Pre:

It’s Lent, and we are asking ourselves this question: What does a Christian look like? What are some of the identifying characteristics that mark us out as followers of Jesus and how can we take on those characteristics? 
First we talked about the new birth—birth from above, that starts us off on our spiritual journey—and then last week we talked about growth as a mark of grace.  

For those of you who have been following the list of topics that I put out at the beginning of the month, you’ll be expecting me to talk about prayer today. But I decided to make a change, and move prayer to next week. Today I’m going to talk about The Word.  God’s word, that is. 

God’s Word is one of the identifying marks that lets other people know that we belong to Jesus. We are people of the Word. But what does that mean to be people of the Word? 
I’ve chosen three passages to get us thinking. A one-liner from Psalm 119, then a quick incisive statement from Hebrews 4, and then a longer section from the Gospel of John. In each case, listen for the way the word of God is described. 
Marks of Grace: The Word

Psalm 119:105, Hebrews 4:12, John 1:1-14
Did you know that there are about 800,000 words in the English language? 300,000 of those are technical terms. The average person knows about 10,000 words and uses 5,000 in everyday speech. It’s been estimated that the average person spends one-fifth of his or her life talking. Now, I can’t quite fathom this, but here’s how it works out: if all our words were put in print, a single day’s words would fill a 50-page book, and in a year’s time the average person’s words would fill 132 books of 200 pages each! 

We humans are very wordy! Words are our primary mode of communication. Some of our words are conversational. Other words are all business. Sometimes we use our words in thoughtful and loving ways, and sometimes our words are careless and hurtful. We all know about the power of words, because we have been both the givers and the receivers of that power. 
Words are powerful. With that thought in mind, A Japanese scientist by the name of Masaru Emoto decided to do some experiments on the power of words, which he later published in a book. Here’s what he did. He took several bottles of distilled water and taped different words to them. He left the words taped to the bottles and at various times he had the words read aloud to the water. Then he took pictures of the water molecules in each bottle. In the photographs, he discovered that positive words like “love” and “thank you” produced delicate and beautiful formations of molecules, while negative words like “you fool” and “I hate you” produced violent and scattered images.  Dr. Emoto’s study was not just about water. It was about human beings, who are made up of 70% water.  
If human words are that powerful, consider the power of the word of God. Let there be light, God said, and there was light. 

In all three of today’s Bible passages, the descriptions of God’s word are dynamic and powerful descriptions. The word is light and life. God’s word shines, pierces, and judges. God’s word is alive, active, sharp. God’s word takes on human flesh and comes to us, the word gives power to us to become God’s children.  

God’s word is powerful. So what exactly are we talking about when we speak of God’s word? 

A. The words from God’s mouth?

B. The Bible?

Or, C. the word made flesh—Jesus? 

The answer is all of the above! All three are the word of God.  

There are times when God’s word comes audibly, like in the story of Jesus’ baptism, when the dove descends and a thundering voice from the cloud says, “This is my beloved son, with whom I am well pleased.” Or, in the story of Elijah who is hiding in a cave from Queen Jezebel, and God speaks to Elijah in a still small voice.  God also speaks to Abraham: “leave your home and go to a land that I will show you.” God speaks to Noah:  “Build a big boat.” God speaks through the prophets in the Old Testament whose messages were preached out loud before they were written down. God speaks through the heavenly messengers, like Gabriel who came to Mary and told her she was to be the mother of God’s son. And sometimes God speaks to us today through the prophetic voice of a friend or in the quiet place of the heart. Perhaps at times God even speaks through the voice of a preacher on a Saturday night or a Sunday morning. 
So, God’s word is spoken. And God’s word is also written. We refer to the Bible as God’s Word. 39 books in the Old Testament and 27 in the New Testament, written by at least 40 different people over centuries of time.  And each book within the biblical library is unique—it carries the cultural and personal stamp of the person who wrote it, and the experience of that person and the time in which it was written. Yet somehow—and this is the miracle of it—through the experiences of the characters written about and through the work of each author, God speaks. There came a time among the Jewish believers and then later by the Christians when they decided to compile a list of which books really belonged in this collection that we now call the Bible. Lots of other important writings had been collected by the faith community, but these were the ones that were recognized by consensus of the community, as being the Word of God. 
As Presbyterians we speak of the Bible as unique (one of a kind) and authoritative. When officers of the church are ordained, we ask them this question: “Do you accept the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be, by the Holy Spirit, the unique and authoritative witness to Jesus Christ in the Church universal, and God’s Word to you?” 
The Bible is unique and authoritative – and the key for the individual Christian is that phrase “God’s Word to you.”  That suggests we ought to read it and work to understand what it actually says. 

The thing is, the Bible can be made to say pretty much whatever you want it to say, by piecing and patching together various verses from here and there. And we all do that, at least to some extent. It takes courage (and some hard work) to let the Bible speak for itself, instead of assuming that we already know what it says. 

So, God’s word is spoken, and it is written. The Apostle John tells us that God’s word is also incarnate. The word made flesh. Jesus, the son of God is also the Word of God. 

And this makes so much sense when you consider the function of a word. It’s about communication. The writer of Hebrews says that “long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son” (1:1-2).

God’s word is all about communication. God wants to tell you something! But notice this: When we talk about “God’s Word,” it’s singular, not plural. With all that God has said through all the centuries, at the heart of it there are not many words, but one word. And it is this one word that becomes the mark of Grace that the followers of Jesus receive, and that we in turn communicate to other people. 
  What is that one word? Listen to this: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” 
What is the one thing that God wants to communicate to us and through us to the people we meet? 

Love.

Not the sentimental greeting card kind of love, or even the warm glow of Christmas love. But love in the trenches where people really live and struggle with their daily dragons. Love that is not so much about emotion as it is about action. More about that in a future sermon! But for now, may you eagerly receive God’s Word, which is love. And may you freely communicate the Word of God to others, which is love.
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