Reading, Pondering, and Applying the Scriptures

Rather than expound profound doctrine to you in relation to the scriptures, or share quotable quotes on the subject, I would simply like to speak to you from my heart, to share with you what the scriptures have meant to me in my life.  I hope that the things we talk about today will instill in each of us a desire to improve our reading of the scriptures. 

My experience with the scriptures has touched nearly every point of the spectrum.  There were times when I simply didn’t read.  At other times, I read, but thought it was rather boring.  Later, I began to enjoy the scriptures to the point that I actually looked forward to reading them.  And then there have been those sweet, private moments when I was so filled with joy I thought my heart would burst.

When it comes to reading the scriptures,  anything is better than nothing.  I truly feel that the Lord will bless us for any effort we make to study the gospel – even if it is only one verse a day.  We must not let complicated reading schedules and time consuming plans prevent us from taking the first step.  We must also remember that scripture reading is like anything else – we must practice, practice, practice.

There are three essential steps to maximize the influence of the scriptures in our lives.  They are to read, ponder and apply.

The first and most obvious step is to read the scriptures.  We have been told time and time again that we will be judged out of the books.  What exactly does this mean?  I have my own thoughts on the subject.  Let me give an example to illustrate.

I worked as a registered nurse for several years.  At the hospital we had huge volumes of literature know as the Policy and Procedure Manuals.  They contained specific instructions as to how we were to carry out our jobs.  We were responsible for knowing the contents of each and for making sure our practice reflected the principles they contained.  As we carried out our responsibilities and took care of our patients, we were required to carefully chart everything we did.

If an unfortunate event had occurred, if litigation arose, and I was summoned to appear in court, the judge would simply review the Policy and Procedure Manual and compare it to my charting to see if I followed correct procedure.  This would most likely determine the outcome of the trial.  Perhaps our judgment day will be very similar.

The Lord has given us books of scripture that contain very specific instructions as to how we are to live our lives.  We are responsible for everything contained in those volumes. If we do not read them, how will we possibly know what they contain?  I do not know for sure how our judgment will be carried out, and this is only a guess.  But I would not be surprised if the Lord opened up the scriptures, containing all of the commandments, then opened up the books containing all of the records of the church – showing who was baptized, who was endowed, who had been sealed in the temple, etc.  It would be very easy to see who had received the necessary ordinances that he wrote about in the scriptures.

Then perhaps he’ll open up our personal journals, and those notes kept by the angels in heaven, telling of our conduct in our personal lives.  He would examine how we treated our family, our neighbors; double check our motives, etc.  He could then easily compare it to the standards set in the scriptures.  Could this not be one interpretation of “being judged out of the books?”  Again, it is only my personal opinion and should not be considered doctrine, but it is something to think about.  It would be safe to say that we must read the scriptures to know the commandments they contain.  On judgment day, those of us who have been given so many blessings with regard to the scriptures (topical guides, footnotes, etc.) will simply not have any excuses for ignorance.

Most members of the church are quite faithful at completing the first step – that of reading the scriptures.  The mistake that many of us make, however, is that we stop there.  I truly feel that the second step – that of pondering – is what makes the difference between boring and exciting scripture study.  At least that has been my experience.

In our quest for gospel knowledge, we must not read for speed.  The object of the game is to absorb as much information as possible.  As we read we need to stop and ask a lot of “why” questions.  Why was that included in the scriptures?  Oftentimes, in grade school, when we were asked to write a 500-word book report, we included a lot of “fluff,” empty words that were there simply to take up space.  The scriptures, on the other hand, were engraved on metal plates – not an easy task.  They contain no “fluff.”  Each scripture is there for a purpose.

I learned this lesson on my mission.  I had often read the scripture “And Lehi dwelt in a tent” and wondered why they bothered to throw that one in.  I couldn’t really see its redeeming value.  However, in my first area in Santiago, Chile, I found myself living in a small guesthouse made of cement walls and floors.  Eight parakeets lived in the first room, my companion and I in the second, and two German shepherds in the third.  We had no indoor plumbing and had to use a bucket in the corner, which we dumped in a canal.  Needless to say, I was feeling pretty sorry for myself.  One morning as I read my scriptures, I came to that scripture once again and thought “If Lehi could dwell in a tent in the wilderness for days on end, then certainly I can survive this hole in the ground!”  That is just one illustration that every verse is important.

Another way to get the most out of pondering the scriptures is to make good use of the footnotes, topical guide and Bible Dictionary.  You’ll be amazed at what you can find there.  I’ll share one experience I had that was so exciting to me, I could hardly stand it!  I was reading Lehi’s dream in 1 Nephi and came to the part about the fruit on the tree.  It was described as “the most delicious, the most desirable, whitest, most beautiful thing there is.”  Since I speak in superlatives quite often, I was aware that they were trying to describe the indescribable.  I wanted to know what the fruit represented that could be so great.  After searching a few more scriptures, I learned that it represented the love of God.  However, I knew that we all have the love of God, since we are all his children, and that there must be more to it.

After flipping to a few other scriptures mentioned in the footnotes, I realized that this tree was the same tree that Adam and Eve had in the Garden of Eden.  After they had partaken of the forbidden fruit, it prevented them from partaking of the fruit of the Tree of Life, because that would have caused them to live forever.  I then realized that the fruit meant living forever in the paradise of God, basking in the love of God.  No wonder it was the most delicious, the most desirable!  I then immediately wanted to know how I could obtain it and realized that just as it said in the dream, the only way to get there was clinging to the iron rod, which represents the word of God, which just happens to be the scriptures.  Isn’t that exciting?  Anyone who takes the time to ponder and to ask questions will have experience after experience that increases one’s desire to read.

The third step, applying the information found in the scriptures, has always been the most difficult for me.  I found that I was reading and pondering and learning, but that my behavior remained the same. You may have found the same to be true in your own life.  One suggestion you might try is to read a certain amount each day, pick out one principle that you’ve learned, and live that principle for the next 24 hours.  

I have always been taught that when I have a question, a problem or a decision, I should go to the Book of Mormon to find the solution.  My problem is that the book is so thick that I don’t have time to read through all the words to try and pinpoint the answer I am seeking.  So at one point, I figured that if I read 1 ½ pages a day in the Book of Mormon (which isn’t too difficult by the way) I could finish the book in one year.  As encouraged to do so years ago by Richard G. Scott, I tried to separate the principles from the stories.

For example, when Nephi and his brothers returned to Jerusalem to get the plates from Laban, what principles do we learn?  1) That we shouldn’t murmur when the Lord asks us to do hard things. 2) That we must always have a plan B. 3) That having a spiritual experience doesn’t ensure that we’ll always be good (Laman and Lemuel starting to complain minutes after the angel appeared to them, for example.) After identifying each principle, I write down the reference, the principle, and a key word in a notebook.  Then when I have a problem, rather than having to skim the entire book looking for an answer, I can locate the key word that pertains to my problem, look up the reference and learn from the scriptures what I should do.  It has been a very successful and rewarding experience.

The things I’ve shared with you are simply those habits that have worked for me.  I’m sure each of you has different strategies that have worked for you and your family.  Like you, I still struggle to find the time and energy to study, but I have a strong testimony that we will be richly blessed for any honest effort we make.  Studying the scriptures will bring a spirit into our lives that can be obtained in no other way. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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