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November 22, 2014 Florida Hospital Seventh-day Adventist Church 
John 8:32  “The Truth Will Set You Free—Study” by Andy McDonald 
 
If you are keeping track after today our 12 Months to Grow series will 
be down to 8 More Months to Grow.  It is my hope that we will always 
be on a personal journey cycling through these 12 primary ways 
Christians have become instruments of God’s peace in order to 
transform the world. 
 
I imagine, that just because we have moved on in order to address each 
of the 12 disciplines, hopefully we haven’t abandoned completely the 
practice of the past month’s focus as we’ve experimented with new 
disciplines.   
 
Some of you may not have been here for any of this once a month for a 
year series, and we can’t really be reminded too much of what these 
disciplines or practices are—They are simply a means, a practice, a 
habit, a discipline to intentionally allow God access—“to will and to do 
according to His good pleasure in us by His grace. 
 
The practices, in and of themselves are in no way meritorious. They do 
not save us, that’s God’s work in Jesus through the influence of the 
Holy Spirit (we have to get over our self importance in the whole 
salvation journey).  But just because we cannot earn a place with God 
does not preclude our making choices for us to be together. We can’t 
really earn the love of our spouse, our child but by giving them access 
to us the love can come. 
 
Today we end the first section of the disciplines, what some have called 
the “Inward Disciplines”. 
We began with the “Answer to Noise, Hurry and Crowds—Meditation” 
The next month we looked at  “Opening Our Hearts to God—Prayer”  
Last month we explored “Finding in God Our Sustenance—Fasting” 
And today our focus is “The Truth Will Set You Free—Study”  
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Before we jump into this discipline of Study, some have experimented 
with fasting this month. Remember our definition of fasting? Fasting is 
deliberately denying ourselves an otherwise normal function of daily 
life for the sake of intense spiritual activity. I’m not going to ask you to 
come up and share but if you experimented with some kind of fasting, 
if you made a conscious choice to deny yourself an otherwise normal 
function of daily life for the sake of intense spiritual activity, I’m just 
curious if anyone tried some form of fasting so if you experimented 
with fasting this month, just raise your hand.  
 
I had two people share with me their fasting experiences, one from food 
and another from electronics! 
 
The food one was actually my daughter.  She listened to the sermon on 
line and decided to skip food on Monday’s. She said the first day she 
did it, and she was doing a water only for 24 hours kind of fast, she said 
she felt a little weak like low blood sugar in the early evening so she 
had a little soup or something to get her through. But she talked to me 
about how mentally clearing it was, how she felt more alert and alive as 
she practiced this discipline to give God access. 
 
One of our fellow members here decided not eating was simply too 
easy but that she easily turned to her phone, computer or tablet 
throughout the evening, they were a kind of un-thought about electronic 
leash.  So she determined to just not access electronics after supper or 
after dark, some designated time. But rather than just once a week she 
went for it sort of making it a law for everyday the whole month. Well 
of course life doesn’t stop just because we decide to unplug. So after 
several days she had to access electronics for some aspect of life after 
her set time.   When she told me her experience and her failure, as a 
good pastor I laughed at her. I suggested she might not want to begin 
with a fast that occurs every day.  If this is an area she wants to fast 
from maybe start out with one or two evenings a week! 
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Fasting is a great practice to remind us that we have many things as 
part of our life that we don’t have to have and there is much to be 
learned in voluntarily denying ourselves. So that’s the review.  
 
Let’s pray, Father, as we come to look at the discipline of study get us 
out of the ruts of our thinking, focus us and teach us what you want. In 
Jesus’ name we pray, Amen. 
 
I don’t much like to think about it. 
 And my guess is that you’d prefer to not give it much attention either, 
but the reality is that our minds have a good deal of what one author 
calls wrongheadedness!  Just because we believe something, and just 
because we practice life a certain way doesn’t necessarily make it 
correct or best practice.  
 
We all have habits.  Some of these habits are positively good, some 
more neutral and some actually detrimental.  And what is fascinating is 
that often they are so much a part of who we are that we don’t even 
notice them.   
 
I haven’t done the research but I’ve read that we pretty much dress the 
same way habitually.  We tend to consistently put a sock on our right or 
left foot first, put on the left or right shoe first—we don’t think about it, 
it is very neutral but it is a habit. How we drive, what we have for 
breakfast, the restaurants we visit, how we approach work, and conflict, 
and vacation—we may not give it all much thought but we follow our 
track, some might call it a rut. 
 
But our practices, our habits, our lifestyle may be so close to us, so 
attached to who we are that it takes some effort to focus there, so close 
that we have a hard time seeing them.  Like the old saying, “can’t see 
the forest for the trees.”  In the trees it is difficult to get a vantage point 
were we can see the forest. 
 
Regardless, there is no question that we all have some degree of 
wrongheadedness, nobody has it all correct, and today’s practice, the 
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discipline of “Study” is about focused attention that will result in 
assisting us in the journey form shallow to deeper from artificial to real, 
from trivial to more profound. 
 
Years ago I came across a quote. While I haven’t been able to track the 
source the truth remains, here it is: “Better to shatter a dream than 
believe a lie.”  There are some who might disagree, who would prefer 
to live a pleasant lie than a challenging truth. But Jesus said, in John 
8:32  “You will know the truth and the truth will set you free.” 
 
It reminds me of the story I heard Zig Ziggler tell about the husband 
whose wife sent him to the butcher to buy a ham for a holiday meal. 
When he brought it in she asked him why he didn’t have the butcher 
cut off the end of the ham.  Puzzled he asked why she would want the 
end cut off, and her reply was that was the way her mother had always 
done it. Since the wife’s mother was visiting they asked her why she 
always cut off the end of the ham, and she answered the same as her 
daughter, because that was the way her mother had done it. Then the 
husband, daughter and Mother called Grandma to solve this three 
generation mystery. When Grandma heard the question she laughed 
and explained that she always cut of the end because her roasting pan 
wasn’t large enough for the whole ham.  
 
Innocent but real wrongheadedness.  
 
The ability of the human mind to color meaning.  
 The ability of the human mind to compartmentalize information 
   The ability of the human mind for self-deception seems nearly 
limitless. 
 
When Jesus made this statement that the truth would set us free, he was 
talking to the Jewish leaders and when they heard these words from 
Jesus they were a little offended, and their response reveals our 
capacity for self-delusion. 
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“But we are descendants of Abraham,” they said.  “We have never been 
slaves to anyone on earth. What do you mean ‘set free’?” 
 
Are they serious? “Never been slaves to anyone?” What have they 
forgotten? Central to their whole culture was the story of the Exodus as 
they leave several hundred years as an enslaved people.  The entire Old 
Testament reveals captivity and slavery over and over and over.  And 
even as they claim never to have been slaves to anyone they live in 
country and city occupied and controlled by Rome. 
 
In the following verses Jesus makes clear the freedom he brings. 
He says, “I assure you that everyone who sins is a slave of sin. A slave 
is not a permanent member of the family, but a son is part of the family 
forever.  So if the Son sets you free, you will indeed be free.” 
 
He goes on  to challenge their being sons of Abraham because they 
don’t follow Abraham’s good example. 
 
The pain of truth is that it shatters illusions.  If we are wanting God to 
have access to our lives that we might be transformed more and more in 
to the very image of Jesus Christ, if we want to see old bad habits of 
thought and practice fall by the wayside and be replace by healthier 
habits of thought and practice then we will want to pursue the 
discipline of study—I love the way the New Living Translation records 
Pauls words to us in Romans 12:2  “Don’t copy the behavior and 
customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by 
changing the way you think….” 
 
One of God’s greatest methods of changing the way we think is 
through the practice of the discipline of study. 
 
Too many sermons don’t come out of significant enough study.  
Preachers, and I’ve been guilty too, just grab a text that sounds good 
and then put their meaning on the text, instead of doing the more 
difficult work of study to determine the intent of the author.  The work 
of asking questions about the passage: What does he mean?  What did 
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it mean in the context of his time and culture?  Am I reading our time 
and culture into the author’s culture instead of determining timeless 
meanings that can then be pulled into the present and applied to our 
lives? Am I seeking to find in the text something that agrees with me 
supports my side makes me right?  Or am I coming in Study to find life 
transforming truth? Do I want the story to conform to me or for me to 
conform and be transformed by the story? 
 
There are some principles or steps we can take in the discipline of 
study.  These steps are applicable to secular study, to the study of a 
masterpiece of literature or devotional work, and they are applicable to 
practicing the discipline of study with the Bible. 
 
First is repetition.  Our minds are molded by repetition whether it is 
repetitive reading, or hearing, or seeing repetition lays down a track or 
creates a rut.  If I get in the car and leave my house headed somewhere, 
if my mind wanders, and I’m not thinking, my most repetitive path, the 
road to this place, is where I’ll head.   
 
I can still sing the Mr. Ed theme song from  40 years ago, many of you 
could join right in if I began to sing, “Just sit right back and you’ll hear 
the tale, the tale of fateful trip that started from this tropic port aboard 
this tiny ship.”  Commercials, shows theme songs, your route to work, 
you didn’t study these things in the sense we usually think of study but 
we were simply exposed over and over and over and through that 
repetition our minds were altered and those tracks of memory laid 
down. 
 
Our minds conform  to that to which they are exposed. That’s why Paul 
says to give some conscious thought to not allowing our minds to be 
conformed to this world.   
 
How can we think that there will be no effect on our minds, our 
character, and even our practices if we subject ourselves to innumerable 
murders, plots of deception, greed, immorality as the repetitive story 
line on TV every evening. Repetitive internet surfing of mind numbing 
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stimulation from senseless youtube to severe pornography conforms 
our minds and whatever our repetitive practice will create mental ruts 
from which it may be very difficult to extricate ourselves. 
 
This is why Paul wrote to the Philippians about the focus of the mind, 
about the kinds of material we want to repetitively expose ourselves to: 
Whatever is true, honorable, just, pure, lovely, gracious, excellent, 
praiseworthy think, study, focus on these things. 
 
Second step in study is to concentrate.  It is amazing how powerful our 
concentration can be on one hand and how easily we can be distracted 
on the other. 
 
When we are in deep concentration on some subject or object about 
which we are very interested, people have a hard time breaking in and 
getting us to step away that current focus. But if the subject or object 
we’re studying hasn’t capture our concentration we can be easily pulled 
away from concentrated study in one field.   
 
And we may live in one of the worst cultures of distraction ever. 
Phones in our pocket, Computer access to everything “out there” can 
snatch us away almost unawares even while we are doing research so 
we must work to build habits of concentration. 
 
The third step is comprehension. I imagine we’ve all experienced this 
aspect of study but we may not have thought about it. Its that moment 
when you’ve been thinking, studying, and all of sudden it makes sense.  
Finally you see it.  Like those pictures that were popular for a while 
that looked like a page of tiny markings but when your eyes adjust a 
three d scene pops out and there it is. 
 
Even when we’ve used repetition, and we’ve improved our 
concentration and even arrived at comprehension the fourth step is 
reflection. At comprehension we get the “What” but in reflection we 
grasp significance and we understand ourselves in relation to the facts. 
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So these four steps of study will enable us to begin moving to a best 
practice when it comes to study: repetition, concentration, 
comprehension, relfection. 
 
As Christians the primary book for practicing these four steps of study 
is the Bible. In his second letter to Timothy Paul tells us that “All 
scripture is inspired by God and is profitable for teaching, reproof, 
correction and training in righteousness that we might be complete and 
equipped for every good work. 
 
The central purpose of the Bible is inner transformation of God 
followers that they might benefit others! 
 
Doctrinal purity is certainly there but it isn’t primary. 
 Being right  and proving others wrong may happen but it isn’t the 
primary purpose. 
 
We study scripture to be changed not to amass information. So we 
come to the Bible determined in our study to know what it means  and 
then what it means for us.  But the discipline of study, the idea of 
giving God access to us through study can’t be limited to books, even 
the Bible.   
 
One of my favorite books of all time opens with these words: “Nature 
and revelation alike testify of God’s love.  Our Father in heaven is the 
source of life, of wisdom and of joy. Look at the wonderful and 
beautiful things of nature. Think of their marvelous adaptation to the 
needs and happiness, not only of man, but of all living creatures. The 
sunshine and the rain, that gladden and refresh the earth, the hills and 
seas and plains, all speak to us of the Creator’s love.  Steps to Christ  
 
We study whatever we study beyond repetition by paying attention. So 
pay attention to creation. And not just the natural creation, pay attention 
study the human creation, relationships, and study yourself. We are 
fearfully and wonderfully made, even when things go wrong and there 
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are defects and deficiencies still we are fearfully and wonderfully 
made, life is amazing. Study your habits, practices, know yourself as 
part of the journey to letting God transform you. 
 
I want to challenge you to take seriously this discipline of study. 
Maybe pick a short book of the Bible and read it through each day this 
month and journal your learnings. 
 
Or maybe schedule a whole day or two get away to study. 
 
Live each day aware, noticing nature, give nature, and people, and  
culture, and relationships your attention, study them and see how God 
might use new understandings to transform you. 
 
You see, whether or not we like it we are all wrongheaded to some 
degree. We have erroneous and destructive thought tapes that play in 
our minds and it is through study—the practice of focused attention 
using repetition, concentration, comprehension and reflection that we 
are able to play new tapes that are true that honor God and give him 
access for our transformation. 
 



When most of us hear the word “study” we immediately think of books and 
school.  Of course books, and the Bible for spiritual study,  and other print 
material are all part of the discipline of study, but so is observation.  Nature, 
humanity, cultures, governments, and ourselves are all opportunities to study 
by observation. 
 
Jesus said that knowing the truth sets us free.  We can be held in blissful 
bondage of ignorance and not even know it, but when truth comes it sets us 
free. Like soldiers hiding out on islands in the South Pacific years after the 
war was over but word had never reached them.  They remained “at war” until 
the truth reached them and set them free. 
 
Study is about seeking the truth so it can transform us.  Paul tells us that all 
scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction and for training in righteousness so we might be complete, 
equipped for every good work. (2 Timothy 3:16-17) 
 
Studying for doctrinal purity is not the central purpose, more of side benefit.  
The central purpose is inner transformation. 
 
Here is the definition and some practices or exercises to assist you with 
study.  
       study  �st!dē    
             : the devotion of time and attention to acquiring knowledge  
                 on an academic subject, especially by means of books. 
 : a detailed investigation and analysis of a subject or  
   situation - "a study of a sample of 5,000 children" 

: look at closely in order to observe or read 
 

Study is so much about where we place the one  
thing we have to give, our attention.  Often in non- 
purposeful ways we are giving our attention to  
subjects, situations,  or materials that won’t serve us well. 
 
When we give our attention and devote our time to hours         of  TV focusing 
on murder, deception, and immorality the exposure trains         our inner mind 
to conform to that which gains our attention. 
 
  



Paul counsels us to not let our minds be conformed to this world (Romand 
12:2) and it is also why he instructs us to focus, pay attention to and think 
about the true, honorable, just, pure, lovely, gracious, excellent and praise 
worthy things. (Phil 4:8) 
 
Meditation, the first of the disciplines in this series, is more subjective while 
Study is more objective.  In Study we what to know what the writer or creator 
means, while in Meditation the focus is on what this means for me personally. 
 
There are four traditional steps involved in study: repetition, concentration, 
comprehension, and reflection 
 
Repetition:  
Anything we repeat over and over or are exposed to over and over ingrains 
the thought in our minds.  We can recall TV advertisements from years ago 
simply due to the number of times we were exposed to the material. The 
same is true with false information or true, repetition is a study format that will 
lodge information and conform our minds to think in harmony with the 
repeated information.  Repetitive Bible truth conforms our minds to God’s way 
of thinking. 
 
Concentration:  
This is focused attention and is more and more difficult in our culture that 
seems to not value concentration.  When we removed distractions, focus on 
one subject  or train of thought, and stick with it that concentration is the 
second step of study. 
 
Comprehension:  
This is that moment when you are maybe going over the material again, or 
really concentrating and all of a sudden, as it were, the meaning becomes 
clear, you comprehend, you get a true perception of reality (true at least for 
the moment until a new comprehension alters it). 
 
Reflection: Once our study has informed us of what the author meant, and 
how other materials build that meaning, the in reflection we determine the 
significance of what we are considering. We may reflect on what we think 
God’s perspective is on the subject. And we see how this truth will impact us. 
 
Helpful Study Suggestions 

• Find a place to study and keep it for study only. 
• Make sure the environment has all the needed study tools  
• Minimize the noise level and the visual distractions. 
• Avoid relaxing while working. 
• Keep a paper handy to jot down thoughts that cross your mind while 

studying, out of your mind and on to paper. 



• Set study goals before you begin each period of study (i.e., number of 
pages, number of problems, etc.) 

• Give yourself rewards after specified goals are reached. 
 
 
WARNING!! WARNING!! Don’t study just to find truth or prove you are right!!   

 
We will be spiritually safe in our use of the Bible if we follow a simple 
rule: read in a repentant manner.  That is, read with readiness to 
surrender all we are, all of our plans, opinions, possessions, position.  
Study as intelligently as possible, with all available means, but never 
merely to find the truth and still less merely to prove anything.  
Subordinate your desire to find the truth, and your desire to have 
others do the truth, to your desire to do it yourself. – Dallas Willard 

 
 
Ideas for parents to assist children in practicing this discipline 
 
For Younger Children: 
 

• Read books together and talk about what is true and make believe 
and what are the lessons we want to learn from it 

• Nurture your kids curiosity about nature and learn about it and talk 
about what it can teach us about  God 

 
For Older Children: 
 

• Investigate origins of holidays and talk about how they have changed 
and what is positive or negative about change  

• Talk as a family about some societal or cultural issues and how your 
beliefs affect your understanding and influence your own position 

• When you see interest in any field move with your child to study that 
topic and ask hard questions and explore  

  



 
 

1. In school what was your favorite way to study? 
 
 
 

2. How often do you think about selecting a study topic, or giving 
some subject your focused attention? 

 
 
 

3. When you study what can you do so that your prejudices aren’t 
allowed to block new transformative understandings? 

 
 
 

4. What do you think about the idea that “the mind will always 
take on an order conforming to the order upon which it 
concentrates?  If this is true how might it affect choices? 

 
 

5. Of the four steps in study which one(s) do you enjoy the most 
and which are a little harder? Repetition, Concentration, 
Comprehension, Reflection 

 
 

6. We live in a distracted culture.  What will you need to do if you 
are going to practice well the discipline  of study? 

 
 
 

7. What conscious choices will you make to study: Bible, nature, 
people, culture, etc.? 

 
 

8. How can we study the Bible to be transformed and not to just 
try and prove our understanding is “right”? 


