APPLY to Grow

James 1:21-25

Big Idea: Just APPLY

Charactertistic of Completeness: Bible Study

23 Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror 24 and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.

These words come from the Bible book of James. James is the brother of Jesus and he writes this letter to Christian Jews who have been displaced by religious persecution. In these 2 verses, James gives us a word picture that is as vivid today as the day James wrote it. Here is what his word picture looks like. 
Every morning, we awake and at some point (we take a peak into a mirror. And for most of us, it is a good thing we do. A mirror gives a real-time picture of where we are right now. (We use the mirror to show us things about our self we want to fix. Where should I put this cover up? Wow, look at those roots. Or maybe I’ll just shave it all instead of trying to make this little bit last. The point is, a mirror shows you where you are at. Then your mind determines whether or not that is acceptable. 

In the same way, listening to the word is like looking in a mirror. And to not do what the word says is like ignoring what you see in the mirror. We will develop this a little further as we go along, but what is the point of James’s word picture? His point is going to be my big idea this morning. Here’s the big idea: (Just Apply. That’s what James is trying to convey with this word picture; take what you hear and do something with it. Don’t ignore or forget it. It won’t do you any good if you do. Our characteristic of completeness this week is (Bible study. What is a proper view of Bible study?  
(One final thought before we look more closely at this text. Which (“word” is James talking about? I think James is referring to God’s Word. In James’s day, God’s Word would have included the Old Testament. But since the resurrection of Jesus, God’s Word was now being circulated to various churches via the apostles. In our text this morning, the word is refereed to as “the word planted in you” and it also called the “perfect law that gives freedom.” The word planted in them would have been the OT teachings they grew up with and the NT teachings of the apostles since the resurrection of Christ. (Today, we call this the Bible. 
Our complete text this morning is James 1:21-25. Let’s read through it one time and then we’ll come back and see what James means by “just apply.” 
(21Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you. 22Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. (23Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror 24and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. (25But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does. 

So, if James is saying, Just Apply, what does he mean? (What is it that James wants from us? 
First, application begins with (acceptance. Let’s read verse 21.

(21Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly (accept the word planted in you, which can save you.

The word “accept” that James uses means (“a ready reception of what is offered.” Unlike other action words for accept that James could have used, he used the word that means to be willing to accept. If one is unwilling to accept the Bible or unwilling to receive the teaching of the Bible- either by studying or listening- then application is not in their immediate future. Do we go to church with an attitude that the Bible will have something to make me different this week? Or maybe even a more basic question should be, “Do I even believe the Bible is true?” If you like alliteration, it’s almost an attitude of acceptance. It’s an attitude or acceptance that says, “The Bible has something for me.” Without that initial acceptance of the Bible, applying won’t occur because we don’t accept it’s authority over us. Ah, there’s another a word. Application begins with an attitude of accepting the Bible’s authority. Pick whichever a word you like. That’s why James says, Just apply.

Secondly, we need to (learn. Look at verse 22. 

(22 Do not merely listen to the word,…
The word “merely” in this verse means (“only”: Do not only listen. But that means we should listen. Some may wonder why my “L” word is learn and not listen. Well, in the first century when James wrote this, most people couldn’t read. Listening was how you learned the Bible. Today, we continue to listen to Bible teaching, but we have so many other avenues of learning. I don’t believe James is limiting application to what we simply hear.   
So, let’s consider learning for a moment. What role does learning play in the applying process? 

I think there are two primary purposes for learning. First, it gives us something to do. We will focus on that in the next point, but you can’t do what you don’t know. Some commands say “Do this.” Others caution, “Don’t do this.” Part of the application process is learning what those things are. Learning gives us something to apply. 

But learning serves another function. 

In this passage, James uses a mirror as a word picture for the Bible. If you look in the mirror and see something that needs attention, you should give it some attention. Likewise, if you look in the Bible and it reveals something about you that needs attention, you should do something about that. There’s one problem. What we see in the mirror is filtered through what we think in our mind. For example, how can a beautiful, healthy college freshman look in a mirror and think she is fat and starve herself accordingly? Because what she sees is being filtered through what’s in her mind. How can a teenager with his pants around his knees and his boxers jacked up to his armpits think he looks cool? Because what he sees is being filtered through his mind. Likewise, how can a child of God look into the Bible and see a mean God with a big stick? Because what we see is filtered through our mind.  
Not only does the Bible contain principles to live by like things to do or not do, it also changes how we think. 

(In Romans, Paul writes, 

2 Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.

Sometimes learning doesn’t give us something to do; it just tweaks our filter. There isn’t really anything to do, but by accepting God’s Word and learning who God is or who I am, next time I am faced with something, I react differently than I used to. Let me see if I can illustrate what I mean. I used to view God as a mean Father with a big stick just waiting for me to mess up so he could thump me. But then I found (Romans 8:37-39.
37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 38For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, (39 neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Instead of a God with a big stick, I realized that nothing I have done or will do can separate me from the love that God has for me. My mind was transformed; my filter has changed. Now when I see myself in relation to the Bible, I get a more accurate picture because what I see is being filtered through a changed mind. 

But sometimes that old mentality rears its ugly head and I see God holding that big stick waiting to thump me again. Now I have something to do. I memorized these verses and I quote them when I think like that. Part of my learning transformed my mind; it changed my filter. But that wasn’t quite enough, so I did something. I memorized this verse to fight against my old filter.     

(Learning can have 2 extremes. There can be those who only learn. That’s all they do; they learn. They don’t really try to apply. They make no distinction between belief and behavior. The more I know, the better I am. 
On the flip side are those who do, do, do, but rarely learn. They have no idea what the Bible says. These people are too busy to learn. These might be the people who serve during church, so they don’t have to go to church. All of their doing leaves no time for learning. They tend not to understand much about the Bible and they are easily persuaded. 

Frankly, neither extreme is healthy. For most people who have been in church awhile, learning isn’t a problem. We already know far more than we apply. For some of you who are new believers, you feel like you just can’t get enough. Everyday is a new venture in learning a way that God wants to make you different. Regardless of how long you have been a Christian, we should be learning enough to be changing, both mentally and behaviorally.  That’s why James says, Just Apply!
(So, applying requires acceptance and it also requires learning. (Thirdly, applying requires practice. 
(22 Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.
James says that learning- by itself- deceives people. The word for (“deceive” means “to reason wrongly.” If you think that learning is where it’s at, you have reasoned wrongly. Learning is a part of the application process, but not the part. The part is doing what it says. You simply practice. Practice means “to do repeatedly.” That’s the heart of application. You approach the Bible with a desire to find something that will change you, you learn it and then you do it. If you stop after learning, you have simply wasted valuable brain cells. Knowing the Bible says something doesn’t mean anything unless it changes your beliefs and your behavior. Tons of people know what the Bible says. There is nothing spiritual or godly about knowing what the Bible says. It doesn’t make you more mature or complete in Christ. It just makes you smart. And I am afraid we sometimes confuse smart with mature.  
But the doing, by far, proves to be the hardest part. And I think it is the hardest because it requires 2 things we don’t have:  time and energy. Sometimes Pastor Bob will share his application process and it goes something like this: “I awake early, grab my coffee and sit in my overstuffed chair and ask God to show me how I can do something different with this principle from Scripture. I sit and sit until God shows up with an answer.” And the whole time he is talking, my mind is screaming in my ears, “WHO HAS TIME FOR THAT?” But when you really boil application down, it requires time and energy. And very few people have a surplus of either, let alone both. So many times we stop at learning because it’s all we have time for. Letting God transform us will have to take place between 9 and noon on Sunday. Unfortauntely, Sunday’s provide the learning, not the doing. We might forget that Christianity is a lifestyle, not an event. And applying the Bible is a lifestyle, not an event. We need to continually be thinking, “How can I do this? How can I apply this? What does God want me to do with this?” And then take that next step.  That’s why practicing needs to be a (priority. Look at the mirror again.  
(23 Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror 24 and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.

What is the priority for James? The priority is doing something about what you see in the mirror. The time and energy required for change needs to be a priority. And here lies to real problem for most of us. Applying Scripture isn’t as important as some other things we are doing. Doing the work of spending time listening for God is not as important as other things. Acting on things we feel compelled to do by God’s Spirit is not as urgent as the things already on our plate. Let’s face it, for most of us, our plate is already full. That’s why, for most of us applying can’t be an add-on to our day. And I am not suggesting you make it one. I am suggesting applying probably  needs to replace something else on our plate. To make applying a priority, something else might have to go. So, how can we make applying a priority? I have no idea. Maybe I need to sacrifice some urgent things so I can have time for important things. Maybe I need to go bed earlier so I can get up earlier. Maybe I don’t not turn on the television until I have spent time with God. I will not tinker in my tool shed until I have made some time for God. I will not stop at Starbucks until I have spent some time applying God’s principle this week. I will learn to say no and not keep my plate so full. Some of this might sound a little legalist and confining. But sometimes priorities can be that way. Supporting my family is a priority and boy is it legalistic and confining. I have to work every day. How confining is that?  The bank actually wants a mortgage payment every month. How legalistic? The point is not rules; the point is, do what you need to do to make application a priority. That’s why James says, Just apply!  

(So, with accepting, learning, practice and prioritizing there comes a (yield. By yield I mean the result or profit. We actually do profit from application. (Look at verse 21.

21Therefore, get rid of all moral filth and the evil that is so prevalent and humbly accept the word planted in you, which can (save you.  
Anytime you see the word “save” or “saved”, it would be good to ask (“saved from what?” We, in churches, primarily use the word saved to mean, “saved from hell” but that is not the primary use of the word in the New Testament. And I don’t believe James is talking about eternal salvation here. First of all, application of Scripture is not required for eternal salvation; belief is.

John 3:16"For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.
Trusting in Jesus’ death and resurrection brings eternal life; not how well you apply the Bible.  

Secondly, his readers are already Christians. He calls them “My dear brothers…” in verse 19. In addition, verse 21 says that the word has already been planted in the readers. This would indicate that he is speaking to those who are already Christians.
Finally, James is not speaking about eternal matters. He is teaching his readers how to live the Christian life. The Greek phrase translated “save you” in the New International Version that I am using today is also translated “save your souls” in other translations. Noted author and theologian Zane Hodges writes this concerning this verse. “Many readers as well as expositors have an automatic reaction to the phrase save your souls in English, which leads them to understand it of eternal salvation from hell. But none of James readers were at all likely to get such a meaning out of this text. The Greek phrase found here…was in common use in the sense of “to save the life.” 
 So, what then is James speaking about? How does applying the Bible save a Christian’s life? I think the answer is in this verse.
Applying the Bible saves us from the moral filth and evil it replaces. Every time we apply the Bible, we are replacing evil. Now, none of us really likes to consider ourselves as evil. But this word for evil simply means anything bad. We are all evil. We all do stuff we shouldn’t. But when we do the right thing, we are saving ourselves from the consequences of the wrong thing. 
Many people view the Bible as a kill-joy and they see God as a fun sucker. When in actuality, the Bible is our Creator’s instruction manual. It is filled with principles that show us how we think and work and relate to God and each other. When we follow the manual, we work the way we were designed to. But when we ignore the manual, we don’t work the way we were designed to. And that has consequences. This is certainly easier said than done because the sinful side of us keeps telling us to forget the manual. But the truth is, every Biblical principle, when applied, is good for you. That’s why a perfect, holy, loving and just God would put it in there for you. I suspect we can all point to a time in our life when we felt the consequences of choosing not to apply the Bible. We know what is says; we just choose not to follow it. What James is saying is that applying the Bible- doing what it says- has value in this life- here and now. That why James says, Just Apply.  

(So, we accept the Bible, we learn and practice it by making it a priority that yields salvation from the consequences of sin. And just to be sure. James sums it up with verse 25.   

(25But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does.
In this verse, James includes all 5 things we have looked at concerning applying the Bible. If you are in the habit of memorizing a key verse for a specific principle, this would be the verse. So where are the 5 things?  
(“Looks intently” means “attentive scrutiny with penetrating absorption.” There’s acceptance and learning. (“Not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it.” There’s the practice. But he doesn’t do it just once; he (“continues to do it.” There’s the priority. (“He will be blessed in what he does.” There is the yield. I was surprised to find that the word “blessed” here simply means “happy.” We are happier people when we accept, learn, practice and prioritize the Bible. Just APPLY! Whatever that means you have to do, Just APPLY! 
Pray!
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