A Word-Based Church

By Steve Henton, Pastor of Heartsong Fellowship, Ft. Worth, Texas

"It is the same with my word. | send it out, and it always produces fruit. It will
accomplish all I want it to, and it will prosper everywhere | send it." (Isaiah
55:11)

"In the beginning the Word already existed. The Word was with God, and the
Word was God. He existed in the beginning with God. God created eve rything
through him, and nothing was created except through him."
"So the Word became human and made his home among us. He was full of
unfailing love and faithfulness. And we have seen his glory, the glory of the
Father's one and only Son." (John 1:1 -3, 14)

When we call ourselves a "Word-based church™ we get nothing but cheers. We all want
to be a part of the Bible believing church. The only trouble is the Pharisees were a part of
the Bible believing church. They too would describe themselves as "word-
based." However, Jesus said to them, "You cancel the word of God by imposing as
doctrine the teachings of men" (Matthew 15:6). Putting it another way, "You have
exalted your opinions, your interpretations, your selected scriptures, above the clear
teachings of the Bible." So there they were, arguing with God over what the Bible says.

If Jesus walked into most churches and listened to the prayers and the sermons, He
would probably ask someone if it was a Christian church He was in. Jesus said He only
spoke what He heard the Father speak. Can Bible churches claim the same? Perhaps they
should change their name to: "Partly Bible, and Partly Traditional Church.” Christians all
say they believe the Bible, but insist on their own religious opinions and doctrines that
have been formed outside the clear teaching of the Bible.
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Let's first of all understand that the "Word" is not primarily black print on white paper --
- but Jesus. John said, "The word became flesh and dwelt among us" (John 1:14). The
world is full of people, then and now that will argue with Jesus over what they believe, all
the time shouting they are a Bible-believing church.

You can't win an argument with Jesus, so at Heartsong we're just putting it out there
right up front: Jesus settles the question, whatever the question may be. If Jesus said to
forgive, then we will. If Jesus said to love one another, then we will. If Jesus said to pray
for the sick, then we will.

The difference between sheep and goats is that the goats are always butting. How many
times have | heard a church member say, "I know Jesus taught that, but ---" "l know
Jesus wants us to be generous givers, but ---" Look, if Jesus said it, don't "yes, but ---"
what He said. You're acting like a goat, not a sheep. What Jesus taught is our mandate,
not a list of suggestions. Nowhere in the New Testament did Jesus say, "Try to do God's
Will." In all His teaching He was saying, "This is the way it is --- if you want to live in the
blessings of God, then keep this Word."

One person was having a real problem forgiving a brother -- another church member --
over something fairly minor in my estimation. | reminded him of the Scripture where
Jesus commanded us to forgive. His answer was, "Jesus is a better man than | am." Does
that kind of response get him off the hook? This man thought so, but would Jesus modify
His teaching to make him feel better? | don't think so.

I know many churches who call themselves a "Bible" church can be very legalistic,
where the Bible is treated as a "book of rules™ to be obeyed. On the other hand, | look at
the Bible as a "book of life." There is no life in just keeping the rules, or trying to impose a
first century culture on the twenty-first century. | don't use the Bible to argue against
lipstick or the length of someone's hair. That's legalism, and the Bible condemns it. So
how is the Word to be obeyed? Keep the Spirit of the law, not the letter. Paul said, "the
letter Kills, but the Spirit gives life."

We don't use the Word of God to condemn, but to save, to impart life, not straighten
people out, not to add a burden, but to take the burden off. That's what Jesus did. The
way He applied the Word is the way we also should apply the Word. Isaiah said the Word
produces life, not death. He said it is always fruitful. When it goes out (spoken forth) it
doesn't return empty, but accomplishes its mission (Isaiah 55:11). Every time | open my
mouth to speak a Bible word, | send it out full of grace and truth so that it will produce life
to the one(s) hearing it, not condemnation. Remember, we are ambassadors of Christ,
representatives of the same grace He gave to others. Don't worry about being more
gracious than Jesus --- you never will be.
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A "word-based" church preaches the gospel as sufficient for a family, and all a church
needs for life and godliness. Everything you need is in this Word. Jesus said, "Seek first
the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, and it will produce everything you need"
(Matthew 6:33). At Heartsong, we understand the Kingdom is present, as well as
future. Later the whole world will know what we already know: The glory of the presence
of Christ in our midst. Where Jesus is, the Kingdom is. Would you gossip in front of
Jesus? Then don't do it in the church. Would you lie in front of Jesus? Then don't lie to one
another. Would you be beside yourself with joy in front of Jesus, then be full of joy in
church. Would you refuse to forgive in front of Jesus? Then don't refuse to forgive the
offenses of your brothers and sisters, because Jesus is in our midst, and we are
accountable to Him, the Word made flesh.
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