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Bible Sunday

READINGS:

Genesis 17:15-22 and 21:1-7 




2 Timothy 3:14-17

          


Luke 4:16-21

Sermon:   The word made flesh

"All scripture is God-breathed..."

The authority of scripture is a subject we hear a lot about in our denomination - and rightly so. After all, we in the United Reformed Church acknowledge the Word of God in the Bible, discerned under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, as the supreme authority for our faith and conduct. Some time ago  Martin Cressey, former Principal of Westminster College pointed out in the URC History Society Journal that that wording in the URC's founding document in 1972  - that we 'acknowledge the Word of God in the Bible' - was deliberately intended to leave room for both liberal and conservative views. But even now, 35 years on, there is much debate as to what exactly was meant and it is this which, with some trepidation, I want to address this morning. 

If you have ever been to the General Assembly of our church, you will know that, at the beginning of each day, the whole Assembly stands as the Bible is ceremonially brought into the Assembly hall and placed centre stage. It's a time honoured tradition in many local churches too and one we have only recently quietly dropped here at Southernhay. I wonder what is the significance of such a ritual. What is its message?

Is it an indication of the respect which we accord to our Holy Book? Is it a sign of reverence for it? Or is it more than that - I wonder whether a disinterested observer might think that we worship the Bible itself? 

Sometimes, I think we do give that impression. There are some, we know, who believe that every single word was written by the hand of God. And they often look to that verse from 2 Timothy which some versions render: 'All scripture is God-breathed'. 

Oh, how important translation is! Your attitude to scripture may well be coloured, indeed formed, by the version you know. For if all scripture is God-breathed, then you might conclude that here between these covers, is the word of God, absolute, complete and final. And some people do claim this is the case.

I hardly have to tell you that this approach to scripture brings with it a number of problems. We need go no further than the authorship of the very words we are considering. Both the letters to Timothy begin 'From Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus'. There can be no doubt, then, that the apostle wrote the letters to Timothy. Well actually no... In fact almost all the scholars now agree that Paul was not the author of these letters and that they were in fact written by one of his followers who appended Paul's name to give them greater impact. That's a tradition I have spoken about before and there is nothing sinister about it.  It was no prank let alone a fraud - simply the custom at the time to append the name of the founder of the group as an expression of honour to him by those who followed on. 

But if, by God-breathed, we mean that every word in the Bible is literally true, we immediately have a problem here. Even if we can find a way round that, it has to be said that the writer of the second letter, whoever it was, when he (it almost certainly was 'he') when he referred to 'scripture', had in mind the Hebrew Scriptures, which is the politically correct name for what we sometimes continue to call the 'Old Testament'. 

At the time our author was writing - and we are talking about the year 100 (incidentally some thirty years after Paul died...) - scripture was the Hebrew Scriptures. Yes, what we now know as the gospels were by then in circulation and Paul's letters were probably quite well-known - but nobody thought of them as scripture. Indeed the Bible as we know it was not finalised until some two hundred years later. 

So, if we are going to insist that all scripture is God-breathed, we have to decide whether we mean scripture as the author of the letter to Timothy understood it - or whether we are going to apply it to other documents of which he may not even have been aware. 

I don't have to tell you that there are many, many problems posed by an absolutely literal reading of the Bible but let me mention one more, one to which I have already alluded, that of translation. If the Bible is God-breathed, is this true only of the original version; is it true of all translations - or is it true, as some seem incredibly to insist, only of English translations, perhaps only certain English translations, perhaps even only one English translation? There is one church where I preach regularly where one of the members berates me every time for not using King James's version. (It's 400 years old!) In any case, to talk of the 'original version' is misleading - and I would not want to mislead you - as if there were one book, one source, to which we could go back, just to check we got it right. No, all translations are more – or less -  scholarly works which have pieced together all the available evidence and come up with a plausible version of what the original authors might well have written. That is the very nature of the book we call the Bible.

It's not only language that causes difficulties, problems also arise when the Bible is translated across cultures. You may have heard the story of the missionary who arrived on an isolated island and proceeded to translate the Bible into the language of the islanders. When he came to the parable of the lost sheep, he had a real problem. There never had been any sheep on the island and consequently the islanders had no idea what a sheep was. The missionary just could not think of a solution to the problem. 

One day he was out walking when his path was blocked by a farmer guiding his flock of ducks across the path (duck was the staple meat on the island). The missionary's face lit up. To this day, his translation of the Bible contains the parable of the lost duck. 

Jesus told his stories in pictures which were immediately accessible to his listeners - it's no use simply repeating them if they make no sense in another context. Sometimes we must seek ways of presenting the Bible which, although they may not be literally true, are nonetheless true to scripture.

'All scripture is inspired by God' says the Good News Bible, not so far from the Authorised version which has it 'All scripture is given by inspiration of God' and most modern translations put it similarly (William Barclay says 'divinely inspired'). Now, maybe this translation might lead in a rather different direction. Those who wrote down what we know as the Bible were inspired by their experience of God to record that experience. This is as true of the Hebrew writers as it is of the New Testament authors.

But the writers were human and they doubtless got some of it wrong. After all, they were usually relying on memories of a long time before or on stories they had heard second or third hand - or on ancient folk tales. And, in any case, they did not set out to write historical fact - for one thing, there was no concept of historical record in the way we think of it now. No, their purpose was to tell the world the effect which their God had had in their lives and to enthuse others to share that experience. Nowhere is this more clearly stated than in the Fourth Gospel: 'these are written that you may believe...' 

When we read that wonderful story from Genesis which we heard again this morning, we do not have to believe that Sarah really was 90 when she gave birth to Isaac to realise that the writer was trying to convey that community's experience that unbelievable things do happen, that laughter does follow sadness, that God blesses old as well as young. The story carries greater truth than is contained in a narrow, literal reading of each word. 

Forgive me if I read you a fairly long quote but I hope you will bear with me because it is instructive. It goes like this: 'Will anyone of sense suppose that there was a first day, a second and a third, evening and morning, without sun, moon and stars? And the first, as it were, even without a heaven? And who is so foolish as to imagine that God, like a gardener, planted a garden eastward and put in it a tree of life which could be seen and felt, so that whoever tasted of the fruit with his bodily teeth received the gift of life - and further that anyone, as he ate the fruits of this tree, partook of good and evil? 

'And if God is also said to walk in the garden in the evening and Adam to hide himself under the tree, I do not suppose that anyone will doubt that these passages by means of seeming history, though the incidents never occurred, figuratively reveal certain mysteries. 

'Why, even the gospels abound in incidents of the same kind. We read of the devil taking Jesus into a lofty mountain, that from there he might show him the Kingdoms of the world and their glory. Who but a careless reader of these things would not condemn the supposition that with the bodily eye, which required a lofty height if the parts down below at the foot were to be seen, Jesus beheld the kingdoms of Persia, Scythia, India and Parthia and the glory of their rulers? Similarly the careful student may observe countless other instances in the gospels and may thus be convinced that, along with the historical events, literally true, different ones are interwoven which never occurred.' (End of quote.)

Radical stuff... Must have been written by one of those nineteenth century liberal scholars - probably American... Well, actually no. These words on 'how to read the Scriptures' are written, certainly by one of the greatest Christian scholars, but one called Origen, around the middle of the third century - 1700 years ago... 

Throughout history, it has never been the norm to read the Bible in a literal way. Jews have not traditionally read their scriptures that way and from the early days of the Church, the Bible was seen as enshrining Christian experience but not as literal record.

That's really the point I want to make this morning. There are those who say that to speak about the Bible in such a way is to undermine the faith; that to suggest that well-known events described there might not have happened or that some of the letters of Paul were in fact written by others, to suggest these things is to bring the Bible into disrepute.

I suggest to you that this is far from the case. It would be an insult both to the Bible and indeed to God, if we were not to set our minds to searching behind the words on the pages of the Bible. It was a former Moderator of our General Assembly who said that she often felt she was expected to leave her brain at the church door. How can it be right to apply our minds to every aspect of life and yet, to set aside our intellect when it comes to the study and knowledge of God? It is by doing precisely that, I believe, that the church has driven so many from its doors. Far from shying away from real Bible study, we are called to wrestle with scripture and to delve into its hidden depths.

But, for Christians, there is something else, something equally important - no, more important. Every Christmas we read those famous words which open the fourth Gospel. 'In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God' and verse 14 contains the climax 'and the Word became flesh'. That Word which was God became flesh. 

We do not worship the Word contained within a book, we worship the word become flesh in the person of Jesus, the Son of God. 

What an electrifying moment in the synagogue in Nazareth when Jesus - with all eyes on him, having read the words of Isaiah from Scripture - proclaimed that scripture fulfilled. The word had become flesh - Jesus was - is -  the good news for the poor, liberation for the oppressed. 

The Christian good news resides in a person, it is not bound by a book. To elevate the Bible as if it is the word of God, final and complete, smacks of idolatry. The Word of God became flesh and the New Testament records the incredible effect that had on those who witnessed it and those who followed immediately after. Martin Cressey wrote that in the United Reformed Church we affirm that Word of God to be in the Old and New Testaments but not explicitly identified with them; discernment from the Holy Spirit, we believe, is needed in making decisions on a Scriptural basis. Christians from the earliest Christian times have been involved in that quest, just as we are and Christians in the future will be in their turn. 

Mark Twain wrote this: 'Most people are bothered by those passages of Scripture which they cannot understand; but as for me, I always noticed that the passages of Scripture which trouble me most are those I do understand'! What is the Word of God saying to you - and me?    

John Ruskin once likened the way some people read the Bible to the way a hedgehog gets grapes. Monks used to say that the hedgehog rolled over among the grapes and carried what happened to stick to its quills. So, Ruskin suggested, 'hedgehog readers' roll over on a portion of scripture and get only what happens to stick. It probably won't do any harm but you get only the skins of Bible verses that way. If we want the juice, we must press them in clusters.

So we should not be surprised if discovering the Word of God sometimes feels like hard work, like pressing grapes. Remember the  forthright words of the writer of the first letter to Timothy: 'Without any doubt, the mystery of our religion is great'. 

And if, at times, the task seems too much, let us not fall into the trap of believing that the Word of God can only be found by painstaking study of the Bible. Take comfort from Martin Luther who wrote: 'God writes the gospel not in the Bible alone but on the trees and flowers and clouds and stars'. And I would add that the gospel is written too - and is constantly being written - in many places not least in the lives of those around us. 

In the life and death of Jesus is written the human story and the divine story. It is in his humanity and his divinity that our hope lies, a hope which we are called to offer to the world. For we are called to live out the good news in our lives. That's how the Word of God continues to be made flesh - in the lives of the people of God wherever they are.

When the Bible is used to confine minds or bodies, then the Word of God is stifled and people suffer. And if I feel passionately about this subject, perhaps it is because I and many others know the hurt that can be caused by that sort of approach to the Bible. But when the good news of God, made flesh - embodied - in Jesus, is truly proclaimed in the daily living of those who follow him, then the Word of God liberates and restores - and suffering is relieved. 

I draw to a close with some words of the American bishop John Shelby Spong who memorably spoke in this very church two days after my ordination here. Jack wrote this: 'For me the Bible is the means through which I hear, confront and interact with the Word of God. The words of the Bible are not the words of God. That distinction is a narrow edge but it is an edge that must be walked consciously and deliberately if the Word of God is to be heard in this generation.' 

If we believe, that God does indeed have 'yet more light and truth to break forth from this Word' then let us walk boldly out onto that edge, continuing our journey of faith and bearing truly good news for our generation.

Thanks be to God.

