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Children’s Talk: Don’t Change the Lord’s Word 
- I’m working on a puzzle. 

- But the pieces don’t fit together. 
- I figured out what to do, though. 
- There must be something wrong with the puzzle pieces so I’m just going to cut off a few 

pieces and then I’m sure that they’ll fit together. 
- That’s a good idea, right? 

- Now I want to read you something that Joshua did. 
- Joshua was the leader of the Children of Israel after Moses and his job was to the lead 

the Children of Israel into the land of Canaan and conquer the enemies there so that the 
Children of Israel could live there. 

- Before Moses died he gave Joshua and the people some instructions about what they 
were supposed to do once they got into the land. 

- We’re going to read about one of the times when Joshua followed those 
instructions. 

- Joshua 8:30-31 (NKJV) 
- 30 Now Joshua built an altar to the Lord God of Israel in Mount Ebal, 31 as Moses the 

servant of the Lord had commanded the children of Israel, as it is written in the Book of 
the Law of Moses: “an altar of whole stones over which no man has wielded an iron 
tool.” And they offered on it burnt offerings to the Lord, and sacrificed peace offerings.  

- This was the rule when the Children of Israel made altars. 
- They were supposed to build them with 12 stones and they were not allowed to chop the 

stones at all to make them fit more easily. 
- Have you ever tried to stack up 12 stones? 

- It can be kind of tricky to get them all to stay in a nice stack without falling 
over. 

- We might want to leave some of the stones out or chop off some of the 
biggest bumps in the stones. 

- Just like we might want to snip off parts of puzzle pieces that don’t fit 
together nicely. 

- After they built the altar, Joshua and the people were supposed to do something else next. 
- Joshua 8:32-35 (NKJV) 

- 32 And there, in the presence of the children of Israel, he wrote on the stones a copy of 
the law of Moses, which he had written. 33 Then all Israel, with their elders and officers 
and judges, stood on either side of the ark before the priests, the Levites, who bore the 
ark of the covenant of the Lord, the stranger as well as he who was born among them. 
Half of them were in front of Mount Gerizim and half of them in front of Mount Ebal, as 
Moses the servant of the Lord had commanded before, that they should bless the people 
of Israel. 34 And afterward he read all the words of the law, the blessings and the 
cursings, according to all that is written in the Book of the Law. 35 There was not a word 
of all that Moses had commanded which Joshua did not read before all the assembly of 
Israel, with the women, the little ones, and the strangers who were living among them. 
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- Joshua wrote a copy of all of their religious laws from the Lord on the stones and also read all 
of it to the people. 

- He didn’t leave any of it out. 
- So he read the nice blessings about how the Lord would be able to do good things for 

the people if they followed His commandments and Joshua read the scary curses about 
how bad things would happen to the people if they didn’t follow the Lord’s 
commandments. 

- This is the point for today: if we want to have a good relationship with the Lord, then we need 
to hear everything that He has to say in His Word. 

- We shouldn’t leave out the bits that we don’t like. 
- There will be parts that we don’t like and parts that we don’t understand. 

- And that’s OK. 
- We’re all going to feel that way sometimes. 

- But that doesn’t give us the right to get rid of those parts. 
- If we can’t figure out how certain puzzle pieces fit together, we don’t snip parts of 

the puzzle pieces or throw those pieces away; we set them aside and work on 
some other part of the puzzle and hope that we’ll be able to see how those pieces 
fit later on. 

- Some parts of the Lord’s Word are going to feel like a very strangely shaped rock and it 
can be hard to figure out how to build a stable altar with it. 

- But that’s not a problem with the Lord’s Word, it just means that we need to keep 
working with it and be patient. 

- We don’t have to understand all of the Lord’s Word right now. 
- In fact, none of us do. 
- We all still have more to learn. 

- We can try to remember that it was written by the Lord and so it is the way it is for a reason, 
even if we don’t understand it yet. 

- Amen. 
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Our Relationship With What the Lord Teaches 
Part 1: General Principles 

A Sermon by Pastor Malcolm G. Smith 
4 July 2021 

Intro 
- The topic of the adult sermon today is our relationship with what the Lord teaches. 

- That might sound like a rather abstract and theoretical topic but how we relate to what 
the Lord teaches is at the foundation of our relationship with the Lord and our religious 
life and, you know, everything we believe and do. 

- We’ll read a passage a little bit later on that says that a particular way of relating to what 
the Lord teaches has caused the fall of every church in the history of the human race. 

- So that’s a big deal. 
- The importance of how we relate to what the Lord teaches is, perhaps, easier to see if 

we think about relationships with other people. 
- If we were inclined to deny or question pretty much everything that another person 

said, that would have a pretty major impact on our relationship with that person. 
- Likewise if we were to agree with every single thing another person said, that would 

also have a big impact on our relationship with them. 

- In the blurb that I wrote to describe what the sermon today would be about I included one 
well-known articulation of our relationship with what the Lord teaches. 

- It goes like this: “God said it. I believe it. That settles it!” 

- There’s something in that statement that I find valuable. 
- And there’s a lot in it that I would want to modify or qualify before I would be comfortable 

saying it myself. 
- We’ll see if we can untangle those things as we go through this. 
- Today, we’re going to talk about this topic in more general principles and then next week 

we’ll talk more about what it’s like to be an individual navigating our relationship with 
what the Lord teaches. 

The Garden of Eden 
- Let’s start by going way back to the beginning and looking at the earliest people’s relationship 

with what the Lord taught. 
- That time in the spiritual history of the human race is depicted in the symbolism of the story of 

the Garden of Eden. 
- We’re going to read this story in a different, more literal translation that you might be used to 

so that you can hear it in a fresh way. 
- Genesis 2 (Kempton Project Translation, modified) 

- 7 And Jehovah God formed man, dust from the ground, and breathed into his 
nostrils the breath of lives, and man became a living soul. 
8 And Jehovah God planted a garden in Eden from the east, and there He set 
man whom He had formed. 9 And out of the ground Jehovah God made to grow 
every tree desirable for seeing, and good for food; the tree of lives also, in the 
midst of the garden; and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 
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10 And a river went out from Eden to water the garden, and from there it was 
separated, and was made into four heads. 11 The name of the first is Pishon; it 
surrounds all the land of Havilah, where there is gold. 12 And the gold of that land 
is good; the bdellium and the onyx stone is there. 13 And the name of the second 
river is Gihon; it surrounds all the land of Cush. 14 And the name of the third river 
is Hiddekel; it is the one going eastward toward Assyria; and the fourth river, it is 
Euphrates. 
15 And Jehovah God took man, and placed him in the garden of Eden, to till it and 
to keep it. 16 And Jehovah God commanded man, saying, “Of every tree of the 
garden, eating you shall eat. 17 But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, 
you shall not eat of it; for in the day that you eat of it, dying you shall die.” 

- The teachings of the New Church explain that this paradise that the Lord has set people in to 
till and to keep is a picture of the mind of a heavenly or celestial person (Secrets of Heaven 
§77ff). 

- A heavenly person is intimately connected with the Lord and His love. 
- The Lord and His love are symbolised by Jehovah and Eden and the garden 

being in the East (where the sun rises) and the tree of life. 
- And from that love of the Lord and love from the Lord, then the Lord’s wisdom also flows 

into that heavenly person like a mighty river. 
- The river in the Garden of Eden splits into four separate rivers which each go to 

different places with different treasures and these symbolise all intelligence and 
wisdom and reasoning and knowledge of deep things and more day-to-day 
things. 

- And then we come to the trees in the garden. 
- The text says, “And out of the ground Jehovah God made to grow every tree 

desirable for seeing, and good for food….” 
- The teachings of the New Church say that trees symbolise perception—trees 

“desirable for seeing” mean perception of what is true and trees “good for food” 
mean perception of what is good. 

- What is this perception that we’re talking about? 
- Secrets of Heaven §104 

- People today have no idea what perception is. It is an inner feeling for 
whether a thing is true and good—a feeling that can come only from the 
Lord—which was very familiar to the people of the earliest church [or the 
Most Ancient Church]. This perception is so clear for angels that it gives 
them awareness and recognition of truth and goodness, of what comes 
from the Lord and what from themselves.  

- Imagine if whenever you had a thought or feeling or you encountered a new idea, you could 
immediately perceive whether it was true or false, good or bad, and whether it came from the 
Lord or just from yourself. 

- What a gift! 
- We’re talking today about our relationship with what the Lord teaches and this heavenly 

perception would be the ultimate relationship to have with what the Lord teaches. 
- To immediately and intuitively know and feel in the core of your being how a given 

idea or feeling related to what the Lord teaches and cares about. 
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- But there was one tree in the garden—one way of perceiving the truth or good of something—
that they were not supposed to eat from: the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

- And, if they did eat from it, dying they would die. 
- The teachings of the New Church explain what this means. 

- Secrets of Heaven §126 
- [I]t is allowable, by means of every perception obtained from the Lord, for 

anyone to discover what truth and good are, but it is not allowable to do so 
from self and the world, (in other words, it is not allowable to inquire into 
mysteries of faith by means of evidence from the senses and factual 
knowledge). If a person does that, the heavenly quality of their faith dies. 

- After this explanation, the teachings of the New Church go on to explain what a big deal this 
is: 

- Secrets of Heaven §§127-128 
- People’s desire to rely on sensory evidence or secular knowledge when 

investigating religious mysteries caused the fall of the earliest church…. [And] 
more than that, it causes the fall of every church, because it breeds not only 
falsities but also wickedness in life.  

When we are under the sway of the world and our bodies, we say in our hearts, 
“As for faith and its ramifications, if my senses do not teach me to see, or if facts 
do not teach me to understand, I refuse to believe.” …. The more we rely on 
sensory evidence in order to gain wisdom, the more we blind ourselves, to the 
point that we stop believing in anything, even the existence of a spiritual 
dimension or of eternal life. That is the consequence of our original assumption.  

This is what eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil means; and 
the more we eat from it, the more deadened we become.  

- It might be hard to see why this is such a big deal. 
- It’s natural for people to not be sure whether they believe in things that they can’t see.  
- But maybe a better way to think about it is in terms of authority. 

- Is the Lord the authority on what’s right and wrong and what I should and 
shouldn’t do, or am I? 

- Countries can function when most people submit to the authority of the rule of 
law. 

- But the more people set themselves up as above the law or think that they 
can decide for themselves whether they should obey a certain law, then the 
country descends into chaos. 

- The question of whether we see ourselves or the Lord as the ultimate authority in our 
lives is a big deal with many consequences. 

- The teachings of the New Church then go on to explain what our relationship with what the 
Lord teaches should be. 

- Secrets of Heaven §§128-129 
- But the person who wishes to be made wise not from the world but from the Lord 

says at heart that they must believe in the Lord, that is, in those things the Lord 
has spoken in the Word, because they are truths. This is the basic assumption of 
their thinking. They confirm themselves by means of rational, factual, sensory, 
and natural evidence. And things that do not confirm the Word they set aside. …. 

6



- [T]he true order is for a person to become wise from the Lord, that is, from His 
Word. In that case everything follows as it should, and they are also enlightened 
in matters of reason and of fact. …. 

- Thus a person’s starting-point must be the Lord, and not themselves. This is life; 
the other way is death.  

- With all this in mind, you can see that there is something good in the statement, “God said it. I 
believe it. That settles it!” 

- We should be trying to cultivate an attitude of mind in which we believe that, if the Lord 
said it, it must be somehow true. 

- But that doesn’t exactly settle it—it’s more of a starting point than an ending point for the 
development of our faith. 

- If we’re really going to engage with what the Lord has taught, then we need a bit 
more than “I believe it. That settles it!” 

Other Relationships 
- To understand the limitations of this approach, it again feels useful to think about it in terms of 

other relationships. 

- It’s a pretty typical thing for children to have a time when they answer questions by saying, 
“Well, my daddy says that…” or “My mommy says….” 

- And that’s sweet and we also would expect that the child would gradually grow out of 
that phase and start to have more and more opinions that they hold for themselves. 

- Or we might think about a marriage relationship. 
- If a woman were to say, “Well, whatever my husband believes is what I believe” that 

would be a somewhat worrying. 
- I can imagine a healthy version of that in which a husband and wife have been 

together for decades and have discussed and debated so much over the years 
that the wife could be pretty confident that she knew what her husband would say. 
And she might even appreciate his ability to put their shared beliefs into words. 

- But that’s very different from saying, “He’s the one who tells me what to believe.” 
- It doesn’t work to copy and paste faith. 

- One last relationship to consider is to imagine if you had a friend who just agreed with you no 
matter what you said or did. 

- You say, “I believe this.” They say, “Me too.” 
- You say, “Actually, I changed my mind. Now I believe this.” They say, “I changed my 

mind too.” 
- Maybe that kind of relationship would appeal to some people but I would guess that you 

would rather have a friend who was willing to disagree with you at times. 
- Part of what that would achieve is that you could feel like as they argued with 

you, they actually understood what you believed and why and what the issues 
involved were. 

- Versus if someone just agrees with you too quickly you can feel like, “But do you 
even understand what you’re agreeing with?” 
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- All of these relationships can give us a better understanding of what the Lord might want in 
His relationship with us. 

- He doesn’t want us to just, unthinkingly, agree with Him before we even understand what 
He’s said. 

- “Come now, and let us reason together” the Lord says in Isaiah (Isaiah 1:18). 

The Lord Doesn’t Want Blind Faith 
- The Lord doesn’t want us to have blind faith in Him. 
- People were told for a long time that that was what faith was. 

- For a long time in the Catholic Church the lay people were not allowed to read the Bible. 
- They were supposed to just blindly believe whatever the pope and the religious 

authorities told them to believe. 
- And, even once Protestantism came along and people were given access to the Bible 

again, they were still told that many things were mysteries of faith and that they should 
not try to understand them. 

- When the New Church came along the promise was that things could be different from then 
on. 

- Emanuel Swedenborg was once given a vision of a temple in the spiritual world and was 
told that every detail of it signified something about the New Church. 

- Above the door leading into the temple were the words “Nunc licet” which are 
Latin words meaning “Now it is permitted” and this meant “now it is permitted to 
enter with the understanding into the mysteries of faith” (True Christianity §508:3). 

- This has been a rallying cry for New Church people for a long time. 
- We don’t have to have blind faith! 
- We can use the minds that the Lord has given us to think about things of religion! 
- We don’t have to say, “It’s all a mystery.” 
- There was a period of time when the slogan of our denomination was “A religion that 

makes sense.” 
- There have been many people who have found the New Church who have been so relieved 

and happy to find a religion where they are allowed to ask questions and are encouraged to 
think things through for themselves. 

- That’s all great. 
- But I do also want to offer a bit of caution here. 
- My experience is that New Church people can have this expectation that they should be able 

to understand everything clearly. 
- But there are still considerable limitations to what we can understand. 
- The Lord said that we can enter with understanding into the mysteries of faith; He did not 

say that all mysteries of faith would be gone. 
- I like thinking about it in terms of physical eyesight. 

- We’re not meant to be blind or closing our eyes so that we can’t see anything. 
- We can open our eyes and look around us and use them to make our way through the 

world. 
- But we also shouldn’t expect our eyes to be able to see everything. 

- We can see a certain amount of things around us, from our individual perspective. 
- We are not God and so we should not expect to have have His omniscient sight and 

understanding of everything. 
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- As we read in Isaiah: 
- Isaiah 55:8-9 (NKJV, modified) 

- 8 “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, 
 Nor are your ways My ways,” says Jehovah. 
9 “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 
 So are My ways higher than your ways, 
 And My thoughts than your thoughts.” 

- I bring this up because, if we have too much expectation that everything should immediately 
make sense to us, then we can fall into that trap of making our own little brains and what 
makes sense to us the arbiter of what’s true and false and right and wrong. 

- Yes, we can enter with understanding into the mysteries of faith but we should do that with a 
big dose of humility and a strong sense of the limitations of our individual perspectives. 

- Along these lines, here’s someone’s adaptation of “God said it. I believe it. That settles it!” 
- God said it. I interpret it. To the best of my ability, keeping in mind the limitations and 

filters imposed by my worldview. That doesn’t entirely settle it. But it does provide a 
trustworthy—if incomplete—platform on which to base my values and decisions. (Brett 
Jordan’s interpretation, with the help of Antony Billington & Conrad Gempf, of a t-shirt by 
Mike Taylor - https://www.flickr.com/photos/x1brett/5265830474/in/photostream/) 

Conclusion 
- Let’s wrap this up. 
- It’s striking to me that both of these statements start with “God said it.” 
- That’s a crucially important part of our relationship with what the Lord teaches—to 

acknowledge that it was God who said it. 
- We need that starting point. 

- We might not understand what God meant when He said a particular thing. 
- We might not understand why He said a particular thing. 
- It might makes us upset or confused or hurt but we can try to hold on to the fact that it 

was God who said it. 
- We might need to set those puzzle pieces aside for a while and potentially even 

for our whole lifetime. 
- But we’re not going to throw them away or try to trim off the bits that we can’t 

make fit. 

- Earlier I was talking about a child saying, “Well, my daddy says….” to make the point that 
children need to move beyond just parroting their parents’ beliefs. 

- But, when it comes to our Heavenly Father, we don’t actually want to grow out of that. 
- We might need to grow up and realise that we need to get back to that childlike 

innocence. 
- As Jesus said, “unless you are converted and become as little children, you will 

by no means enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3). 
- Jesus said, “whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will by no 

means enter it” (Mark 10:15). 
- We will have our own thoughts and questions about it but maybe the best starting point for 

our relationship with what the Lord teaches is to say, “Well, this is what my Heavenly Father 
says and so I’m going to try to understand it and believe it and live according to it.” 

- Amen.
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