to go to the desert and attend the John the Baptist conference. He was the burning and shining lamp, and you were willing for a time to rejoice in his light. You traveled into the wilderness to watch the burning man burn. You danced and rejoiced, but you missed the point.”
Then Jesus shifts the indictment:
You have neither heard His [God’s] voice at any time, nor seen His form. But you do not have His word abiding in you, because whom He sent, Him you do not believe (John 5:37b-38).
Can you feel the intensity of this statement? Imagine the deafening silence that must have followed it. If there was one thing the Pharisees prided themselves on, it was their knowledge of God. They were surrounded by the Word—it was in their synagogues, their homes, and their very mouths. Yet when the Son of God stood before them, they thought He was a demoniac and a false Messiah. Their inability to believe in Him exposed the fact that the Word did not truly abide in them. The Pharisees were willing to go and hear John the Baptist, but when they came into contact with Jesus, something inside of them was unwilling to bow in humility at the revelation of God. Jesus looked directly at them and declared: “You have never heard God, you have never seen Him, and His Word has no place in your life. It does not abide in you.” Take a moment and ask yourself these questions: What does it mean for the Word to abide in you? What does it look like when the Word takes up residence in your interior life?
The Word of God is the fork in the road: it will produce either tenderness or hardness in us based on the posture of our hearts. There is no neutral ground and no room for passivity in our approach to Scripture. The Word is living and active, and it discerns the thoughts and intents of our hearts (see Heb. 4:12). When everything is laid bare, we are forced to choose how we will respond and whom we will serve.
You search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have eternal life; and these are they which testify of Me. But you are not willing to come to Me that you may have life (John 5:39-40).
“But you are not willing”—here we see the issue of willingness once again. The Pharisees were willing to go and hear John the Baptist, but they were not willing to encounter Jesus because He challenged their preconceived notions about God. When Jesus showed up on the scene, the hidden realities of their hearts were exposed. The revelation of the God who lays down His life shattered their expectations of greatness and offended their pride. The humility and meekness of this common Man from Nazareth became a stumbling block to those who worshiped grandeur, strength, and success (see Isa. 53:1-3). In the end, the idea of God they formed based on their interpretation of Scripture was an idol that prevented them from recognizing and receiving Jesus.
The heart of the problem lay in the Pharisees’ approach to the Word of God: they treated the means as the end. Jesus celebrated their love of the Scriptures, but challenged their assumption that the end goal was knowledge. Though these religious leaders studied the Word of God fervently, they were not willing to open their hearts when confronted with its demands. They searched the Scriptures, but they did not hear the Spirit behind the words and ultimately missed the revelation of Christ. The Word that should have led them to the feet of Jesus instead empowered them to magnify their own ministries and reputation and to lord it over others. These men spent their lives building their own kingdoms, and so when Jesus wouldn’t play their religious games and began to shake the foundations of their strongholds, they killed Him.
This is why it is critical to have a right heart posture when we come before the Word of God. Jesus highlights two results that flow from the wrong heart posture. If we do not wage war against them, they will destroy us. They are slavery to the honor and praise of men, and a small heart that does not have the love of God.
I do not receive honor from men. But I know you, that you do not have the love of God in you (John 5:41-42).
The first result is that we get caught in the rat race of competition. When Jesus says He does not receive honor from men, His implication is that we do. Jesus ceases to be our reward and we begin working, striving, and competing for the praise of men. We lose sight of the true end, which is encounter and relationship with God. We no longer evaluate our success based on the tenderness of our heart and our life in the Spirit. The second result is that our hearts become small and are no longer able to receive or give love. Instead of having the love of God in us, we are filled with anger, bitterness, jealousy, self-righteousness, and competition. This is what happens when we opt for simply knowing more than everybody else about the Bible. The way we treat the Word of God, the posture we take before it, and the value we place on it means everything.
THIS IS ETERNAL LIFE
In the next chapter of John, Jesus continues to emphasize the issue of communion and intimacy with God through the Word. This time His target is not the religious elite, but rather the hungry crowd. After Jesus fed the 5,000 with five loaves and two fish, the word got out and His following increased: “The teacher from Nazareth has a soup kitchen—He will hook you up!” But His response is not what we would expect. Instead of being excited that His fame is spreading and the number of disciples is on the rise, Jesus chose to shut down the soup kitchen and challenge the crowd regarding whether they truly understood His words and desired intimacy with Him more than they wanted their needs met.
Who is like Jesus? He waited until He had gathered His biggest crowd, and then He stood up and declared:
Most assuredly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For My flesh is food indeed, and My blood is drink indeed. He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him. As the living Father sent Me, and I live because of the Father, so he who feeds on Me will live because of Me (John 6:53-57).
The boldness of this declaration is stunning. Jesus didn’t worry about the fact that many in the crowd thought He was endorsing cannibalism. He didn’t rush to interpret and explain His teaching. Instead, He let the crowds wrestle with His words. He tested them to see whether they were following Him because they understood His message or because they wanted free food. If they were truly interested in communion, they would press past the offensive words to understand His meaning. This was the indictment: “You don’t understand My speech because you are only interested in having your temporal needs met. But this relationship is not about what you want; it’s about what I want. I want communion with you. I want to bring you into fellowship, and this will only occur as you eat My flesh and drink My blood.”
In response, the disciples complained privately to Jesus: “This is a hard saying” (John 6:60). But Jesus was unmoved by popular opinion. He waited for the crowds to reach critical mass before pulling out the most offensive thing He could say, and then repeated it over and over: “Eat My flesh and drink My blood.” Jesus desired to meet the temporal needs of the people, but His perspective was eternal and He was more interested in calling them into communion. So He shut down the soup kitchen and created a choice: “Will you continue to be consumed by your needs, or will you persevere in spite of offense and follow Me?” Jesus set up a scenario that forced the people to choose whether or not they would go deeper in the things of God. Would they leave their comfort behind in order to understand His heart?
Don’t get me wrong: I love that God is my Savior, my Provider, my Healer, and my Deliverer. I will never exhaust the glorious gifts that He has given me and continues to give me. I will spend eternity praising Him for my salvation and deliverance, my health and provision. But we have created a church culture in America that is based on feeding the 5,000—we are consumed with the God who meets our needs and do not realize He wants to take us past provision into deeper intimacy. God wants more than a people whose needs are met. He wants a partner; He wants a bride.
At the height of the uproar, Jesus finally began to release insight regarding His true meaning:
It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh profits nothing. The words that I speak to you are spirit, and they are life (John 6:63).
Eternal life is found in feeding on the words of Jesus. His words contain His very life, and we enter into communion—we eat His flesh and drink His blood—through His words. Even after this clarification, however, there was a great falling away: “From that time many of His disciples went back and walked with Him no more” (John 6:66).
Then Jesus said to the twelve, “Do you also want to go away?”
But Simon Peter answered Him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. Also we have come to believe and know that You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (John 6:67-69).
As a leader, I would be unnerved by the response of the crowd. If I saw everyone rushing to leave the stadium, I would want to minimize the damage immediately. But Jesus looked at the 12—His closest and most intimate friends—and asked, “Do you want to leave, too?” He gave them a way out, a chance to step back from the cost of discipleship. In Peter’s response we see a heart that is postured in hunger and humility before the Word of God. Peter replied, “Jesus, where would we go? We have burned all of our bridges. When we first heard Your words, we left everything to follow You. We live and breathe Your words—they are our life. Your words have caused us to believe that You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”
THE NECESSITY OF THE
ABIDING WORD
I want to look at one last passage in John where Jesus confronts the religious leaders over the importance of abiding in the Word. In John 8 He makes one of the greatest statements about the glory of the Word:
If you abide in My word, you are My disciples indeed. And you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free (John 8:31-32).
This is not only a significant revelation concerning the power of Scripture, but it is also an invitation extended from the heart of the Father to the religious leaders who continued to reject His Son. In this verse, Jesus revealed the process that leads to freedom. Notice that He said they will know the truth. This does not refer to possessing information about the truth; knowing is not measured in the ability to repeat facts with accuracy. Instead, knowing refers to experience. Jesus desired to see the Pharisees step into the living experience of freedom—freedom from the slavery of sin—and He declared that this experience begins with abiding in the Word.
A few verses later, Jesus highlighted that they sought to kill Him because His Word had no place in them. Again, He confronted them with the necessity of the abiding Word.
“I know that you are Abraham’s descendants, but you seek to kill Me, because My word has no place in you. I speak what I have seen with My Father, and you do what you have seen with your father.”
They answered and said to Him, “Abraham is our father.”
Jesus said to them, “If you were Abraham’s children, you would do the works of Abraham” (John 8:37-39).
Notice that Jesus identified the religious leaders as Abraham’s descendants and then went on to say they were not Abraham’s children. This is the difference between natural descent and the inheritance of faith. Ishmael and Isaac were both born to Abraham, but only one was born from faith and inherited the promises of God. The Pharisees sought to enter the kingdom based on natural lineage and knowledge. They thought they were children of God because their parents were Jewish and they had studied the Scriptures. But Jesus declared that their inability to receive His words revealed their true heritage. It was not enough to be descendants of Abraham; they needed a heart filled with faith to draw them into true relationship with the Father. Because they did not receive the Word of God, the natural children of Abraham were deceived and demonized. They were sons in the natural, but slaves in the spirit.
Why do you not understand My speech? Because you are not able to listen to My word…. He who is of God hears God’s words; therefore you do not hear, because you are not of God (John 8:43,47).
In the final verses of John 8, Jesus revealed that the Pharisees’ rejection of God had robbed them of their ability to hear His Word. They were not able to understand Jesus because they had not learned to listen to the Scriptures. In essence He said, “You do not recognize My speech because the Word is a foreign language to you. You have studied the Scriptures, but you have not learned their language and cultivated a hearing heart. Therefore, My speech does not make sense because you have not engaged in a life of abiding.”
This is why Jesus spoke in parables; He came to shut the eyes and close the ears of those who claimed to see and hear clearly. He even stated this explicitly when He quoted the prophet Isaiah concerning His ministry:
To you it has been given to know the mystery of the kingdom of God; but to those who are outside, all things come in parables, so that “Seeing they may see and not perceive, and hearing they may hear and not understand” (Mark 4:11-12).
The sobering truth is that Jesus came to confirm the inward reality of the nation’s heart. His words did not cause the people’s hardness and inability to hear—they simply revealed it. Though they were God’s chosen people, they had not chosen God and were therefore not of God.
THE ROAD TO ENCOUNTER
The vital thing is the living encounter with the God who speaks to us in his Word, whose eyes pierce and purify us “like a flame of fire” (Rev 1:14), whose command summons us to new obedience, who each day instructs us as if until now we had learned nothing, whose power sends us out anew into the world upon our mission. Unless he responds by such obedience to the free word of God in him, man is not living up to the idea which God the Father had of him at creation.4
In the economy of the kingdom, the most important and valuable thing is living encounter with the Word. Jesus charged the Pharisees again and again concerning their heart posture before the Word of God because He desired to see them experience freedom and enter into communion. Through His interactions with these men, we are given a mirror by which to examine our own lives. How do we relate to the Word? What is our heart posture when we approach Scripture—how do we read it, treat it, look at it? Do we stand over the Word, or do we allow the Word to stand over us? The Word of God is meant to escort us into the realities of the Spirit. It is meant to bring us into a new paradigm, a new way of experiencing and relating to the emotions, thoughts, and plans of God, producing in us a heart inflamed with divine love. The end is a divine confrontation with Jesus that strips us of our religious rhetoric and hypocrisy, and leaves us bowing in humility with a heart awakened to revelation.
As we stated in the first chapter, Jeremiah declared that the people of Judah were not able to hear because they did not delight in the Word of God (see Jer. 6:10). Delighting in the Word is the secret to the restoration of hearing. When we come through the door of delight, our defenses are broken down and we become vulnerable to truth, which eventually leads to full submission and humility before the Word. In the next chapter we are going to look at the place where God broke down all of my walls and captivated my heart—the place of joy and delight in His Word.
When I was in my early 20s, I had a job at a factory working the second shift. The days were long and the work was draining, but I look back on that time in my life as one of the most significant seasons in God I have ever experienced. I would go to the factory, sit on the assembly line, and meditate on the Word of God. Throughout the day, verses and individual phrases from Scripture would rest on my spirit and my heart would begin to burn: “Oh, how I love Your law! It is my meditation all the day” (Ps. 119:97). In the midst of the daily grind, I discovered that I was made to live and breathe and feel the Word. I may have been physically present in the factory, but my heart was lost in meditation for hours on end. In that season of working, I found the true source of life. I found the Word that started a fire within me, which still burns to this day.
DAVID: A MAN AFTER GOD’S
OWN HEART
I want to spend some time looking at my favorite chapter in the Bible: Psalm 119.1 In this psalm, David pulls back the curtains of his heart and we are given a glimpse into the deep love affair he had with the Word of God. Though he was one of the wealthiest and most powerful men of his day, ambition was not the central motivation of his life. Instead, it was a deep and abiding love for God and a desire for His Word—a desire that characterized his life from beginning to end. Acts 13:22 identifies David as a man after God’s own heart, a man who fulfilled the will of God in his generation.
There are many additional titles and accomplishments that can be added to David’s résumé. With the exception of the life of Christ, his story is the longest personal narrative recorded in the Scriptures. He was the divinely anointed king of Israel who was promised an eternal royal lineage (see 2 Sam. 7:12-16). He was a military hero who conquered giants and surrounding nations. He expanded his territory until the people of Israel occupied nearly all the land promised to their forefather Abraham. He returned the Ark of the Covenant to its rightful place in Jerusalem and restored the spirit of worship across the land. For all these reasons and more, he is considered to be one of the greatest leaders Israel has ever known. As one scholar observes, “A thousand years after his death, when Jesus rode into Jerusalem, the most glorious name the people could think to call him was ‘Son of David!’ (Matt. 21:9).”2
However, I believe it was his consuming passion to experience the heart of God that truly defined him. David was a man after one thing. What brought joy to others failed to bring him joy. What the world defined as success did not impress him. He found his joy, success, and identity in a different place—he found it in encountering God through His Word. In Psalm 27 David declared:
One thing I have desired of the Lord, that will I seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the Lord, and to inquire in His temple (Psalm 27:4).
I can almost hear David asking us in this psalm, “Do you want to know what ultimately motivates and drives me when nobody else is watching? Do you want to know the overwhelming desire that fills my heart night and day? The greatest desire in my life is to be closer to God and to see Him more than any other. Take my kingdom. Take my fortune. Take my military might—you can take everything as long as I have this one thing. My greatest fear in life is not losing my reputation or my power; it is losing His face.”
David’s request to dwell in the house of the Lord expressed his desire to draw closer to God. His desire to behold the beauty of the Lord, which is His nature and personality, expressed his longing for the knowledge of God. He knew his heart would fail without fresh revelation, a greater sense of God’s abiding presence, and deeper communion. This is what David cried out to behold, and this cry sustained him throughout his life. For David, the pay was the same whether he was on the backside of a hill in Bethlehem or on the throne in Jerusalem. It didn’t matter to him, as long as he could encounter God. It was this foundation in the Word that strengthened and encouraged him when he was overlooked and rejected by his family while tending the flocks in Bethlehem. It was intimacy with the Word that helped him persevere through the numerous trials he faced as the leader of his people. The secret to David’s life was found in enjoying the Word of God and loving it more than anything else in life.
PSALM 119
While David proclaims the greatest desire of his heart in Psalm 27, it is Psalm 119 that reveals the depths of that desire. In the Song of Solomon, the maiden declares concerning her beloved, “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth” (Song of Sol. 1:2a). We see in Proverbs 2:6 that knowledge and understanding come from the mouth of God, and so when we view the Song of Solomon through the lens of Christ and the church, we understand that this is a cry for the revelation of the Word of God.
I believe that Psalm 119 is the ultimate commentary on the cry for the kisses of the Word. In this psalm, David displays the heart and mind of a lover who carefully searches out their beloved as he uses 176 verses to declare his passion for the Word. It is his delight, his pleasure, his place of enjoyment, his source of satisfaction, his defense, his only comfort, and the wellspring of his life. We hear David’s desire for revelation and the kisses of God’s Word in every verse.
Many of us, if we are honest, think of Psalm 119 as the boring chapter we try to avoid. The most common complaints are that it is too long and that it says the same thing over and over again. Charles Spurgeon, in his commentary on this psalm, addresses these very complaints:
This great Psalm is a book in itself: instead of being one among many psalms, it is worthy to be set forth by itself as a poem of surpassing excellence. Those who have never studied it may pronounce it commonplace, and complain of its repetitions; but to the thoughtful student it is like the great deep, full, so as never to be measured; and varied, so as never to weary the eye. Its depth is as great as its length; it is mystery, not set forth as mystery, but concealed beneath the simplest statements…3
Using only a few words, the writer has produced permutations and combination of meaning which display his holy familiarity with his subject, and the sanctified ingenuity of his mind. He never repeats himself; for if the same sentiment recurs it is placed in a fresh connection, and so exhibits another interesting shade of meaning…. It contains no idle word; the grapes of this cluster are almost to bursting full with the new wine of the kingdom. The more you look into this mirror of a gracious heart the more you will see in it. Placid on the surface as the sea of glass before the eternal throne, it yet contains within its depths an ocean of fire, and those who devoutly gaze into it shall not only see the brightness, but feel the glow of the sacred flame.4
Matthew Henry, a theologian and minister of the 17th century best known for publishing a commentary on the entire Bible, recounts how his father recommended he read Psalm 119 in order to cultivate a love for the Scriptures:
Once pressing the Study of the Scriptures, he advised to take a Verse of Psalm 119 every Morning to meditate upon, and so go over the Psalm twice in the year, and that (saith he) will bring you to be in love with all the rest of the Scripture; and he often said, All grace grows, as love to the Word of God grows [sic].5
Psalm 119 is, in essence, a lengthy acrostic poem written in praise of the Scriptures. It is composed of 22 stanzas—one for each letter of the Hebrew alphabet. The stanzas themselves are composed of eight couplets. As you read through the psalm, you will notice that David uses ten different terms for the Word of God: law, way, testimony, precept, statute, commandments, judgment, word, saying, and truth. While each term carries a different shade of meaning, I find it helpful to remind myself that they all constitute the communications of God’s heart to mine through His Word.
We often forget that David was reading through the Torah when he wrote this psalm. He was reading about the priesthood, with all of its laws and regulations, and falling madly in love with God. In response to Leviticus, he said, “And I will delight myself in Your commandments, which I love” (Ps. 119:47). He was captivated by the revelation of God’s heart as he read through the book of Numbers. What did he discover as he meditated on the Book of the Law?
THE MAIN INTERPRETATIVE KEY OF
PSALM 119
Blessed are the undefiled in the way, who walk in the law of the Lord! Blessed are those who keep His testimonies, who seek Him with the whole heart! (Psalm 119:1-2)
The first word of Psalm 119 is blessed. This word actually means “happy” or “to be envied,” and it characterizes the entire psalm. David began by declaring that the happiest people are those who give their whole hearts to the Word of God. Notice that he doesn’t rebuke or dismiss the longing for happiness, but instead gives us the secret to attaining it. Everyone wants to be happy; it is a God-given desire. In our hearts we know we were made for enjoyment—it is what our culture is crying out for and what we spend our entire lives pursuing. Our generation longs for pleasure, fascination, and entertainment, and many will stop at nothing to attain it.
The desire for happiness is behind many multibillion-dollar industries: the film industry, the sports industry, the fashion industry, and the food industry, to name just a few. According to one research and consulting company, the film industry in North America is expected to generate $40.8 billion in revenue in 2012, and they project that this will grow to $50.3 billion by 2015.6 This is just one example of how desperate we are for fascination and comfort. Our consumer culture and the insatiable materialism it encourages is another telling example: in 2011, total U.S. consumer debt equaled $2.43 trillion and the average credit card debt per household was $15,799.7 These numbers represent the search for happiness through the accumulation of possessions.
Not only are entertainment and materialism stealing our time, energy, and resources, but the spirit of immorality is working to quench our hearts and prevent us from encountering the Word of God. The onslaught of sexual immorality and pornography in our nation is an assignment from hell to dull our spirits and cut off the power of the Word. Estimates vary, but the general consensus is that the pornography industry generates between $10 and $14 billion in revenue each year. This epidemic is destroying our ability to recognize and experience true pleasure. Thomas Dubay writes with great insight about the experience of men and women who spend their money and their lives in pursuit of happiness:
Unrest is the omnipresent accompaniment of earthly pursuits, and anyone who has lived a few years into adulthood and is therefore capable of a rudimentary reflection on the human situation knows well from experience that nothing fully satisfies. Soon after even peak experiences one begins to feel the inner gnawing emptiness…. Because spirit as spirit opens to the infinite, it can be satisfied and rested only in the infinite. All else leaves it incomplete and desiring more.8
In other words, it is never enough. Our desire for happiness cannot be met by anything this world has to offer. As Augustine wrote in his Confessions, “Thou madest us for Thyself, and our heart is restless, until it rest in Thee.”9 This is why David begins Psalm 119 by declaring that holiness is the only true and infinite source of happiness. We won’t find what we are looking for in the accumulation of possessions or in overindulgence. David identifies the happiest people as those who are “undefiled in the way” and “wholehearted seekers of God’s Word.” Happiness and holiness characterize our lives when God becomes more pleasurable than anything this world has to offer. Holiness is not primarily about saying no to the things of the world; it is about saying yes to the superior pleasures of loving God. David is not describing a heart that begrudgingly says no to sin and the world. The happiest ones are the holiest ones. This is the paradigm we need in order to approach Psalm 119.
The greatest discovery that impacted me in this psalm, as a new believer, was that there was a source of entertainment, fascination, pleasure, comfort, joy, and counsel that nothing in this world could equal. I began to realize that my primary source of entertainment was the Word of God, and my greatest joy was not found in indulging in the pleasures of this age. Through meditating on Psalm 119, I discovered happy holiness. As I read, I began to experience deep and abiding joy, the wine of the Spirit, the unshakeable peace that comes from a clean conscience, and the burning heart described in the encounter with Jesus on the road to Emmaus. I came from a drug and party lifestyle, yet I found that nothing from my previous life touched or equaled my experiences in the Word of God. My greatest pleasure was the Word. I didn’t want to do those other things anymore—it wasn’t about saying no, it was about saying yes.
I believe that just as He delivered me, God is delivering our generation from the entertainment of this world through the superior pleasures of His Word. Day after day, month after month, and year after year, we are being transformed by our encounters with heaven. These encounters are stronger than anything this world has to offer. Nothing is as satisfying, intoxicating, fulfilling, and vital as God communicating His Word to our spirits.
He alone is the Bread of Life for which our souls hunger; we need not go any further, looking for any other bread, for its spiritual satisfaction would be illusory. He suffices.10
I don’t know when or how it happened, but God brought Psalm 119 to the forefront of my life. I remember spending entire days in my room after I was first saved, slowly reading and meditating upon this chapter and falling in love with the God who speaks to me in His Word. Over 15 years have passed since then, but I still return to this psalm when I feel God calling me back to my first love (see Rev. 2:4-5).
Over the course of many years, I have found several main themes which have helped me to interpret and connect with the heart behind this psalm. I want to share these with you and provide a brief commentary on specific verses God has used to powerfully touch my life. My hope is that you will take the ideas behind this commentary and use them to begin your own dialogue with the Lord. As you read the verses below, stop and softly speak them back to the Lord. Add a few sentences of your own that express the truth of the psalmist’s lines, and ask the Holy Spirit to open your heart to receive the kisses of His Word.
HAPPY HOLINESS
Again, Charles Spurgeon says,
The Psalmist is so enraptured with the word of God that he regards it as his highest ideal of blessedness to be conformed to it. He has gazed on the beauties of the perfect law, and, as if this verse were the sum and outcome of all his emotions, he exclaims, “Blessed is the man whose life is the practical transcript of the will of God.” True religion is not cold and dry; it has its exclamations and raptures. We not only judge the keeping of God’s law to be a wise and proper thing, but we are warmly enamoured of its holiness, and cry out in adoring wonder, “Blessed are the undefiled!” meaning thereby, that we eagerly desire to become such ourselves, and wish for no greater happiness than to be perfectly holy.11
Open my eyes, that I may see wondrous things from Your law (Psalm 119:18).
Like the cry of the poor, blind beggar who arrested Jesus’ attention, may this cry release sight to my heart in the Word. I pray with Paul, “That the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give to me the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of Him, the eyes of my understanding being enlightened” (Eph. 1:17-18 paraphrased). I pray that wonder would be restored to my heart as my eyes are opened to the Word.
The law of Your mouth is better to me than thousands of coins of gold and silver (Psalm 119:72).
Your love is better than anything this world has to offer. Receiving Your love is more valuable to me than the treasures of this life.
How sweet are Your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth! (Psalm 119:103)
I have developed a spiritual taste for Your Word, and it is sweeter, more satisfying, and more gratifying than the pleasures this world has to offer.
Your testimonies are wonderful; therefore my soul keeps them (Psalm 119:129).
Because I have experienced true wonder, my soul jealously guards Your Word.
I rejoice at Your word as one who finds great treasure (Psalm 119:162).
In the same way that a treasure hunter finds the purpose of his life in searching for riches, so my soul finds life and redemption in discovering Your Word. Your Word brings me the greatest joy, therefore I will hold on to it eternally.
…And Your law is my delight (Psalm 119:174).
I want the Word to become my chief source of entertainment and delight. I want meditation in the Word to be my getaway, my escape, my source of recreation and rest.
LONGING FOR BREAKTHROUGH
God is not truly sought by the cold researches of the brain: we must seek him with the heart. Love reveals itself to love: God manifests his heart to the heart of his people. It is in vain that we endeavour to comprehend him by reason; we must apprehend him by affection. But the heart must not be divided with many objects if the Lord is to be sought by us. God is one, and we shall not know him till our heart is one. A broken heart need not be distressed at this, for no heart is so whole in its seekings after God as a heart which is broken, whereof every fragment sighs and cries after the great Father’s face. It is the divided heart which the doctrine of the text censures, and strange to say, in scriptural phraseology, a heart may be divided and not broken, and it may be broken but not divided; and yet again it may be broken and be whole, and it never can be whole until it is broken.12
How can a young man cleanse his way? (Psalm 119:9)
A young man is at the height of his passion, rebellion, and curiosity. Similarly, our generation is experiencing heightened internal temptation as we are exposed to every imaginable external temptation in a culture saturated with entertainment, perversion, voices, and images—all pulling us away from the straight and narrow road. We desperately need to know how to cleanse our past, present, and future. How can we live in purity? The psalmist answers, “By taking heed according to Your word” (Ps. 119:9). May I be wholly attentive to and governed by the Word of God.
My soul breaks with longing for Your judgments at all times (Psalm 119:20).
I am desperate to see all the wrong things made right in my soul. Your Word has awakened a longing in my life for deeper measures of truth (see Ps. 51:6). Come and align my heart, my mind, and my will according to Your judgments.
Turn away my eyes from looking at worthless things, and revive me in Your way (Psalm 119:37).
I feel the pull of other lovers, but my heart’s cry is for a life of revival in Your Word. I do not want to turn my eyes alone. Come and turn the very core of my being fully toward You.
I opened my mouth and panted, for I longed for Your commandments (Psalm 119:131).
Just as the deer pants for the water brooks (see Ps. 42:1), so I pant for fresh encounter in the Word. God, I am thirsty for You.
I cry out with my whole heart; hear me, O Lord! (Psalm 119:145)
Desperate times call for desperate measures: I am seeking You with all my heart and will not relent until You answer me.
I rise before the dawning of the morning, and cry for help; I hope in Your word. My eyes are awake through the night watches, that I may meditate on Your word (Psalm 119:147-148).
May my heart be awake both night and day, meditating upon and hoping in Your Word.
WHOLEHEARTED DEPENDENCE
God must work in us first, and then we shall will and do according to his good pleasure. He must change the heart, unite the heart, encourage the heart, strengthen the heart, and enlarge the heart, and then the course of the life will be gracious, sincere, happy, and earnest; so that from our lowest up to our highest state in grace we must attribute all to the free favour of our God. We must run; for grace is not an overwhelming force which compels unwilling minds to move contrary to their will: our running is the spontaneous leaping forward of a mind which has been set free by the hand of God, and delights to show its freedom by its bounding speed.13
At the core of Psalm 119 is a necessary tension. On the one hand, we are called again and again to seek God wholeheartedly and to give Him all of our heart, soul, mind, and strength. However, we are also reminded of our inability to do anything without God.
With my whole heart I have sought You; oh, let me not wander from Your commandments! (Psalm 119:10)
I am wholeheartedly and desperately seeking You, but I know my propensity to stray from Your Word!
I am a stranger in the earth; do not hide Your commandments from me (Psalm 119:19).
I am not of this world, and this world is not my home. Do not keep my very life source from me.
I will run the course of Your commandments, for You shall enlarge my heart (Psalm 119:32).
I will not wait for my life circumstances to line up before I pursue You wholeheartedly. I will seek Your kingdom first, and trust that You will enlarge my heart and make a way for me in the midst of my circumstances. I will go where You tell me to go as I receive fresh encounters.
Uphold me according to Your word, that I may live; and do not let me be ashamed of my hope. Hold me up, and I shall be safe, and I shall observe Your statutes continually (Psalm 119:116-117).
It is Your mercy that allows me to live in obedience, free from shame and filled with hope.
I have gone astray like a lost sheep; seek Your servant, for I do not forget Your commandments (Psalm 119:176).
I know my propensity is to stray. Come after me, and keep me from wandering and growing weary or distracted.
THE FREEDOM OF A
PREOCCUPIED HEART
In Psalm 119, David reveals the secret of possessing a free heart in the midst of persecution. There are numerous instances recorded in First and Second Samuel where David was spiritually, verbally, and physically attacked by those around him. However, he refused to let these attacks become his primary meditation. His thoughts were consumed with the Word of God: “Princes also sit and speak against me, but Your servant meditates on Your statutes” (Ps. 119:23). What is your greatest preoccupation? Is it what others think of you, or is it what God says in His Word?
…they treated me wrongfully with falsehood; but I will meditate on Your precepts (Psalm 119:78).
I have been wronged, but I will let You be my defense. While they talk about me behind my back, I’ll be preoccupied with meditating on Your Word.
The wicked wait for me to destroy me, but I will consider Your testimonies (Psalm 119:95).
They are waiting to catch me, trip me up, and destroy me, but I am not moving my gaze away from Your Word.
Many are my persecutors and my enemies, yet I do not turn from Your testimonies (Psalm 119:157).
The enemy has many assignments against me, but I will not be moved.
Princes persecute me without a cause, but my heart stands in awe of Your word (Psalm 119:161).
In the midst of persecution, I am preoccupied with the glory of Your Word.
Great peace have those who love Your law, and nothing causes them to stumble (Psalm 119:165).
My heart is not in the hands of men’s opinions; it is hidden in You.
THE FRUIT OF AFFLICTION
Very little is to be learned without affliction. If we would be scholars we must be sufferers…. God’s commands are best read by eyes wet with tears.14
Another main theme found in this psalm is the power of affliction to drive us deeper into the Word of God. Many times God uses pain and to produce sensitivity to the Word in our hearts.
Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I keep Your word (Psalm 119:67).
I used to leave Your commandments so quickly, but now I have been hemmed in through affliction and have learned that my true safety is found in being near You.
It is good for me that I have been afflicted, that I may learn Your statutes (Psalm 119:71).
I know, O Lord, that Your judgments are right, and that in faithfulness You have afflicted me (Psalm 119:75).
All Your judgments are true and righteous. I trust You and know that You are leading me down this difficult road for my good.
Unless Your law had been my delight, I would then have perished in my affliction (Psalm 119:92).
If Your Word was not the main joy of my life, I would not have made it through this last season.
Consider my affliction and deliver me, for I do not forget Your law (Psalm 119:153).
Lord, look at me and deliver me, for I am clinging to You.
THE REVIVING POWER OF THE WORD
Troubles which weigh us down while we are half dead become mere trifles when we are full of life. Thus have we often been raised in spirit by quickening grace, and the same thing will happen again, for the Comforter is still with us, the Consolation of Israel ever liveth, and the very God of peace is evermore our Father. On looking back upon our past life there is one ground of comfort as to our state—the word of God has made us alive, and kept us so. We were dead, but we are dead no longer.15
The last main theme of Psalm 119 is the power of the Word of God to release life in our inner being and revive our soul. This theme is repeated in verse 52 when David states, “I remembered Your judgments of old, O Lord, and have comforted myself.” In other words, “I have seen what You did in the past, and it has comforted my soul with the revelation that You are the God of the breakthrough. I know what You did for Moses, and that knowledge comforts me.” We have to remember as we read through this psalm that David pulled from all of his life experiences when composing it. He knew what it was like to hide in the cave of Adullam (see 1 Sam. 22), he was familiar with being pushed and pulled by the needs and demands of others, and as the king of Israel he was constantly under enormous pressure. But in every season of the soul, the Word of God had the power to renew and refresh him.
…Revive me in Your way (Psalm 119:37).
…Revive me in Your righteousness (Psalm 119:40).
Revive me according to Your lovingkindness… (Psalm 119:88).
…Revive me, O Lord, according to Your word (Psalm 119:107).
…Revive me according to Your word (Psalm 119:154).
…Revive me according to Your judgments (Psalm 119:156).
…Revive me, O Lord, according to Your lovingkindness (Psalm 119:159).
Whenever I feel disconnected from God, I return to Psalm 119. The Word of God was the place where David went for fresh encounter, and it is where I go to reawaken my first love.
When was the last time prayer began to spontaneously arise from within you as you read the Bible? When was the last time you actually talked to God as you meditated on His Word? The answer to these questions is the litmus test I use to determine where I am with God. Is my heart moving when I read the Word? Am I weeping as I read it? When did I last feel the wine of His presence refresh and rejoice my heart? When was the last time I received a fresh touch of the spirit of revelation and began to feel fascination that wasn’t related to the things of this world? If our heart response to the Word of God is weariness and familiarity, if we find ourselves wondering when we can move on to something else, it is the very indictment of our need for the Word.
In the next several chapters I want to share with you some of the ways God has brought me into a life of meditation in the Word. We will look at biblical truths designed to help us posture our hearts to receive from the Word, and we will also explore practical tools to equip us in our times of meditation. Slowing down and meditating on the Word of God has changed my life. It has not only been my greatest source of joy, but it has also been the source of my obedience, faith, and sacrifice.
As I stated in the first chapter, there is a great need for the body of Christ to rediscover the ancient paths—the place of silence where we encounter the Word and it becomes our delight. Many of us perpetually live in a dry, difficult season when it comes to the Bible. However, in Jeremiah 31 the prophet declares that we were made to feel the Word of God:
But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put My law in their minds, and write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people (Jeremiah 31:33).
This is our inheritance; the Word of God is meant to touch our thought life and our emotions. All we need to do is slow down and shift our approach.
The most significant breakthrough in the revelation of the love of God I have ever experienced came through meditating on the Word of God. The verse that changed my life was John 17:24, where Jesus prays:
Father, I desire that they also whom You gave Me may be with Me where I am, that they may behold My glory which You have given Me; for You loved Me before the foundation of the world.
For six months I couldn’t read anything else. Every time I opened the Bible, I would find myself held captive by “Father, I desire…” This verse occurs near the end of what is known as the High Priestly Prayer of Jesus. In the midst of His final teaching before the cross, Jesus shared with the Father the deepest longings of His heart as He prayed for His disciples and for all those who would believe in Him throughout the coming generations. When we read this prayer, we are hearing God the Son talk to God the Father by the power of God the Spirit, and we are allowed to listen to this holy conversation that unveils the heart of the Trinity. Somewhere between the Passover table and the Garden of Gethsemane, the God who needs nothing revealed His overwhelming desire for me.
Every day I would wake up, grab my coffee, and think to myself, “Corey, flight John 17:24 is taking off into the heart of God this morning. Do you want to get on?” I would picture myself boarding a plane as I began to read; this verse was a vehicle of encounter, piloted by the Holy Spirit, which took me into the atmosphere of the emotions, thoughts, and plans of God. The more time I spent reading it, the more I discovered that the words “Father, I desire” contained an endless revelation of God. John 17:24 unlocked the bridal paradigm for me. I began to see that the God who created the heavens and the earth wanted something: He desired from before the foundation of the world that I would be with Him where He is, beholding His glory. Suddenly I began to understand the motivation that sent Jesus to the cross. I was raised in the church and knew what happened at Calvary. But what I didn’t know was the passionate heart of God that sent Jesus to Calvary for me.
Before that season of meditation on John 17:24, my relationship with God was like watching a 20-inch black and white television that only receives three channels. But when I started to ask questions about the context of the verse and about the significance and power of the prayer Jesus offered the night before He was crucified, I began to enter into the story. I became a participant in the drama of John 17:24. I watched Jesus praying and heard Him ask the Father for me. I used to see God as a stoic, detached Being; but when I heard Jesus declaring that He wanted me to be with Him, that 20-inch television became a 60-inch high definition plasma screen with hundreds of channels. God came alive to me. The Bible opened up and I saw that from Genesis to Revelation, God was pursuing me. When I connected with this revelation, I realized the entire Bible could be summed up by the word desire.
I began to wrestle over the meaning of desire and realized that it is neither casual nor passive. It doesn’t sound like, “Boy, it would be nice if I had this.” Desire is a craving, a longing, a demand of the soul for gratification. Desire declares, “I absolutely must have this or I will die.” As I meditated on the nature of desire, that word became a world of revelation, understanding, and emotion within me. Desire began to absorb and consume me. God rearranged my mind and emotions, and I fell in love. I was no longer trying to get God’s attention; I was swimming in an ocean called desire. My soul was baptized into the experiential reality of God’s heart. In the past I would have identified myself as a worker in the kingdom. Now I knew that I was a lover and a friend. I could state with confidence for the first time that I was not created to live from a sense of duty; I was created to live in response to God’s overwhelming love, longing to surrender everything to Him.
When I look back on the six months I spent meditating on John 17:24, I picture this verse as a ship resting on the surface of the ocean. At first I only saw the cabins, compartments, timber, and sails that comprised the ship, but there was an ocean of revelation under the vessel. As I was patient and lingered over each word, I eventually broke through into the depths of John 17:24. It took more than a few days; it took weeks and months of patiently reading and rereading those same words before the Holy Spirit escorted me beyond mental understanding and into the Word itself, into the shoreless ocean called the knowledge of God. By the end of those six months, desire was more than a Bible verse to me; it was a reality. I was drowning in impartation, revelation, and transformation.
I remember my introduction to meditation and contemplation. A friend of mine gave me the book Fire Within by Thomas Dubay—an account of some of the most famous contemplatives in church history. As soon as I started reading this book, I began to experience the manifestation of the fire of God. During the next two months, this spirit of burning rested on me both physically and spiritually, often for six to eight hours each day, and the Word of God was exploding within me. At times I did not think I could handle it. The experience was totally foreign and overwhelming, and I did not understand what was happening. Looking back, I now understand that God was releasing a supernatural season of encounter to escort me into His Word. I have never forgotten the realm of fire available to us if we will say yes to meditation and allow the Spirit to touch our hearts through the Word.
This experience is available through every verse. The Bible is an entire world, and if we move beyond simply reading, the revelation within the Word will overtake and transform our lives. There is so much more than information available to us contained within its pages. We can engage with Christ, fill ourselves with His Spirit, eat His flesh and drink His blood, and truly enter into communion. When we receive breakthrough at that level, it feels as though no other verse exists. Revelation is like putting on a pair of glasses; our hearts and minds see everything through this new lens. When I had a revelation of desire in John 17:24, suddenly I saw desire everywhere. Those three words changed my life.
A FOUNDATIONAL PARADIGM SHIFT
My immersion in John 17:24 did more than transform my heart—it shifted my paradigm when it came to reading and studying the Bible. I used to only read for information, but now I also came looking for impartation and encounter. I had unwittingly stumbled upon the secret of meditation, and to my surprise it wasn’t a technique I applied while reading or a discipline I practiced during my quiet times (although techniques and disciplines can be valuable tools, and we will look at both in the following chapters). The secret was a shift in the motivation of my heart, and a willingness to slow down.
I am a product of my culture—a fast-paced guy who likes to get things done. But for six months I could only read these three words over and over: “Father, I desire…” Have you ever been driving down the road when a maniac suddenly races by at 90 mph? All you can do is yell, “Slow down!” Often, that is what the Holy Spirit is saying to us when we read the Bible. He is saying, “Slow down. I want to impart the knowledge of God to you. I want to reveal Myself through these words. I want to encounter and transform you.”
The curse of Western culture is the fast pace at which we live. Many of us say, “I know John 17:24 because I have read through the Gospels and completed my memory verses.” Memory verses are a great way to get the Word in your mouth and in your head, but it can’t stop there. The Word has to move into your heart and your prayer life. Don’t say, “I know that verse.” Ask yourself if the verse knows you. Does John 17:24 know you? Would that verse say, “Yeah, I have been hanging out with him,” or would it say, “No, I don’t really know him. I’ve seen him run right by me a few times.”
I believe the Lord is calling each of us to slow down. He wants to deliver us from our performance-driven culture that boasts in the ability to read the Bible in a year, and that places its confidence in completing scheduled quiet times. The God of desire doesn’t just want us to check Him off a list; He wants to fill us with the knowledge of His will. The Word contains the very DNA of God. Each phrase is a divine door into the realm of the Spirit. What would happen if we didn’t read our Bibles in a year? What would happen if we began to fill our spirits with individual words and phrases from the Scriptures, and it penetrated deeper than our minds? The Word of God is meant to go down into the depths of our souls so that we actually feel it burning within us and becoming our reality.
I stated this in an earlier chapter, but it bears repeating: the Word of God is a means, not an end. It is a means unto encountering the Word made flesh and possessing a heart inflamed with love for God. The end is a divine confrontation with the Word who looks past our rhetoric, hypocrisy, and religious forms—the Word who sees us as we really are and still desires us. But we will not receive this encounter if we do not move beyond performance and stop filling our minds while neglecting our hearts.
We live in a society that teaches us to live for the test. One of the primary things I learned in school was how to do only what was required of me. I was an expert at cramming the night before the test. I would stay up all night studying for a chemistry test, walk into class the next morning, and spit everything in my short-term memory bank on to the paper. I would ace the test, but if you asked me a question about chemistry two days later, I wouldn’t have a clue what you were talking about. I learned the information for the sake of a grade. I deceived myself into thinking that I knew something about chemistry, but in reality nothing had changed and I left everything I thought I knew behind me in that classroom.
Many of us relate to the Word of God this way. We read it because we know we are supposed to and we want to avoid the hot seat. We cram the night before the test and spit the information back out, but it never impacts us or moves inside of us to the point where we become victims apprehended by something real, powerful, and alive. The Word is a Person who is after us; He wants to own us, possess us, and transform us. This is unlike science and chemistry and math and English. We have to change our paradigm and the way we do our assignments. We cannot read the Bible just to do it. If that is our approach, the information will never reach our hearts. We will own it instead of allowing it to own us. We must slow down to actually let the Word enlighten and awaken us. We must take our time if we want to fill our souls as well as our minds.
THE NECESSARY HEART POSTURE
So how should we approach the Word of God? What does it look like to sit down and actually engage in meditation? Now that we have established the necessity and the rewards of encountering God in His Word, it is time to look at the practical steps that will lead us into encounter. I have stated this multiple times, but it needs to be said again: the first step is to slow down and quiet your heart. Mike Bickle, the founder and director of the International House of Prayer, uses the metaphor of a menu to describe the importance of slowing down when we read the Word of God.
You can starve to death reading the menu. Passages of Scripture read quickly or at an introductory, surface level present us with the menu—the rich food available to those who will drink deeply and meditate. Many believers only talk about the menu; some read it and become connoisseurs of the menu. But few actually eat from the menu.1
Determine in your heart that you will not merely fulfill your daily Bible reading plan, but will seek to encounter the Person behind the verses. You may feel unproductive at first, but don’t let this convince you to move on. As you slow down, verses will begin to jump off the page and grab your attention. When this happens, take a breath and focus on those verses. Then stay there. That is the first step.
The second step is to correctly posture your heart as you read. The Lord shows us in Proverbs 2 how we must come before Him in order to receive all that He has for us.
My son, if you receive my words, and treasure my commands within you, so that you incline your ear to wisdom, and apply your heart to understanding; yes, if you cry out for discernment, and lift up your voice for understanding, if you seek her as silver, and search for her as for hidden treasures; then you will understand the fear of the Lord, and find the knowledge of God (Proverbs 2:1-5).
Here we see three conditions that, if fulfilled, will help us move the knowledge of God from our heads into our hearts. We can receive volumes of information about God, but unless we enter into the realities of Proverbs 2, that information will never become life-giving revelation. The first condition is receiving and treasuring the Word of God. The second is crying out for revelation; while the third is seeking and searching for the Word as for hidden treasure. If we walk in these, we are promised breakthrough in the knowledge of God. Many believers pursue only one of these realities, but all three are needed—we are in need of a contemplative heart that quietly receives the Word of God, and a holy violence that cries out for breakthrough in intercession.
Receiving and treasuring the Word of God describes the heart posture of one who quiets his or her soul and sits before the Word in meditation and contemplation. Luke 10:38-42 illustrates this powerfully. You know the story: when Jesus visited Martha and Mary, Martha ran around serving and working while Mary sat at His feet and heard His word. Her humble desire to listen and receive moved Jesus to declare that she had chosen the one thing necessary in life, and that she would hold on to what she received eternally. Mary discovered the truth that all believers are primarily called to be recipients of the Word of God. We do not have to physically kneel as she did, but we are called to carry our hearts with the understanding that God has invited us into a holy place of encounter where we sit at His feet and receive His Word.
Hans Urs von Balthasar comments on these verses:
The attention which Mary gave to Jesus, sitting at his feet, was by no means a personal indulgence or a pleasant daydreaming. Nor was it a selective groping for those ideas which suited her, which she “felt able” to translate into reality, let alone pass on to others as her ideas. It was an entirely open-ended readiness for the Word, a readiness to participate in it, without preferences, without picking and choosing, without a priori restrictions. It was an alert, sober attitude, attentive to the slightest indications, yet ready to embrace the widest panoramas.2
If receiving speaks of the heart posture of Mary of Bethany—a heart that sits underneath the Word in quietness, humility, and openness—then treasuring speaks of the value placed on the Word by the hearer. Many of us need a new value system when it comes to the Word of God. Often we are too casual with the revelation we receive; we don’t stop to thank the Lord for opening our ears, and we quickly forget what He said. We must learn to hold the Word in our hearts as a priceless possession and return to the Lord with overflowing gratitude, asking for more understanding.
The second condition is crying out for discernment and understanding. This describes the heart posture of one who is desperate for breakthrough. This crying out is a manifestation of the gift of hunger. The Gospels make one thing very clear: hungry people get things from Jesus that others do not. The Canaanite woman, blind Bartimaeus, the woman with the issue of blood—each of them pressed through overwhelming internal and external obstacles in their desperation for God, and each received gifts from Jesus that otherwise would never have been released. This is why the greatest gift that can be given to the human spirit is the gift of hunger: “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be filled” (Matt. 5:6). It doesn’t say the blessing is for those who are filled. No, the blessing is for the weak and empty, those who are desperate and on the verge of breaking.
Notice that we are called to sit at the feet of Jesus, hearing His Word, but we are also called to violent intercession fueled by hunger. In the Song of Solomon, the maiden searches for her beloved in the familiar places of comfort and ease represented by her room. But when she cannot find him, she rises from her bed and relentlessly searches the city (see Song of Sol. 3:1-4). We can summarize her journey thus: “I am looking for the one I love and I cannot find Him. Therefore I will rise from my bed and go into vulnerable and dangerous places. My heart will reach in ways it has never reached before. I will go after the one I love.” Both these dynamics are necessary; the Lord will lead us through seasons where He emphasizes the need to sit quietly and receive, and then will lead us into a place of hunger where the cry for more is awakened.
The final condition found in Proverbs 2 is seeking and searching for the Word. It describes the heart posture of one who is committed to pursuing their goal and convinced the payoff will be worth the pursuit. Proverbs 25:2 says that it is the glory of God to conceal a matter and the glory of kings to search out a matter. In other words, God intentionally hides the riches of His revelation because He knows that greater glory will be produced in our lives as we search for Him. The pursuit of God is the very thing that prepares us to receive more of Him. Seeking and searching are designed to mature us so we can bear up under the weight of revelation and encounter. God not only hides so that we will enter into greater levels of mature love; He also hides so that we will want Him more desperately and prize Him more highly. We learn to rightly value and treasure the knowledge of God when we are forced to hunt for it. Jesus declared that the kingdom of God is like treasure hidden in a field (see Matt. 13:44). When the man discovered this treasure, he sold everything in order to buy the field. Because he had invested in seeking the treasure, he was willing to sacrifice everything in order to keep it.
“If you seek her as silver, and search for her as for hidden treasures…” (Prov. 2:4). Stop and consider what it means to seek after treasure. During the 1848 California Gold Rush, thousands of people sold everything they had and traveled for weeks and months through the rough terrain of the mountains and the desert in order to find gold. Once they arrived in California, they bought the most up-to-date mining equipment and often went without sleep and food, enduring the dangers of sickness and fatigue—all for the value of the gold. Many of us are excited by the treasure but unwilling to engage in the costly work of seeking for it. Do you think those miners reached California and found piles of gold lying on the ground, waiting to be picked up? No, they had to dig for the treasure. They had to invest their time, money, and effort. The same is true for us in the Word of God. It may take months of meditating on a single verse before we receive breakthrough, but the prize is worth the investment. Colossians 2:2-3 says that all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden in Jesus. There are rubies, diamonds, and sapphires waiting to be found in the Word. If we seek the revelation of God, we will encounter treasures.
By night on my bed I sought the one I love; I sought him, but I did not find him. “I will rise now,” I said, “and go about the city; in the streets and in the squares I will seek the one I love.” I sought him, but I did not find him. The watchmen who go about the city found me; I said, “Have you seen the one I love?” Scarcely had I passed by them, when I found the one I love. I held him and would not let him go… (Song of Solomon 3:1-4).
This passage illustrates the end result of a heart rightly postured before the Lord. If we carry our hearts according to the conditions of Proverbs 2, we will find the One who truly satisfies and hold on to Him tenaciously through every season of the soul. Many of us have experienced seasons of sweet communion where our hearts grew by leaps and bounds in tenderness and sensitivity. All we had to do was blink, and we felt God’s presence. But when the season changes and the old ways of encountering God aren’t working, we need to awaken our spirits, rise up, and search for fresh revelation. This is the final step in preparing our hearts for meditation: we must have a seeking spirit. We must learn to hear when God is calling us to leave our comforts behind, to enter the vulnerable places of our hearts, and to wrestle with His Word until we receive breakthrough into revelation. “I held him and would not let him go” (Song of Sol. 3:4)—this is the fruit produced by a heart seeking after God. This is where we will end up if we take the resources given us (our time, money, and energy) and sow them into searching out the Word of God.
It is important to cultivate thankful hearts while we are in the midst of seeking after God and asking Him for more. I always want to be grateful, but I never want to be satisfied—this is a necessary kingdom tension. The breakthrough we received yesterday will eventually lead to complacency if we do not continue to press in for more. However, ingratitude for all God has done will end up imprisoning our hearts in bitterness and offense. I am grateful for everything God has done in my life—for each encounter, each moment of revelation that transformed my heart and freed my soul—but I will not let my memories of breakthrough become my plateau. I will treasure all that God has done in my life even as I arise and seek the One I love.
In the past it may have been your habit, while reading, to move very quickly from one verse of Scripture to another until you had read the whole passage. Perhaps you were seeking to find the main point of the passage. But in coming to the Lord by means of “praying the Scripture,” you do not read quickly; you read very slowly. You do not move from one passage to another, not until you have sensed the very heart of what you have read. You may then want to take that portion of Scripture that has touched you and turn it into prayer. After you have sensed something of the passage and after you know that the essence of that portion has been extracted and all the deeper sense of it is gone, then, very slowly, gently, and in a calm manner begin to read the next portion of the passage. You will be surprised to find that when your time with the Lord has ended, you will have read very little, probably no more than half a page. “Praying the Scripture” is not judged by how much you read but by the way in which you read. If you read quickly, it will benefit you little. You will be like a bee that merely skims the surface of a flower. Instead, in this new way of reading with prayer, you must become as the bee who penetrates into the depths of the flower. You plunge deeply within to remove its deepest nectar.1
In this chapter we will discuss a variety of tools to aid us in meditation and look at the practical steps we can take toward breakthrough in the Word of God. First, I want to examine more closely the process that led to my transforming revelation of John 17 and God’s heart of desire. Many of us are aware of the moment we receive revelation from the Lord in the Word, but do not stop to think about the steps that took us there.
When I began meditating on John 17:24, I was responding to the Holy Spirit’s leadership. Meditation begins with God; He draws our hearts and then we respond. Often I am led to a certain book initially, but over time my focus narrows until I am engaged with a single chapter or a verse. It is not my job to create an invitation; it is my job to enter into a verse based on the invitation of the Spirit.
The first key I stumbled upon in John 17:24 was the power of slowing down and reading the verse again and again. I simply followed the Holy Spirit and slowly, repeatedly read the passage. This helped me quiet down and rest within the Word. I believe the clearest picture of how to approach the Word of God is found in Psalm 131:1-2. “Lord, my heart is not haughty, nor my eyes lofty. Neither do I concern myself with great matters, nor with things too profound for me. Surely I have calmed and quieted my soul, like a weaned child with his mother; like a weaned child is my soul within me.” In that place of contemplation, I began to discover other ways to engage the text: speaking phrases back to God, praying in the spirit, visualizing, and asking questions. These were not religious exercises or rigid steps that I followed. Rather, they were tools at my disposal to help me find God in the text.
I began by repeating the phrases slowly back to Him. Over time, speaking the Word out loud to God opened my heart to receive the truths contained in the passage at a deeper level. John 17:24 was no longer Jesus’ prayer alone—it became my prayer: “Father, I desire to be with You where You are. I want to behold Jesus in His glory.” I also discovered that lightly praying in the spirit as I read fanned the flames of love and revelation. Fellowshipping with the Holy Spirit, intermingled with sighing softly, opened my heart to increased encounter. I would pause from time to time in the midst of reading and gently exhale, allowing myself to take in the revelation. Then I began to visualize the verse. I would picture Jesus walking toward Gethsemane with the disciples and sharing the deep things of His heart. I would insert myself into the story, watching and listening as the Son asked the Father for me. Finally, I asked God questions about the things I was reading, hearing, seeing, and feeling. I let my meditation lead me into dialogue through simple questions.
This is only a brief overview of the process of meditation. Over the years I have stumbled upon a few additional tools, but the core realities I discovered in that initial season remain the same. While every individual must go on the journey of discovering how their heart engages with God in His Word, the principles behind the steps described in the preceding paragraphs apply to all believers. We are designed to receive and experience the Word of God as we engage our hearts, minds, and voices in partnership with the Holy Spirit. And one of the most effective ways of doing this is through repetition.
THE BIBLICAL DEFINITION
OF MEDITATION
Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the ungodly, nor stands in the path of sinners, nor sits in the seat of the scornful; but his delight is in the law of the Lord, and in His law he meditates day and night (Psalm 1:1-2).
The psalmist declared in these verses that a blessing rests upon the one who meditates on the Word of God day and night. The word meditate literally means “to ponder by speaking to oneself.” We engage in meditation by speaking the Word to God aloud. The verses cannot stay on the page and in our minds; they must be released through our mouths. This is how truth is written on our hearts: we speak back to God the very things He has spoken to us.
Meditation can also be characterized as slow repetition. Just as it takes time for our bodies to break down, absorb, and digest physical food, so our spirits take time to process and receive sustenance in the Word. I like to use the eating habits of cows to illustrate meditation. A cow has four stomachs; it will eat, then regurgitate the same food, and eat it again. The food enters each of the four stomachs and is regurgitated again and again until all of the nutrients are extracted and the food is completely broken down. This is the key to assimilating the Word of God: we must stop and feel the weight of every verse, extracting the nutrition and life from each word through the process of regurgitation.
When we enter into the slow repetition of meditation, one of the first barriers we encounter is overfamiliarity with the Scriptures. It takes time to unlearn a passage in order to experience the full glory of each verse. I have found that repetition is one of the greatest ways to break down overfamiliarity and create a new vulnerability in our spirits to the power of the Word. When we slow down and begin to speak back to God the things He has spoken to us, we increasingly realize how little we know. Repetition forces us to confront the hidden pride of our hearts and the desire to move on to something new and different, something that will expand our knowledge base swiftly and effortlessly. This is why we must have a vision for breakthrough in the Word of God; without this vision, we will lack the patience and perseverance needed to push past knowledge and into revelation. Several times in the Scriptures, God commands the prophets to eat the scroll containing His words (see Ezek. 2:9-3:3; Rev. 10:8-10; Jer. 15:16). He desires a people who will do more than just read the Word. God wants us to learn how to absorb and digest the Word until it is living in us.
This is the very spirit of meditation. It is eating the same food again and again; it is wrestling with a verse until we receive breakthrough. Have you ever wrestled over something in the Word? The struggle to connect with God’s heart and receive revelation creates room in our souls for the Word to abide in us. Just as Jacob was transformed when he wrestled with the Angel of the Lord (see Gen. 32:24-32), so we are simultaneously wounded and newly baptized when we refuse to move on before receiving the blessing contained in the verse before us. What does this wrestling practically look like? “I can’t get breakthrough, I can’t get breakthrough, I can’t get breakthrough…” But I keep reading the verse over and over and over again. I keep talking to God about it and I keep listening. Then after a few weeks, specific phrases from the verse will start to jump out at me. It’s like popcorn: I start a fire under a passage of Scripture and over time the kernels begin to pop one by one. I often do not realize I have been receiving impartation until that moment.
THE ROLE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT
IN MEDITATION
It is common for believers to face some basic questions when they first begin to practice meditation: Where do I start? How do I know which verses to meditate on? How long should I meditate? What is the difference between studying and meditation? The answers to these questions lie in understanding the role of the Holy Spirit in the process of meditation. Have you ever noticed while reading the Bible that certain verses will sometimes stick out? It is almost as though something you have read before jumps off the page and takes on a new dimension. This happens all the time, but most of us brush past the sensation because we have to finish our reading for the day, or we only have a few minutes left before we have to move on to the next thing. We do not realize that this is actually the Holy Spirit communicating to us. He is saying, “Stop reading; I want to talk to you. Slow down. There is something for you to see here. Now say that phrase back to Me. Talk to Me about this verse.”
When people ask me where they should start meditating, I often recommend the Gospel of John. I also encourage them to slow down and talk to God about what they are currently reading. As we spend time in the Word of God, the Holy Spirit will constantly highlight verses in the manner I have just described. When a verse jumps out at you or you feel a slight tug in your spirit—that inclination to take a closer look—this is an invitation to the place of encounter. Write the verse down and start dialoguing with God about it: “What are You saying, Lord? Why are You emphasizing this verse?”
Sometimes God will highlight more than just a verse. There have been many times when I have felt drawn to several chapters in a particular book of the Bible. Over the past decade I have frequently meditated on Romans 3-8 and the revelation of the gift of righteousness. My focus is not on a specific verse, but on experiencing deeper understanding of the doctrine contained in these chapters. As I read, God is imparting theology to my heart and teaching me about the gift of righteousness. Though I spend time unlocking each verse and letting it move me, the broader context is always in my mind. I am not trying to isolate a specific passage, but rather extracting the primary message of these five chapters.
At other times the Lord emphasizes a broader section of Scripture because He is preparing my heart before He narrows the focus of my meditation. I will keep reading the same handful of chapters for days, weeks, and even months, allowing the content to penetrate my spirit at a deeper level in spite of the fact that I may not feel much. Often I will intermingle reading with studying. For example, if I am meditating on Jeremiah, I may study the reign of Nebuchadnezzar and the timeline of Jerusalem’s fall. I love commentaries; they help me understand the historical context in order to feel the weight of the words as they were originally communicated. I want to feel the verses in that day and apply them today. However, I generally study when my heart is already moving under the influence of the Holy Spirit. My studying benefits and guides my meditation—it adds fuel to the fire burning in my spirit by releasing additional revelation—but I maintain the heart posture of a praying lover even as I take in new information. Eventually the Holy Spirit will begin to highlight individual passages within those chapters, and then specific verses.
Recognizing the leadership of the Holy Spirit in this process helps me persevere until I receive breakthrough. There are sowing and reaping seasons in the Word of God. When I am reading chapters and verses and yet feel as though I am getting nowhere, I have learned to listen to the gentle prompting of the Spirit saying, “Plow here.” I don’t just want God to highlight a verse for an afternoon and give me a nice take-away point. I want to plow and wrestle and eat the scroll: “God, what are You saying? Why are You drawing me here? Speak Your Word to my heart.” After a season of persevering and continuing to plow in the same verse, I will begin to reap a harvest of revelation, light, and life in my inner being. I will begin to feel the heart of God through His Word. Understanding the principle of sowing and reaping guards my heart from discouragement when I feel as though I am hitting a wall in the Bible.
We will not always sense the Holy Spirit highlighting specific chapters and verses to us. When I am not feeling led to meditate on a particular passage, I like to fill myself with the Word. There have been many periods of time when I have felt led to read ten chapters a day. God wants to expand our capacity to receive His Word, and He wants our knowledge of the Word to continually grow. It is important that we do not beat ourselves up because we are in one season as opposed to another. Recognizing that there are times when God is emphasizing width and times when He is emphasizing depth will free our hearts to respond to the leadership of the Holy Spirit. I like to say it this way: Go where there is grace. Read five to ten chapters a day, but when a verse is highlighted to you, then stop what you are doing and begin to meditate on that verse. If you feel nothing after 20 minutes or so, move on. If you can’t move on for months, then stay there and keep feeding. Sometimes you may read entire books in one sitting. Other times you may hang out with a single phrase for weeks. Both are necessary—the point is to feed on the Word through regurgitation and repetition. This is how it is written on our hearts.
DEALING WITH DISTRACTION
Once you have determined to set aside time to meditate in the Word, you will inevitably run into external and internal distractions. I recommend setting aside 30 minutes to an hour each day and regarding that time as absolutely sacred. When you are first beginning, expect to be disturbed in every way possible: people you haven’t heard from in years will call, the doorbell will ring, and your to-do list will yell at you. The good news is if you persevere through these distractions and remain faithful to the time you have given to God, eventually the resistance will decrease.
After you have dealt with external distractions, internal pressures will start to manifest. When you begin to read the Word of God, for example, your mind will run in 20 different directions. This is completely normal. Most people can barely keep their thoughts focused for more than ten seconds unless they are in the midst of an intense encounter with the Holy Spirit. Saint Teresa of Avila described this phenomenon, saying it felt as though a frantic madman was running around inside her head.2 What you must learn to do is bring your mind back to God without condemning yourself. After your thoughts have run their course, simply focus again on the verse before you. If you develop the habit of turning your thoughts back to God, over time your ability to focus will increase.
A significant portion of our mental traffic is related to tasks. When we begin to dial down, everything we need to accomplish (paying bills, making phone calls, and running errands) will come rushing to the surface of our thoughts. Many people find it helpful to keep a piece of paper nearby so they can write these things down as they come to mind. Writing down everything you need to do not only helps you remember it later, but also allows your mind to relax and refocus on God.
Another distraction can come in the form of studying. Meditating on a specific verse can trigger all sorts of ideas about word studies we want to complete and other passages we want to cross-reference. We can easily end up fruitlessly skipping around from verse to verse. I would encourage you to keep a list of topics you want to explore at a later point. Meditation is the discipline of feeding yourself on individual verses. Write down your ideas for future studies, and then return your thoughts to the words in front of you.
We are commanded to pray without ceasing (see 1 Thess. 5:17). One of the ways we can do this is by turning our thoughts into prayers. When you are trying to read the Word but find yourself thinking about friends and family, begin to pray for them. If you are worrying about a situation at work, invite the Lord to speak to you about it. This is one way to transform your wandering thoughts into communion with God. Remember that when it comes to meditation in the Word, you are not trying to empty your mind—that is Eastern mysticism. The goal in meditation is to fill your mind with the Word of God and to captivate your thought-life with the revelation of God. And don’t forget to ask the Holy Spirit for help. The Spirit loves to give us grace to encounter God in His Word.
BREAKING THE WORD INTO PHRASES
It is not necessary that we should get through the entire passage in one meditation. Often we shall have to stop with one sentence or even one word, because we have been gripped and arrested and cannot evade it any longer. Is not the word “Father,” or “love,” “mercy,” “cross,” “sanctification,” “resurrection,” often enough to fill far more than the brief period at our disposal?3
One of the most significant things I learned through meditating on Psalm 119 is the power of breaking the Word into short phrases. As I mentioned in Chapter 4, this psalm is written in couplets—each verse is comprised of two rhyming lines which communicate a complete thought. Reading through Psalm 119 taught me to slow down, stop after each phrase, and dialogue with God. Small phrases are easier to mentally digest and connect with emotionally. When I focus in on a sentence or phrase, I like to use a highlighter and pen. Writing down the things that I hear God speaking and circling the words that stand out help me to remain focused on the verse. Small phrases need to become our feeding ground in the Word. The longer we remain there, the more we will uncover. Through individual words, God often reminds me of other passages in the Bible that relate to my meditation. I then use my pen to add these verses to the present passage. Over time a theme usually develops inside of me and I begin to be caught up in the Word.
VISUALIZATION AND DIALOGUE
Words create images—that is one of the reasons they are so powerful. We are all familiar with the same Gospel narratives, but we have different ideas of how the stories unfolded. When we read about Jesus feeding the 5,000, you may picture Him at the base of a gently sloping hill while I may see Him seated halfway up a mountain. Everyone creates their own images based on the words they read. The truth is that we are designed to experience life visually and imaginatively. God wants access to the creativity of our minds. He is an artist who wants to paint reality on our hearts and in our lives.
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 by the Spirit of the Lord (2 Corinthians 3:18).
According to the apostle Paul, we are created to be transformed by what we look at. The pictures invoked in our mind’s eye when we read the Bible open us up to receive more from God. When I am meditating on a passage of Scripture, I engage my imagination and let the images draw me into an encounter with the Word. For example, if I am reading John 17, I will start at the beginning of the chapter and slowly read until I feel the Holy Spirit begin to breathe on a verse. Then I will slow down even more and linger over each phrase as I begin to fix my mind’s eye on the story unfolding before me. I may pause to meditate on John 17:5, “And now, O Father, glorify Me together with Yourself, with the glory which I had with You before the world was.” As I focus on specific phrases within this verse, I am invited to gaze on the eternity of God and the pre-existence of Jesus. I envision the throne room and countless angels worshiping the Father and the Son before the foundations of the world were laid. The Holy Spirit is painting a picture for me to experience, and as I enter into the divine invitation, I become a participant in the story. It is no longer only the apostle John’s encounter; I am able to listen to Jesus speak to His Father about the glory they shared in eternity past. This is a practical way to engage the spirit of revelation. Although John wrote these words over 2,000 years ago, they are still alive and we are invited to see God through them.
Love desires to have the beloved before its eyes. Thus the contemplative will employ the powers of his soul to summon up the image of the Beloved, the powers of his “inner senses” and his imagination to call forth the image of the incarnate Word. He will contemplate Jesus as he dwelt bodily on the earth, the things he said, the sound of his voice, the way he treated people, his appearance when at prayer, at the Last Supper, in his Passion. This picture is not meant to be a realistic photograph, but love’s picture, solely concerned with love, the divine love of the Father, which is here manifested in the Son and in the concreteness of his whole earthly life.4
Not only do I fix the eyes of my heart on the pictures of God in the verses before me, but I also talk to the Holy Spirit as I read. I have found that it is helpful to speak to Him aloud, but I keep my voice quiet in order to preserve the sense of intimacy. I repeat the phrases that are drawing me into meditation, and I ask for greater revelation. Through engaging my imagination and dialoguing with the Spirit, I am able to enter into the Word. I find myself in the story and hear the Word of God speaking to me today. When that happens, revelation begins to flow. I may hear a few phrases of a message or be reminded of other verses that connect to the theme of my meditation. Some people receive songs or poems. Regardless of what form the revelation takes, it is accompanied by the sensation of a burning heart.
I don’t want you to have an overly idealized expectation when it comes to receiving revelation. It is true that our hearts are impacted whenever God speaks to us through His Word, but often it takes time for that revelation to conquer our hearts. “You like me?” This is how we feel when we begin to meditate on the love of God: 99 percent of our heart thinks God is distant, disappointed, and disinterested, while 1 percent believes that He likes us. As we continue to meditate on Scripture and speak the truth back to God—“You like me”—the spirit of revelation is released and those percentages start changing. Suddenly 2 percent of our heart is convinced that God loves us and only 98 percent is skeptical. It might take six months or even a few years, but if we faithfully continue to talk to God through the Word, we will grow in the experiential knowledge of the truth.
To receive any deep, inward profit from the Scripture you must read as I have described. Plunge into the very depths of the words you read until revelation, like a sweet aroma, breaks out upon you.5
THE POWER OF ASKING QUESTIONS
One of the greatest keys to dialoguing with God in the Word is asking questions. Too often if we hear a verse or receive a little revelation, our response is, “Oh, that was nice.” We are mistaking an invitation for a conclusion. God shows us a little because He wants us to ask for more. The power to move into the Word at a deeper level comes through asking questions. When a verse or phrase hits you, write it down and inquire: “What is going on? What are You saying, Holy Spirit?” We must learn how to lock in on a verse through slow repetition and questions.
Have you ever wondered why God asks questions? In Ezekiel 37:3 God speaks to the prophet and says, “Son of man, can these bones live?” God is not asking because He needs an answer. In fact, Ezekiel responds by saying, “O Lord God, You know.” In other words, “Don’t ask me.” The reason God asked the question was to invite Ezekiel into the spirit of prophecy. The question is an invitation. God asked, “Jeremiah, what do you see?” “I see a branch of an almond tree,” he replied (Jer. 1:11). God did not need the aid of Jeremiah’s eyes; He was ushering Jeremiah into the prophetic spirit. He wants us to see what He sees and hear what He hears. The questions are an invitation into deeper communication and understanding.
The same is true when we ask God questions. We can enter into revelation and engage the prophetic spirit by asking questions as we read the Word. When God begins to highlight phrases to me, I have a set of questions I like to ask: Who? What? Where? When? Why? How? These five questions bring me into the spirit of revelation. God loves to answer these questions. For example, in John 17:26 Jesus continues to pray to the Father on our behalf and reveal all that He desires to release in our lives: “And I have declared to them Your name, and will declare it, that the love with which You loved Me may be in them, and I in them.” I might start by asking, “Jesus, how did You declare the name of the Father? In what ways did Your words and actions reveal God’s name? Why did You choose to reveal the nature of Your Father to me?” Wrestling over these questions will begin to form prayers within me: “Jesus, come and declare the Father’s name to me. I want to know Him just as You know Him.” I engage Jesus through the Word as I ask Him to show me more and take me further into the story, into the reality of God’s love.
THE POWER OF SINGING THE WORD
Singing is another powerful way to get the Word of God inside your soul. A friend of mine once asked Mike Bickle what he would share if asked about the greatest secret to his life in God. His response? “Singing in the spirit and singing the Word of God have been the primary secrets to my ministry, without a doubt.” Singing engages our soul on multiple levels; it opens our hearts as well as our minds. It has been said that musicians do not need to write the laws for a generation—they only need to write their songs in order to govern society. Music can transform and mobilize the human heart more effectively than the best sermon. The revelation contained in the preaching and songs may be the same, but when we sing, our spirits are more open to receive the anointing. I have observed over my years of preaching and teaching that a simple chorus from a worship song often has more impact than my 60-minute message. This is because songs are written on our hearts at a deeper level. That is the power of singing the Word of God.
In middle school I was obsessed with gangster rap. I listened to it constantly and had no defense systems left by the time I was a freshmen in high school—I saw nothing wrong with alcohol, marijuana, or immorality. My conscience had completely broken down over the years of repeating lyrics that glorified darkness. I was indoctrinated with the spirit of the age. Though this is a negative example, the same principle applies to our relationship with the Word of God. What we choose to sing directs our hearts and ultimately our actions. If we want the Word living inside of us, we need to sing the Word. It doesn’t matter whether or not we have a good voice. We need to rewrite the melodies and beliefs that have been imprinted on our souls and learn to receive the anointing of the Holy Spirit through worship. When I am meditating on a verse, I will take the phrases that the Lord is speaking to me and I will sing them back to Him. Often more lyrics will follow, and I will find spontaneous songs of praise, revelation, and adoration flowing from my heart to God.
SHARING WHAT YOU RECEIVE
Do you know that when you start sharing all that God is revealing to you in the Word, He increases His activity? One of the reasons I love preaching nearly every weekend is because I receive an increase of the spirit of revelation. This is a biblical principle: “Give, and it will be given to you: good measure, pressed down, shaken together, and running over will be put into your bosom. For with the same measure that you use, it will be measured back to you” (Luke 6:38). I encourage you to share whatever is burning in your heart with a small group or a couple of friends. Say, “This is what the Lord is speaking to me.” It may sound like you don’t know what you’re talking about, but that doesn’t matter. When you run into your barrenness, it will create a deeper longing for living understanding in you. I promise that as you begin to share, the Lord will give you even more. You need to tell others, because when you do, God increases your revelation.
FASTING
One of the most effective ways to make ourselves vulnerable to the Word is through fasting. I consider fasting to be one of the greatest agents of grace in my life; it has helped me become tender and responsive to the Word in many seasons. Fasting food serves to kick out the props and remove the façades of strength, gifting, ability, and resource. It leaves me raw and weak before God. In fasting I have found that as my physical strength wanes, I become vulnerable to the Word in new ways and its transforming power increases. When I fast, the Word grows from a match to a torch within me. Fasting expedites the process of renewal and transformation. This is why it is called a “fast”—it will get us there faster!6
SUMMARY
And so in summary, this is the progression of meditation: First, while reading large portions of the Bible, I am drawn by the Holy Spirit to specific chapters and verses. Secondly, I begin to slow down and read the highlighted chapters and verses over and over again. I intermingle my reading with lightly praying in the spirit. As time passes—whether it be hours, days, or weeks—I am gradually drawn deeper into the passage and begin to receive revelation, impartation, and transformation within my soul. “The law of the Lord is perfect, converting the soul” (Ps. 19:7).
The tools that I engage while being drawn into the passage are:
Slow repetition and praying in the spirit
Visualization and dialogue
Asking questions
Singing the Word
Sharing what I have received
Engaging in regular fasting
In The Way of the Heart, Henri Nouwen describes the result produced in our hearts when we use these tools to engage in meditation and encounter God in the Word:
When, for instance, we have spent twenty minutes in the early morning sitting in the presence of God with the words “The Lord is my Shepherd” they may slowly build a little nest for themselves in our heart and stay there for the rest of our busy day. Even while we are talking, studying, gardening, or building, the prayer can continue in our heart and keep us aware of God’s ever-present guidance. The discipline is not directed toward coming to a deeper insight into what it means that God is called our Shepherd, but toward coming to the inner experience of God’s shepherding action in whatever we think, say, or do.7
Mary of Bethany has to be one of my greatest heroes in the Bible. When I think of the power of meditation, I think of this young woman. She is a picture of all that is possible when a believer takes the call to hear the Word of God seriously. Her story demonstrates that meditation will lead to a life of intercession and sacrifice, not just a nice quiet time. What I love about Mary is that she never had a great apostolic or healing ministry, as far as we know she never received any angelic encounters or significant prophetic revelations, and she is only mentioned in a few passages of Scripture—yet the impact she had on Jesus and history will be forever remembered.
We are going to look at three seasons in Mary of Bethany’s life. The first season reveals the foundation of her faith: a love affair with the Word of God. It was a season of intimacy characterized by sitting at the feet of Jesus and hearing His word. The second season reveals the strength of her faith through the resurrection of Lazarus. In the hour of crisis, a life of meditation will produce intercession that raises the dead. Power in prayer flows from intimacy with the Word. The last season reveals her extravagant devotion to Jesus at a time when even His inner circle did not understand Him. A life of meditation will ultimately produce a forerunner spirit that is unoffended by the revelation of God and responds with sacrificial love. Mary was the only one who realized Jesus was going to die, and her response was to give Him everything. She is the model we look to in the journey of intercession.
SITTING AT HIS FEET: THE SEASON OF
INTIMACY WITH THE WORD
We are first introduced to this young girl in Luke 10.
Now it happened as they went that He entered a certain village; and a certain woman named Martha welcomed Him into her house. And she had a sister called Mary, who also sat at Jesus’ feet and heard His word. But Martha was distracted with much serving, and she approached Him and said, “Lord, do You not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Therefore tell her to help me.”
And Jesus answered and said to her, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and troubled about many things. But one thing is needed, and Mary has chosen that good part, which will not be taken away from her” (Luke 10:38-42).
Jesus entered the village of Bethany and Martha invited Him over for dinner. When He arrived at the house with His followers, Martha began to prepare food and serve them. But Mary did something completely uncustomary for the day: she sat at His feet (a position reserved for a disciple) and heard His word. She said, “I am not going to miss the hour of my visitation. I am going to sit here at Jesus’ feet and listen to Him.”
In the meantime, Martha continued to be “distracted with much serving.” When she noticed Mary sitting in front of Jesus, she said to Him, “Lord, tell her to get up and help me.” If we want to enter into a transforming relationship with God and His Word, it is crucial we understand Jesus’ response to Martha. He said to her, “Martha, you are worried and troubled about many things, but Mary has chosen the good part. This is the one thing that is necessary in life, and it will not be taken from her.” Unlike those around her, Mary truly ate and drank the words of Jesus. She boldly sat at His feet and listened with love and humility. I believe this is the clearest picture of meditation and the calling of every believer.
One of the most powerful aspects of this story is Jesus’ defense of Mary because of her posture before His words. Her devotion moved Him to fight her battles. Though Martha had great intentions, Jesus chose to defend Mary. There is so much frenzied activity today in the body of Christ, and few believers are willing to embrace a lifestyle of sitting at the feet of Jesus and hearing His Word. If we say yes to a life of meditation, we must be prepared for the warfare that will come against us. Though the objections and excuses will be many and loud, and those around us will do everything they can to pull us away from the secret place, we must fight to remain sitting at the feet of Jesus.
Luke tells us that Martha was distracted. There are many things vying for our attention today: media, work, social networking, and countless activities. When life gets busy, often the first thing we delete from our schedule is time with God. We must realize that when we sit at His feet, we enter the furnace of transformation. This is where we are cleansed from the world and delivered from strongholds; this is where we enter into the silence and peace that enable us to hear God. There is no other route to spiritual growth. It is time to break our agreement with the unspoken belief that busyness and activity are the true indicators of eternal impact. We must return to the place of hearing God’s Word.
Mary took the time to receive from the Word, and this altered the course of her life. As God speaks His Word over us, it impacts the core of our being, releasing life and producing love. Many of us have bought into a false dichotomy that says we must either pursue intimacy or a life of serving and laboring. However, the most fruitful labor is born from love. As we see later in her story, the time Mary spent with Jesus actually enabled her to enter into a powerful ministry of intercession and to say yes to a life of sacrifice. This is why a Mary heart will always be more servant-like than a Martha heart. Mike Bickle often says that a lover will outwork a worker. We will only become lovers if we sit before the Word and let it penetrate our hearts deeply, moving and fascinating us, causing us to fall in love with the One who spoke it.
RAISING LAZARUS: THE SEASON OF
PREVAILING INTERCESSION
The second time we run into Mary of Bethany is in John 11. Her brother Lazarus is dying, but Jesus unexpectedly decides to wait when He receives this news. Two days pass before Jesus and His disciples finally travel to Judea. By that time, Lazarus had died. When Jesus arrived at the outskirts of Bethany, Martha came running out to meet Him.
Now Martha, as soon as she heard that Jesus was coming, went and met Him, but Mary was sitting in the house. Now Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died. But even now I know that whatever You ask of God, God will give You.”
Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.”
Martha said to Him, “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.”
Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in Me, though he may die, he shall live. And whoever lives and believes in Me shall never die. Do you believe this?” (John 11:20-26)
She cried, “Lord, if You had been here, my brother wouldn’t have died!” Jesus responded, “Do you believe that I am able to raise him from the dead?” Martha knew the correct theological response to this question. She said, “Yes, I do know he will be raised from the dead at the resurrection.” However, she did not yet believe that Jesus could raise her brother at that moment. This is why He said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. It is not only coming someday in the future. It is here now because I am here.”
Perhaps Martha’s inability to understand Jesus’ words prompted her to go and find her sister. We do not know why she went looking for Mary; all we know is that when she found her, she said, “The Teacher has come and is calling for you” (John 11:28).
Then, when Mary came where Jesus was, and saw Him, she fell down at His feet, saying to Him, “Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died.”
Therefore, when Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her weeping, He groaned in the spirit and was troubled. And He said, “Where have you laid him?”
They said to Him, “Lord, come and see.”
Jesus wept (John 11:32-35).
It blows me away that Mary said the exact same phrase to Jesus as Martha did earlier: “Lord, if You had been here, my brother would not have died.” However, something was different when Mary spoke. It was not the words she used; the difference was in her heart. When Martha spoke to Jesus, she was reasoning with her mind. Her interaction with Him was theological in nature; she was trying to figure things out. When Mary spoke to Jesus, however, her words came from the depths of her spirit. It wasn’t about having the right prayer, the right language, or the right appeal. It was about a heart that was wounded yet filled with faith. This is why Jesus groaned in the spirit and wept.
These verses illustrate the reality that two people can speak the same words and receive different responses from God. Martha saw little or no movement in the spirit when she cried out, but Mary—the one who sat before Jesus’ words, letting them go deep into her heart—saw the miraculous. Angels moved, demons moved, hearts moved. But most importantly, God moved. The difference was that one sister analyzed the Word, while the other let the Word analyze and transform her. When Mary prayed, there was a witness in the spirit because she had received the words of Jesus.
When the people saw Jesus weeping, they said, “Look how much He loved Lazarus” (see John 11:36). This was the observation of outsiders. I do not believe the people gathered outside the tomb on that day had any idea what was going on between Mary and Jesus. Only an anointed observer could have seen the deep love within Mary that fueled her prayer for her brother. The authority Mary had in intercession came from sitting at the feet of Jesus, hearing His word, and receiving it into the depths of her heart. The posture of sitting before the Word enabled her to partner with Jesus in raising Lazarus. In the hour of crisis, her deep called out to His deep and she pulled a resurrection out of Him.
John 11:5 says that Jesus loved Martha, Mary, and Lazarus. Mary did not move Jesus because He loved her more. She moved Him because her heart was in partnership with His will. I believe that the roar of intercession emerges from the silence of meditation. This is crucial to our understanding of prayer. Only by sitting before Jesus and hearing Him can we truly become effective in intercession. Jesus speaks His Word and it moves our heart. We speak the same Word back to Him and it moves His heart. That is intercession.
FAITH AND INTERCESSION
We have already said that the most promising method of prayer is to allow oneself to be guided by the word of the Scriptures, to pray on the basis of a word of Scripture. In this way we shall not become the victims of our own emptiness.1
Meditating on the Word of God is one of the most neglected secrets to powerful intercession.
If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, you will ask what you desire, and it shall be done for you (John 15:7).
God will answer our prayers in a dynamic way when His Word abides in us. This is a promise He gives us. When the Word lives in us, it transforms our will and desires until they are conformed to His will and desires. God initiates intercession by speaking, we receive the Word in our hearts, and then we speak it back to Him. His Word and our words become one. Therefore, when we pray, we are not merely hoping that God will answer. We are not standing at a wishing well and throwing coins into emptiness. When the Word takes up residence within us, we begin to desire what God desires. In that place, we know we have what we ask because we did not invent it. We heard in the depths of our spirit what God was saying; we digested the Word, and now we ask according to His will.
What would happen if a generation sat before the Word, allowing it to wash and saturate them, and letting it penetrate the deepest parts of their hearts? I will tell you the prayers of that generation would provoke the heart of God and He would respond in power. In the same way that Mary pulled a miracle from the heart of Jesus, this generation would pull miracles from the heart of God. They would pray for their friends and family and cities, and God would answer. He would weep with them and call a dead generation back to life. I believe that God is going to raise up a corporate Mary of Bethany who will emerge from the place of intimate meditation and cry out in unity with the Spirit, “Come, Lord Jesus!” When this company of Marys begins to intercede, Jesus will return to the earth and open not just one grave, but millions of graves. We are witnessing the beginning of this reality even now—just look at the rapid growth of the prayer movement in the nations—but we are going to move deeper into the power of prayer in the days ahead.
One of the biggest hindrances to effective intercession is unbelief, or “little faith,” as Jesus told the disciples (see Matt. 8:26). Unbelief cripples our hearts and our prayers. When our faith is not based on encountering God in the Word, we have nothing to stand on. When we are not hearing Him, we receive no vision and therefore have no assurance in prayer. We go to the prayer meeting and sit there, knowing that it is good to pray, knowing that we need to pray—yet also knowing there is a wall between our prayers and our ability to enter into the burden of the Lord. We lack the faith to believe that the words we are saying have any power. This lack can only be overcome by meditating on the Word of God.
So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God (Romans 10:17).
We quote this passage often, but do we understand that living in the Word of God is the only source of power in intercession?
Faith comes from hearing the Word of God spoken to us in meditation. We do not receive faith through frantic emotionalism. Flesh and blood will not profit anything in the realm of intercession. His Word must enter us and come forth from us. We cannot run up the mountain of the Lord; we must be escorted by His Word. When we pray the Scriptures, we know that God hears us because we are declaring His words. But many people are praying amiss because they do not know the will of God articulated in His Word (see James 4:3).
Now this is the confidence that we have in Him, that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us. And if we know that He hears us, whatever we ask, we know that we have the petitions that we have asked of Him… (1 John 5:14-15).
Authority and confidence—in other words, faith—come through one thing, namely, knowing God’s desires. When you know what God wants because you are abiding in His Word and united with His heart, then you know that whatever you ask, He will answer.
Luke 18:8 states that when Jesus returns, He will be looking for faith. He will not look for big buildings or preachers covered in accolades. The book of Acts describes the early church as full of faith and the Holy Spirit. This means they knew God and believed His Word. We want to be a people who can declare the Word of God, knowing that as we are speaking, the creative power of God is at work. Mary knew what was in Jesus’ heart as He wept by the grave, and that gave her confidence when she declared He was able to raise her brother. This is what Jesus wants when He returns.
BREAKING THE ALABASTER FLASK:
THE SEASON OF SACRIFICIAL LOVE
The third and final time we encounter Mary is in Mark 14 and John 12. Jesus went to the village of Bethany before Passion Week. I have no doubt that He went to see Mary before traveling to Jerusalem for the last time because of what she would give Him there.
And being in Bethany at the house of Simon the leper, as He sat at the table, a woman came having an alabaster flask of very costly oil of spikenard. Then she broke the flask and poured it on His head (Mark 14:3).
Once again, Mary ignored the customs that governed women of the day as she interrupted a dinner party. Most scholars agree that the spikenard contained in the alabaster flask was her entire inheritance—a very costly oil worth a year’s wages.2 Yet without hesitation, she broke the flask and poured the contents on Jesus. This was courageous, extravagant, passionate, and prophetic. Jesus defined Mary’s actions by declaring that she came to anoint His body for burial, but I believe she knew what she was doing before He ever spoke those words.
But there were some who were indignant among themselves, and said, “Why was this fragrant oil wasted? For it might have been sold for more than three hundred denarii and given to the poor.” And they criticized her sharply (Mark 14:4-5).
This young girl shattered every social and religious protocol in her act of worship. Immediately after the flask broke, everyone was in an uproar. The disciples were angry and said the oil should have been used to benefit the poor. Stop and consider what Mary must have been thinking and feeling in that moment. She had just poured out her life’s savings, and now those who were closest to Jesus were accusing her. Her heart was on the line. She did not know whether or not He was going to rebuke her. It is interesting that Jesus let them attack her before He intervened. There is a season of testing and purifying we must endure before we receive vindication from God. We will almost always experience warfare before we hear the Lord say, “Well done, good and faithful servant.” Often He uses accusations from the body of Christ to drive our devotion deeper. If we desire to follow in Mary’s footsteps, we must be prepared to experience a similar backlash.
Finally, Jesus spoke into the situation and made three statements:
But Jesus said, “Let her alone. Why do you trouble her? She has done a good work for Me” (Mark 14:6).
“Leave her alone”—with this first statement He silenced her accusers. “Why do you trouble her?”—here Jesus turned His gaze on the disciples and asked them to consider what it was about her action that provoked them. The truth is that Mary’s passionate sacrifice exposed the political spirit within the disciples. They used religious language and charity to mask the fact that they were infuriated by her wholehearted devotion. “She has done a good work for Me”—in His final statement, Jesus validates the labor and sacrifice of Mary’s act, calling it work. He then said,
For you have the poor with you always, and whenever you wish you may do them good; but Me you do not have always. She has done what she could. She has come beforehand to anoint My body for burial (Mark 14:7-8).
“…but Me you do not have always”—in other words, Mary understood the season of her visitation. She knew the preciousness of the hour. “She has come beforehand”—this is the forerunner spirit. Jesus repeatedly told the disciples He was going to die but they never got it. On the night of His arrest they were scattered because their paradigms of the Messiah were shattered. They were prepared to receive a King who would defeat Rome, not a Suffering Servant who would lay down His life. Mary, however, understood that Jesus was going to die. She had heard His word and now agreed with His decision to walk the road to Calvary. And she did more than agree—Jesus declared that her sacrificial act prepared His body for death. She came beforehand and ministered to Him in an hour when the offensive nature of God’s ways was revealing the hearts of many. I have heard it said that the spikenard Mary poured on Jesus was so strong that He could still smell it a week later when He hung on the cross. The fragrance of her sacrifice accompanied Him to the very end.
Assuredly, I say to you, wherever this gospel is preached in the whole world, what this woman has done will also be told as a memorial to her (Mark 14:9).
This is the greatest statement Jesus could have made concerning Mary. I can see Him looking at Peter, James, and John, saying, “Guys, when you take the good news to the far corners of the earth and proclaim My death and resurrection, I want you to tell Mary’s story. It is the clearest picture of what a life looks like when it is impacted by the gospel. She gave it all.”
As I stated earlier, we do not hear of Mary again in the Scriptures. She did not accomplish any great kingdom exploits recorded in the New Testament, nor did she have an apostolic ministry. In fact, in later years, many of the disciples offered sacrifices that surpassed her alabaster flask as they gave their very lives for the sake of the gospel. Yet Jesus gave Mary an eternal memorial because she did it before it was popular. Despite the cultural, financial, and relational resistance, she broke her heart open and wasted her inheritance on Jesus in extravagant love and worship.
THE CALL OF EVERY BELIEVER
This is the vision of my life and the created purpose of every believer. Each of us possesses an alabaster flask called our life. It is filled with our time, energy, resources, and gifts, and we will inevitably waste it on something. When I stand before the Lord and He asks me, “What did you waste your life on?” I want to be able to say, “I wasted my life on You.” The disciples perceived Mary’s offering as a waste, but Jesus defends those who pour their all out for Him. I want to take my short life and waste it in prayer, devotion, and love. This is not about ministry; it is about eternity. The response God wants from us when we receive the gospel is extravagant love and sacrifice—an alabaster flask broken at His feet in front of everyone.
This story gives us insight into the culmination of Mary’s life and the life of any believer who seriously takes the call to meditation. Intimacy with the Word will lead to intercession that raises the dead and will prepare us to operate in a forerunner spirit with sacrificial love. If we sit at the feet of Jesus and talk to Him in His Word, we will be filled with the things that are burning on His heart and we will be protected against offense at His second coming.
Matthew 24:10 says that many will be offended at the revelation of Jesus in the last days before His return. But those who have come underneath the Word will be given understanding, and their hearts of love will partner with God when He returns. These are the people who will not be offended and will prepare the earth for His coming. In the same way Mary gave her all to the God who was willing to die for her, there will be a final generation that gives their all to welcome Him home. At the end of the age, the people of God will truly love Him with all of their heart, soul, mind, and strength.
RENEWING OUR MINDS
This, then, is how the word of God draws a man into the truth: it opens up to him a world of love in which he feels at ease, which he is bound to acknowledge to be utterly right and suitable, to be most desirable. If he desires to stay there, however, his heart will be swept and purged to its innermost core.1
I want to look more closely at the season of intimacy with the Word of God. As we saw in the life of Mary of Bethany, the time spent sitting at Jesus’ feet and hearing Him is full of great delight, pleasure, and fascination. However, it is also characterized by great confrontation, transformation, and deliverance. Old mindsets are destroyed and old foundations are uprooted as the truths of God’s Word invade our souls. When we meditate on the Word, we encounter a direct assault of light that turns our mind into a battleground. If we desire to pursue a life of meditation, we must be prepared for the confrontation so that we are not discouraged and disillusioned.
…and the Lord said to me: “Behold, I have put My words in your mouth. See, I have this day set you over the nations and over the kingdoms, to root out and to pull down, to destroy and to throw down, to build and to plant” (Jeremiah 1:9b-10).
According to Jeremiah, the first task of God’s Word is to uproot darkness. God must destroy before He can build. This is the natural order of things. No one builds a new house on top of an old one; instead, the old is torn down to make room for the new. In the same way, the Word of God confronts and destroys every faulty foundation in our souls. These foundations are wrong views, half-truths, distortions, and lies concerning God’s nature, personality, and heart toward us. In his letter to the Corinthians, Paul warns there is a battle raging over the knowledge of God in our lives, and the primary arena of conflict is the mind:
For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but mighty in God for pulling down strongholds, casting down arguments and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ… (2 Corinthians 10:4-5).
According to this passage, strongholds are wrong thoughts and beliefs about God. I compare these strongholds to skyscrapers in our minds. They are formed over decades through our experiences and the attack of the evil one. Beginning in our earliest years, the devil seeks to destroy our image of God and ourselves through broken relationships and painful life circumstances. We create an idea of God based on our father and authority figures; we ascribe their attributes to Him and conclude, “You must be this way too.”
But God desires to renew our thoughts and feelings so that we can know Him as He really is and walk in freedom. The primary way our minds are renewed is through meditating on the Word of God. It is the wrecking ball that tears through wrong beliefs, dismantles old thought patterns, and blows up every lie concerning God’s nature.2 Every argument against truth must be systematically dethroned by the power of the Word working within us. When we meditate and listen to what God says about Himself and us, the truths we hear transform us and impart reality within. In John 17:17, Jesus prays to the Father, “Sanctify them by Your truth. Your word is truth.” The power of our sanctification lies in the truth of God’s Word. Breakthrough is released through the renewal of our minds. During the season of intimacy with the Word, we encounter the knowledge of God as we sit at His feet and listen.
But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: I will put My law in their minds, and write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people (Jeremiah 31:33).
The primary purpose of the Word of God is not evangelism, teaching, or prophecy. The primary purpose of the Word is to change our internal code and bring us into the knowledge of God. “I will put My law in their minds”—in other words, “I will transform your understanding and give you a new mind.” “I will write it on their hearts”—in other words, “I will touch your heart and cleanse your emotions.” This is why we have been given the Word. It renews our minds and hearts, dismantling the wrong ideas rooted in our experience and the attack of the enemy.
If we determine in our hearts to meditate on the Word, God will surely transform us. It is important to recognize that His Word does the work—we have only to receive. In our own strength we cannot tear down strongholds. However, when we sit before an open Bible with a tender heart, God goes to war against every fortress of darkness in our souls. We can rest in His presence, knowing that when the Word communicates truth, darkness cannot overcome it.
FIRE, HAMMER, WATER, AND SWORD
I have found four different characteristics of the Word of God throughout the Scriptures. Each plays an integral part in tearing down strongholds and renewing our minds in the knowledge of God. 1). In Jeremiah 23:29, God declares to the prophet that His Word is like a fire. It is an all-consuming fire that will purify us and set us ablaze. It burns up the chaff of dead religion and tenderizes our hearts. 2). In the same passage God also states that His Word is like a hammer. The Word of God is like a sledgehammer that breaks the rock of resistance within our souls. 3). The third description of the Word is found in Ephesians, where Paul refers to the Scriptures as water when he says that Jesus washes His people with the water of the Word (see Eph. 5:26). The Word of God is the water that cleanses our minds of defilement and perversion, removing wrong paradigms. 4). And the last characteristic of the Word is found in Hebrews 4:12. There the Word of God is described as the sword that divides soul from spirit.
Fire, hammer, water, and sword—these are the different ways that God’s Word manifests in our souls. Our minds are renewed as the Word consumes and washes away impurities, piercing and dismantling everything that resists truth.
Paul commands us in Romans, “And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God” (Rom. 12:2). The primary way we will avoid falling under the sway of this world is by renewing our minds. This simply means taking the Bible, closing our eyes, and saying back to God what He has said to us. Paul states that this results in transformation and enables us to prove the perfect will of God. The word “prove” in this verse actually means “to manifest.” The result of our transformation reaches beyond mere agreement with God’s will. When our minds are renewed, we manifest and exhibit the perfect will of God in every situation. This transformation occurs as we submit to these four characteristics of the Word of God.
Fire
“Is not My word like a fire?” says the Lord (Jeremiah 23:29a).
The first characteristic of the Word is fire. This speaks of God’s zeal and longing to consume everything that hinders the reception of His love. As you meditate, the Word will begin to burn away every area of sin, compromise, performance, and religion. Jesus (the Word made flesh) is all consuming, and He desires to baptize us with fire (see Matt. 3:11b-12). As the chaff in our lives decreases, the fire of the Word takes up residence within us. It consumes in order to inhabit. Just as the disciples on the road to Emmaus experienced burning hearts when Jesus unfolded the Scriptures to them, so we will begin to experience a tangible spirit of burning and revelation when we spend time in the Word. This spirit of burning tenderizes us and produces sensitivity within our hearts. We begin to feel what God feels and to burn as He burns.
As the fire of the Word burns away resistance and enflames our spirits, it also begins to break out of us. When Jeremiah tried to hold the word back, he could not: “But His word was in my heart like a burning fire shut up in my bones; I was weary of holding it back, and I could not” (Jer. 20:9). Our hearts will grow with fresh revelation and love until we can no longer contain it. Like a forest fire, the Word burning within us will spread to those around us and set entire communities ablaze.
Hammer
Is not My word…like a hammer that breaks the rock in pieces? (Jeremiah 23:29)
In the very next phrase of Jeremiah 23, God states that not only is His Word like a fire, but it is also like a hammer. The context of this verse gives these descriptions of the Word even greater weight. In this chapter, God is rebuking the false prophets of Jeremiah’s day for their failure to hear and speak His words. Though they are prophesying lies and telling the people what they want to hear, God’s word will ultimately prevail. It is like a hammer that will break down falsehoods, deception, and self-serving agendas. In Zechariah God declares that His word overtook Israel when they were in rebellion (see Zech. 1:6). His commandments, promises, blessings, and curses chased them down when they were running from Him. In the same way, all areas and forms of resistance—even the hardened and offended places in human hearts—will eventually submit to the power of the Word of God.
God promises through Ezekiel that He will remove the heart of stone from His people and give them a heart of flesh (see Ezek. 36:26). This is prophesied over Israel at the end of the age, but God wants to do the same for us today. There are hardened areas in our hearts and lives—places where we are resistant to the love of God, where we do not feel emotion, where we are bound by stubbornness, pride, and callousness, and where we are unable to connect. God wants to remove these hard areas and make us sensitive. He wants us to be tender, and His agent to bring this about is the hammer of the Word.
God also wants to prepare our hearts for fruitfulness. In the parable of the sower (see Matt. 13:3-6), Jesus declared that the seed sown in stony ground perished for lack of roots. The stony ground quickly received the Word, but the rocks prevented the seed from taking root at the deepest level. We do not want a quick explosion of growth that swiftly withers in the face of pressure. We want the Word to go deep and produce fruit. This is why we need the hammer to break the hardness of our hearts into pieces as we sit before the Word of God.
Water
…just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her, that He might sanctify and cleanse her with the washing of water by the word, that He might present her to Himself a glorious church, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but that she should be holy and without blemish (Ephesians 5:25b-27).
The third characteristic of the Word of God is water. In this passage we see the primary way Jesus prepares His bride is through washing us in the Word. The Word of God is clean and pure. It removes defilement and perversion, washing away wrong paradigms and mentalities. When we allow the Word to flood over our souls, we are renewed in the knowledge of God. He washes us with declarations of who He is and who we are. He removes the distorted images that have directed our lives and restores us in His image. We put on the new man through the water of the Word; we take off our dirty garments and begin to put on beautiful garments of holiness and truth.
Ephesians 5 also says that Jesus nourishes and cherishes the church (see Eph. 5:29). In other words, He gently and repeatedly declares His affection and love over us. These declarations of who He is and who we are to Him renew our souls. They cleanse us from shame and guilt and they break our attachment to broken cisterns (see Jer. 2:13). This is what removes the spots and wrinkles from our lives, producing holiness.
Not only does the Word produce a clean heart within us—it also feels clean. The psalmist declares that the Word of the Lord is pure (see Ps. 12:6). Reading the Scriptures is like taking a shower. Our spirits feel washed and invigorated after we have meditated on the Word of God.
“And he showed me a pure river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding from the throne of God and of the Lamb” (Rev. 22:1). I picture myself bathing in the river that comes from the throne as I meditate on the Word. So often the things we run to for entertainment and pleasure leave us dissatisfied because they actually dull and defile our spirits. But when we read the Word, our hearts are positioned to receive pure pleasure, free from the darkness that steals our satisfaction and disturbs our conscience.
Sword
For the word of God is living and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the division of soul and spirit, and of joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart (Hebrews 4:12).
In the same way that a physician’s scalpel can cut and divide the most intricately joined members of the body, so the Word of God has the ability to divide soul from spirit within us. The sword of the Word is intimately precise. When we read the Scriptures, we lie on the operating table and invite God to release clarity and discernment. His Word will reveal the places where, without knowing it, we are being led by our souls and flesh rather than the Spirit. The sword cuts to the deepest parts of our hearts and uncovers our true motivations. Everything is laid bare before the Word as God removes darkness and cuts off sin. When we sit at His feet and say, “I love Your Word,” He responds by piercing us with His light and truth. He says, “I am glad you love My Word, but I am going to make some incisions here. I am going to divide soul from spirit. Allow My conviction to transform you and break down your defenses.”
The sword of the Word is not only a tool in our transformation; it is also one of our most powerful weapons. Ephesians 6:17 commands us to take up the “sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.” When we are called to take back the ground from the enemy and go on the offense, our primary weapon is the Word of God. When you declare the Word with power and authority, it destroys the works of the devil. This is more than optimistic thinking: it is eternal and sure, it is powerful, living, and sharper than any two-edged sword. However, we must actually speak the Word back to God and against Satan’s attack on our lives. Many of us only speak the Word to others, and do not access the power that is released through actively dialoguing with God and prophesying the defeat of the enemy. The very sword that pierces us, dividing soul from spirit, will also attack the enemy and drive him out of our lives.
This is how Jesus fought the devil in the wilderness. In the Gospel of Matthew we read that Satan appeared before Jesus to tempt Him (see Matt. 4). Satan waited until Jesus was hungry from fasting, and then attacked His weakest points. Jesus did not rely on His own strength or knowledge in the face of this attack. Instead, He relied solely on the Word to resist the enemy. “It is written…” (see Matt. 4:4,6,7)—this is how Jesus fought! He quoted from Deuteronomy 8 and 6 and Psalm 91, refusing to allow Satan to pervert and twist the meaning of the Scriptures. These simple declarations of the Word of God drove Satan away in defeat.
In different seasons of our life we will encounter each of these characteristics of the Word. At certain times God may tenderize us with His fire while at other times He may wash us with His Word. We can also ask Him to release these manifestations in our life. During seasons where I feel as though I have hit a wall, I will ask for the hammer of the Word to come and strike my heart, releasing breakthrough. Sometimes I will ask for the water of the Word to wash me and refresh my spirit. Understanding the different characteristics of the Word of God helps me engage with the Holy Spirit and actively seek and receive impartation through every season of the soul.
THE TRUTH SHALL MAKE YOU FREE
In John 8, Jesus reveals the result of the Word’s activity in our lives—a threefold progression that begins with meditation and ends with freedom from strongholds. First we abide in the Word, then we begin to know truth, and then truth ultimately produces freedom.
Then Jesus said to those Jews who believed Him, “If you abide in My word, you are My disciples indeed. And you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:31-32).
We find this progression restated multiple times throughout the Scriptures. Although the language differs slightly, the principle remains the same: intimacy with the Word is the necessary foundation for faith and freedom. In Mary of Bethany’s life, the season spent listening to Jesus’ word led to incredible faith in intercession, and ultimately to extravagant love and sacrifice. In Romans 10:17, Paul declared that the Word of God leads to saving faith: “So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.” Word, hearing, faith—again we see this threefold progression with the Word as the foundation. In Revelation 1:3, John states that there is a unique blessing available to those who read, hear, and keep the prophecy.
WORD TRUTH
FREEDOM (see John 8:32)
WORD FAITH
SACRIFICE (Mary of Bethany)
WORD HEARING
FAITH (see Rom. 10:17)
READ HEAR
KEEP (see Rev. 1:3)
Notice the progression outlined above: we must first read the Word, then our spiritual ears must be opened to receive revelation and impartation, and finally we are empowered to live out the things we have read and heard. This is the path to life and freedom outlined in the Bible. If we want to walk in freedom, answer the call of the gospel to pick up our cross daily, and move in the supernatural realm of faith, then we must begin with meditation in the Word. There is no shortcut—this is the journey of the heart.
In John 8, the promise that follows the foundation of meditation is that we will know the truth (see John 8:32a). Many of us know about truth—we have the right answers and the correct theology—but few of us really know truth. I like to use the analogy of window-shopping to illustrate the difference. It is one thing to be able to tell me all about the outfits you see in the window. It is another to walk into the store, buy the clothes, and put them on. Most believers are happy to just know the facts contained in verses and chapters, but it is different to enter into those verses and put revelation on. When you know truth, you get inside of it and it transforms you.
At the end of the day we are not evaluated based on our ability to give the right answers. We will stand or fall on whether we know the truth. Knowing is the heart of belief, the essence of faith. As we abide in the Word and sit at Jesus’ feet in meditation, truth will cease to be an external and theological concept. It will become an internal reality, transforming our thoughts and emotions and releasing the spirit of revelation. Paul prayed that the Ephesian believers would know the love of Christ which passes knowledge (see Eph. 3:19). We can only know something that passes knowledge by experiencing it. God wants us to abide in and experience His Word until our reality is transformed by a living encounter with truth.
Once this happens, the Word begins to spread like a virus, affecting every aspect of our lives, even transforming those around us. The ultimate manifestation of freedom is the overflow. Where we once were bound, we now partner with the grace of God to set others free. We become conduits for the work of the Spirit, agents of freedom and transformation. This process can be summarized in the following progression.
A JOSHUA GENERATION
I believe God is raising up a generation who will go deep in the Word and be equipped to take ground in their own souls. We must consistently wage war internally if we want to turn the tide of battles being waged in the social, cultural, and national arenas. From the place of delight and fascination in the Word, we will see revival in our homes, churches, cities, and nations. This is how the Lord prepared Joshua when it was time for him to go to war.
After the death of Moses, God spoke to Joshua and commanded him to drive the enemy from the Promised Land. We might expect this command to be followed by tactical information or instructions related to the army. Instead, God shared with him the secret to success in battle:
This Book of the Law shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate in it day and night, that you may observe to do according to all that is written in it. For then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have good success (Joshua 1:8).
The Word not only produces freedom in individual souls, but also releases corporate freedom to the people of God. Meditation in the Word was the source of Joshua’s strength and courage when he confronted the giants in the land.
God is preparing us to take down giants, to break generational curses and cycles of alcoholism, depression, anger, perversion, and unfaithfulness within families. God will use the people who know His Word to take back lost ground in these areas. What would it look like if the pornography industry were bankrupted through intercession? What if millions of innocent lives were saved because abortion was outlawed? Giants were meant to fall, and one of the greatest things we can do to prepare for battle is engage in long and loving meditation in the Word. The power to conquer comes through abiding in the Word of God day and night.
Immediately after calling Joshua to constant meditation in the Word, God commands him to be strong and courageous (see Josh. 1:9). We cannot divorce the two; there is a connection between having the strength and courage to overcome giants and meditation in the Word of God. There is no other source of might apart from feeding on and digesting the Word. That is where we receive courage and vision. Strength and power in prayer is not found in our emotions. We are strengthened in prayer by the life of God working in us and through us, which gives us faith to see the will of God realized and manifested. First John 2:14 says, “I have written to you, young men, because you are strong and the word of God abides in you.” I want the Word of God to abide in me. I want to know His speech, I want to know His voice—I want this to be my bedrock.
…God sends his spokesmen, and these are always men who have themselves heard the word individually, whose ability to hear has been tested in the school of solitude, like Moses and Ezekiel (Ezek 3:24). Solitaries such as these often groan under the burden of the word which they have to proclaim to a stiff-necked people that does not want to hear; they yearn for a simple life; yet it would never occur to them to shirk being involved in the people’s destiny. Hearing the word never takes place simply for the personal satisfaction of hearing it; it is always directed to a common obedience.1
Jeremiah was a solitary man. In the midst of a generation that had hardened their hearts and stopped their ears, he heard the voice of the Lord and responded. He became the messenger God used to call His people back to the ancient paths, to the place of hearing. The religious leaders of the day had no intimacy with the Word and therefore gave the wrong interpretation of the hour. They promised peace and prosperity when judgment was at the door. The Lord warned the people through Jeremiah that their discernment had become worthless because they were listening to the wrong message:
Thus says the Lord of hosts: “Do not listen to the words of the prophets who prophesy to you. They make you worthless; they speak a vision of their own heart, not from the mouth of the Lord. They continually say to those who despise Me, ‘The Lord has said, “You shall have peace”’; And to everyone who walks according to the dictates of his own heart, they say, ‘No evil shall come upon you’” (Jeremiah 23:16-17).
We are experiencing the same crisis today. Though there are many churches, pulpits, and media platforms releasing Christian messages, the Word of the Lord is scarce. In verse 18 Jeremiah cried out, “For who has stood in the counsel of the Lord, and has perceived and heard His word? Who has marked His word and heard it?” This is the core question facing our generation: Who is truly hearing from God? Who has engaged in long and loving meditation on the Word and entered into the counsel of the Lord?
A few verses later, Jeremiah revealed that one of the fundamental differences between true and false prophets is impatience. True prophets wait on the Lord, while false prophets run ahead before they are sent (see Jer. 23:21-22). Something takes place in our souls as we spend time waiting before the Word. We are gradually delivered from the need to speak what others want to hear, and the fear of man is replaced by the fear of the Lord.
Paul warned Timothy that in the last days people would cease to listen to truth. Instead, they would run after every word that tickled their ears and promoted their personal comfort:
For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine, but according to their own desires, because they have itching ears, they will heap up for themselves teachers; and they will turn their ears away from the truth, and be turned aside to fables (2 Timothy 4:3-4).
If we want to hear and rightly discern what the Spirit is saying to the church today, we must train our spiritual ears through long and loving meditation in the Word.
The hour is late, and God is calling people to stand in His counsel, allowing the Word to penetrate and transform them. He is marking a generation with devotion to the Scriptures; their lives will be consumed with holy fire, and they will come forth with clarity, authority, and anointing in the greatest hour of human history. The words they speak will emerge from the Word they have become. The ultimate purpose of the Word is to become flesh.
When the people asked John the Baptist who he was, he quoted the prophet Isaiah: “I am the voice of one crying in the wilderness” (John 1:23 paraphrased). He had read Isaiah 40 so many times that he became Isaiah 40. The message of the coming Messiah was not just something John prophesied; it was something he embodied. When God desired to announce the coming of His Son, He entrusted the message to a man in the wilderness, a man who had stood in His counsel.
Today, God desires to manifest His Word in and through us. He is preparing end-time messengers—men and women who will be fashioned and formed through decades of prayer, fasting, and meditation in the Word. In Matthew 11:9 Jesus declared that John the Baptist was more than a prophet. I believe that God is raising up people who will be more than what they say; their very lives will prophesy the changing of the seasons. And in the same way John was prepared in the wilderness before the first coming of the Christ, so the Lord will prepare these end-time messengers in the wilderness of prayer and meditation.
THE ROLE OF THE WILDERNESS
Throughout the Bible we see that God chooses again and again to form His people in the wilderness. It is the furnace of transformation; the place where our facades, illusions, fantasies, and props are removed and we come face to face with our nothingness. In the wilderness God strips us of our independence and rebellion and teaches us to depend on Him and embrace a life of sacrifice and leaning. The end of the Song of Solomon describes the bride coming out of the wilderness leaning on her beloved (see Song of Sol. 8:5). This is the place where we discover His strength is made perfect in our weakness.
“Therefore, behold, I will allure her, will bring her into the wilderness, and speak comfort to her” (Hos. 2:14). In the beginning of our journey, the Word of God allures us. We experience the pleasure of God’s love—He thrills our hearts and tenderizes our souls with His sweet presence. This love breaks down our defenses and walls, making us susceptible to the Word at a deeper level. “I love Your Word. Kiss me with the kisses of Your Word, cleanse me, wash me, renew me, set me on fire, break the rock into pieces.” As we make these declarations, the sweetness of the Word overcomes our resistance and positions our heart for transformation. But this is just the beginning.
After He allures us, God leads us into the wilderness. This is the place where we begin swimming against the current of our culture and spending our time, energy, and resources on prayer, fasting, and meditation in the Word. Often our first experience in this new season is a feeling of restlessness and loneliness. Many of us have never really been quiet before—we have never disconnected from the things that prop up our lives and distract us from the true state of our hearts. We are always surrounded by our family, friends, work, music, entertainment, etc. But once we take a step back from these things in order to feed on the Word, we begin to encounter our own barrenness.
Have you ever seen an addict go through detox? This is how I picture the experience of the wilderness. Our society has trained us to medicate our pain with noise, entertainment, and distraction. If we want to hear what God is saying in His Word, we must embrace the wilderness and withdraw from these addictions of the soul until we are actually quiet on the inside. The Lord wants to speak to us, but first we must become a people who have dialed down so we can receive His voice and experience His transformational work in our hearts. In the season of the wilderness, God says, “I have drawn you away and set you in a furnace, and now I want to quiet you and begin to speak tenderly to your heart.”
Many times throughout the Scriptures we find this motif the wilderness. If we pursue a life of meditation, eventually God will bring us to a place—not a geographical wilderness, but a place within our hearts—where we are forced to surrender everything else we are living on.
And you shall remember that the Lord your God led you all the way these forty years in the wilderness, to humble you and test you, to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not. So He humbled you, allowed you to hunger, and fed you with manna which you did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might make you know that man shall not live by bread alone; but man lives by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the Lord (Deuteronomy 8:2-3).
Have you ever wondered why God led Israel through the desert before allowing them to enter the Promised Land? After He took them out of Egypt, He needed to take Egypt out of them. Look at what it says: “He humbled you, [He] allowed you to hunger…” God created a context that caused them to starve and reach and confront their weakness. He allowed it; He stood back and said, “Now what are you going to do here?” He tested their hearts to see whether they would continue to follow Him when it cost them their comfort and security. But when they reached for God in the place of hunger and need, He sent heavenly manna.
The word manna literally means “what is it?” When we encounter the Word of God, it exposes our false expectations and secret idols. The generation of Israelites that died in the wilderness preferred slavery to dependence on God. “We would rather be slaves and have stability than live as free men and look to God to meet our every need. We would rather submit to harsh task-masters who provide us with familiar food than rely on the Word of God to sustain us.” According to this passage in Deuteronomy, God sent Israel manna so that they would learn their lives depended on His Word: “He caused you to know that man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the Lord” (Deut. 8:3b paraphrased).
THE PROGRESSION FROM DELIGHTING
TO TREMBLING
Many years ago I received a powerful prophetic word from a relatively unknown person. I was told the Lord had made Psalm 119 my foundation, but that He was taking me into the reality of Isaiah 66:2: “But on this one will I look: on him who is poor and of a contrite spirit, and who trembles at My word.” Psalm 119 speaks of delighting in the Word—it is the foundation of love, intimacy, and joy—while Isaiah 66 describes a heart that trembles before the Word in reverent fear.
I believe this is the progression of a messenger: we receive the Word with delight, but as it works within us, it begins to produce a holy trembling. Though we never leave the place of holy enjoyment and pleasure, if we seek to mature, we must learn to bring every area of our life underneath the leadership of the Word.
He who rejects Me, and does not receive My words, has that which judges him—the word that I have spoken will judge him in the last day (John 12:48).
Jesus stated that we will be judged based on our ability to hear and respond rightly. This reality confronts our tendency to approach the Word as a set of flexible guidelines meant to primarily serve our comfort and convenience. But there is coming a day when the Word of God will be declared over us and our lives will be evaluated based on whether or not we submitted to it. In light of this truth, our greatest safety is found in becoming vulnerable to the Word, asking for a holy trembling and the gift of humility as we seek to encounter God in our meditation. I want His Word to judge me now instead of judging me on that day. I do not want to stand on the edge of eternity and be shocked by how little of my life has survived the judgment of the Word.
Hearing must produce an active obedience. God desires our hearts to be responsive. “If you love Me, keep My commandments,” Jesus said (John 14:15). “For this is the love of God, that we keep His commandments” (1 John 5:3a). We declare our love for Jesus by our obedience to His commandments. Obedience is the sincere desire to do what Jesus calls us to do, and the maturing ability to respond to His commands. We must cultivate obedience by posturing our hearts in humility before the Word.
If we fail to let the word’s sharp edge have its effect on us, we shall always be meeting a merely imaginary Redeemer; if we fail to face the judgment of Christ every time we contemplate, we shall not perceive the distinctive quality of divine grace. The consuming fire of crucified Love is both redemption and judgment; the two are inseparable and indistinguishable. It almost does not matter which word of holy scripture the contemplative chooses; the fire to which he exposes himself will not abate until it has penetrated his inmost being, provided that he yields to it and does not draw back.2
When we tremble before the Word of God, it is not a place of torment. Rather, it is the recognition that God’s Word has a claim on us and we owe it everything. Trembling simply means that God’s voice is stronger and louder than every other voice. The one who trembles has come underneath the power of the Word. They not only experience delight in the Scriptures, but all they read and hear moves them to obedience. Many of us stop at the experience of delight and never enter into the place of trembling, the place where the Word of God owns us.
Your words were found, and I ate them, and Your word was to me the joy and rejoicing of my heart…. I sat alone because of Your hand, for You have filled me with indignation. Why is my pain perpetual and my wound incurable, which refuses to be healed? (Jeremiah 15:16-18)
Jeremiah declared that the Word of God was the joy of his heart. His initial encounters with the Word filled him with delight and rejoicing. But over time that same Word produced a trembling obedience and radical allegiance within him—an allegiance which sparked great opposition and enmity in those around him, including his own family. We see this pattern again and again in the lives of those called to speak the Word of God with power and authority to their generation. God allures His messengers with tenderness, love, and delight into the wilderness where He causes them to eat His Word and count the cost of obedience and discipleship.
In addition to this passage in Jeremiah, we find two other accounts in the Bible where an individual is commanded to “eat” the Word of God.
“But you, son of man, hear what I say to you. Do not be rebellious like that rebellious house; open your mouth and eat what I give you.”
Now when I looked, there was a hand stretched out to me; and behold, a scroll of a book was in it. Then He spread it before me; and there was writing on the inside and on the outside, and written on it were lamentations and mourning and woe.
Moreover He said to me, “Son of man, eat what you find; eat this scroll, and go, speak to the house of Israel.” So I opened my mouth, and He caused me to eat that scroll.
And He said to me, “Son of man, feed your belly, and fill your stomach with this scroll that I give you.” So I ate, and it was in my mouth like honey in sweetness (Ezekiel 2:8–3:3).
In this passage the scroll represents the specific prophetic oracles intended for Ezekiel’s generation, but it also refers to the whole of the Torah. Notice that though the scroll contained lamentations and woe, it was sweet like honey to the taste. In the midst of an encounter related to judgment, Ezekiel experienced the delight of the Word. The sweetness was a reminder that God is good and His judgments flow from His heart as a Bridegroom. In Jeremiah 2:2, before the destruction of Jerusalem, God declared that He remembered the kindness of the nation’s youth and the love of their betrothal. This is what was on His mind as He prepared to release judgment. The crisis of Israel’s rebellion in Ezekiel’s day demanded a response, but that response came from a God of love committed to restoring His people to Himself at all costs. Ezekiel was equipped to communicate this message because he experienced it as he ate the Word. The scroll was both bitter and sweet.
In the New Testament, John had a similar experience during his Revelation encounter.
I saw still another mighty angel coming down from heaven, clothed with a cloud. And a rainbow was on his head, his face was like the sun, and his feet like pillars of fire. He had a little book open in his hand. And he set his right foot on the sea and his left foot on the land, and cried with a loud voice, as when a lion roars. When he cried out, seven thunders uttered their voices….
Then the voice which I heard from heaven spoke to me again and said, “Go, take the little book which is open in the hand of the angel who stands on the sea and on the earth.”
So I went to the angel and said to him, “Give me the little book.”
And he said to me, “Take and eat it; and it will make your stomach bitter, but it will be as sweet as honey in your mouth.”
Then I took the little book out of the angel’s hand and ate it, and it was as sweet as honey in my mouth. But when I had eaten it, my stomach became bitter. And he said to me, “You must prophesy again about many peoples, nations, tongues, and kings” (Revelation 10:1-3;8-11).
Again we see the progression of the Word of God in the life of a messenger. As John eats the book, he experiences its sweetness, delight, and pleasure. However, the book is a prophetic oracle concerning the end times; it communicates God’s zeal and commitment to utterly eradicate sin from the earth. The judgments described in Revelation are bitter, and John literally feels the conflict between the kingdoms of heaven and hell as his stomach churns. But just as John the Baptist became the voice of one crying in the wilderness through his experience of the Word in the wilderness, so John the Beloved became the messenger of the second coming through his experience of the Word’s bitter and sweet truths.
I believe that God is going to call forth revivalists and preachers who will not pick their favorite passages while ignoring everything else in the Bible. They will not focus on the easy, comfortable, and happy messages alone; they will eat the whole book. In Exodus, God commands Israel to eat the entire Passover lamb and not let any of it remain until morning (see Exod. 12:3-10). This same command applies to us today, but many parts of the lamb are left untouched. This is where the transformation of the wilderness will manifest in our lives: we will stop choosing our messages and begin to speak whatever He commands us. In Revelation 10 the angel told John that he must prophesy—in other words, there is a constraint on the messenger. They are not dictating the content but are constrained to say what God is saying. They have taken the time to eat the Word—not just read it, but eat and digest it—and are now living in unity with that Word.
THE REVELATION OF JESUS CHRIST
In these last days there are going to be many books of the Bible that God will cause His messengers to eat, but I believe the book of Revelation will be the most emphasized and necessary of all. The popular teaching on the end times has left the church believing the truths contained in Revelation are irrelevant. Most of us have avoided the subject of eschatology, leaving it to academics and theologians. We have stuck our heads in the sand and said, “The content is too difficult to understand, and it will all work out eventually, so why bother?” However, this book contains more insight into the nature, heart, and plans of Jesus than any other book in the Bible. It is called The Revelation of Jesus Christ—it is not the revelation of Satan, the antichrist, or the judgment of humanity. The glory, majesty, and power of Jesus as He redeems the earth are on full display in this book. We see in remarkable detail His plan to release justice in the nations, establish His reign on earth, and bring His Father’s house to Jerusalem. We also see a church, free from offense, in full agreement with His leadership, and partnering with the songs of heaven that release the final judgments.
Few of us realize that there is a blessing given to those who read Revelation: “Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written in it; for the time is near” (Rev. 1:3). Nowhere else in the Scriptures is a blessing promised to those who read the Word. Think about this: Who in their right mind would begin reading a novel, reach the climax, and then shut the book? When the king’s wife has been abducted by the villain and the king is preparing to rescue her, do we say, “Well, I know what’s going to happen: the king is going to defeat the villain and save his wife. Why bother reading the end?” No! We want to read the end of the story for ourselves. Yet the body of Christ has shut the Bible at the climax of human history. Revelation contains the end of our story; it is the ultimate drama of human history. We need to be connected to this story. It is not too difficult to understand—it was written for unlearned, uneducated people. It means what it says and it says what it means. We all qualify as people who can read, hear, and understand this book.3
When the disciples asked Jesus what the sign of His coming would be at the end of the age, He gave them a list of conditions—some political, some geophysical, and some spiritual—that would indicate His return. This list included ethnic strife, conflict on a global scale, famines and earthquakes, a great falling away, and the proclamation of the gospel to the ends of the earth (see Matt. 24:3-13). Jesus then stated He would return after the list of conditions was fulfilled (see Matt. 24:29-30).
We live in a unique period of human history. Israel is back in the land after 2,000 years of exile, leaders of prominent missions organizations agree that we are less than a decade away from seeing the fulfillment of the Great Commission, and everywhere we look, international crises and conflicts seem to be on the rise. For all these reasons, I believe it is time we begin to read the book of Revelation.
The final years before the second coming, commonly known as the Great Tribulation, will be the church’s finest hour—but we will only be prepared for those years to the extent that we meditate on the truths contained in Revelation. This is the only way we will begin to understand the heart of God as He orchestrates the glorious and terrifying events which will purify His people and destroy the antichrist along with every hostile ruler and nation. Though there are many who teach that the church will be gone during the most intense period of judgment, I do not believe this view is consistent with the nature of God and the witness of Scripture. I encourage you to ask God to reveal His heart and His plans to you as you read and meditate upon end-time prophecy. The book of Revelation was written for you.
CLOSING THOUGHTS
The words of Jeremiah are echoing today across the Earth: “Stand in the ways, and ask for the ancient paths” (Jer. 6:16a paraphrased). I long to see a generation arise that has spent decades at the feet of Jesus, allowing the Word of God to consume them and be made manifest in them until their voices, united with the Word, break the prophetic silence all over the earth. I plead with you, dear reader, to take your place at His feet, ask Him for a revival in the Bible, and begin your journey of meditation. He will blow your mind…
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