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In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. 

And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. (John testified to him and cried out, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me ranks ahead of me because he was before me.’”) From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known. (John 1:1-5, 14-18)
Let me begin by telling you a bit about Howard Thurman, the great African American preacher and minister who was once dean of Marsh Chapel at Boston University, one of our United Methodist schools. Dr. Thurman was born in the south in 1899, a time in which the memories of slavery were still very much alive, and he lived until 1981, having worked for civil rights with Martin Luther King, Jr. and Mahatma Ghandi. He was brought up in a religious household, and was a very earnest young man and scholar. He shares this remembrance of his childhood which shaped his understanding of scripture. He wrote:

My regular chore as a child was to do all the reading for my grandmother. She could neither read nor write. With a feeling of great temerity, I asked her one day why it was that she would not let me read any of Paul’s letters. What she told me I shall never forget. During the days of slavery, she said, the master’s minister would occasionally hold services for the slaves. Always the white minister used for his text something from Paul. At least three or four times a year he used a text “Slaves be obedient to them that are your masters...as to Christ.” Then he would go on to show how if we were good and happy slaves, God would bless us. 

And, she said, “I promised my Maker that if I ever learned to read and if freedom ever came, I would not read that part of the Bible.”

Now let me say a brief word about Mary Slessor, who was a great Scottish woman missionary in Africa during the Victorian era. She was one of the few who were brave enough and capable enough to dare to go to Africa, which was then a frightful place. Her Bible is still in existence, and like many people in her time and in ours, Mary Slessor annotated her Bible. That is, she would write notes in the margins as she was reading through it. At that text where Paul says, “Woman should not speak in church,” Mary Slessor’s annotation is “I disagree with you here, Paul.” Howard Thurman and Mary Slessor are simply two of many good and faithful servants of Christ, in active engagement with the living word of God, who refuse to let historically-conditioned attitudes from two or three thousand years ago determine their beliefs. 

I share these two examples as prelude to the theme that “God said it. I believe it. That settles it.” The immediate question about “God said it” is “What did God say?” That answer is, by no means, simply that God “spoke” the Bible. In his book, Half Truths, Adam Hamilton says, “What Christians generally mean by ‘God said it’ is that the Bible says it, therefore they believe it, and that settles it. If the Bible says something, we believe it as Christians, and that settles it, right.” “The challenge,” Hamilton notes, “is that (a literalist interpretation) oversimplifies Scripture. If we strictly adhere to (this) approach to the Bible, we can find ourselves setting all kinds of unusual limits on our behavior.” 
While “the Bible says it” sounds good, I hope we can be honest this morning. We don’t follow everything in the Bible; we don’t come anywhere close. We don’t even make much of a pretense in doing so. Please raise your hand if you eat pork or lobster or shrimp. Deuteronomy firmly and repeatedly tells us they are an “abomination” to the Lord our God. We don’t worship on Saturday, as specified in the early scriptures. We don’t own slaves, even though this is clearly accepted and time-and-time-again approved in the scriptures. We don’t have an absolute prohibition against divorce even though we’ll find that in the New Testament. We don’t put rebellious children to death, although that’s commanded in Exodus and Deuteronomy. We don’t smash our enemies’ children’s heads against the rocks, although we’re told to do that in the Psalms. We don’t follow the prohibition against working or exerting ourselves on the Sabbath—when we travel to the Holy Land, the hotel elevators continually go up-and-down on the Sabbath, stopping at every floor, because orthodox Jews won’t even press an elevator button on that day. I won’t even ask how many of you have played a round of golf or have gone shopping on the Sabbath, which most definitely would have been seen as unholy exertion. Nor do we leave the church grounds when we need to relieve ourselves, taking a trowel and burying our waste outside of church grounds, although that was a strong and clear commandment in Moses’ time, and for a long time was used as a reason for not having indoor plumping in churches. We don’t even stone adulterers, although that also was a clear Law in the scriptures. 

For that matter, I don’t see many, if any, women covering their heads in worship today. Don’t you know that the Apostle Paul said that if a woman doesn’t cover her head, she should have her hair cut off? At least Paul had some humility in what he wrote. In Paul’s letters he never claims that God told him to write these things. He never says that his words and thoughts are the same as God’s words and thoughts.
 Paul wrote to specific churches going through specific crises, never expecting his letters to be collected and codified. But some continue to read his advice as though it reflects God’s will for all time. 

Consider for a minute this passage from 1st Corinthians: “Women should be silent in the churches. They are not permitted to speak... If there is anything they desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church.”
 In one of my classes in Grand Rapids, a woman shared a story of going to a membership class at her husband’s very conservative church in that city. She was very earnest and wanted to learn. So at that membership class she started asking questions, simply because she wanted to know. But every time she asked something, the minister leading that class looked furious and he rebuked her and told her husband to control his wife. But she couldn’t help herself and continued to ask questions. So that minister literally took off his shoe and pounded the table with it. He wouldn’t speak to her but told her husband to take his wife home and not to return until he had instructed her in being properly subject to a man. After all, “if there’s anything a woman desires to know, let them ask their husbands at home.” Needless to say, she did not join that church. It’s not sound biblical interpretation to take the conditions of a congregation two thousand years ago and strictly apply them today. 

Oh, and men, you don’t seem to being paying much attention to Leviticus’ edict not to cut your facial hair and not to trim the edges of your beards. That’s also a very grave offense. 

What’s the matter with us? I’ll tell you what the matter is. Or rather I’ll tell you who the matter is. It’s that radical Jesus once again. Jesus is the lens through which we see and understand God. Jesus alone is the unsurpassable revelation of God. Jesus is the one in whose love we decide what is good and right for us to do. Because of him, we call ourselves Christians. For he is the new revelation. And he is the reason we call the Hebrew scriptures the “Old” Testament. It’s old because it has been superseded by the person of Jesus Christ, the final revelation of God. 

OK. Let me take a step back and give you a little more background on the biblical literalism behind “The Bible says it...that settles it.” The most extreme view of biblical literalism was espoused by B. B. Warfield about 120 years ago. His view is called “Verbal Plenary Inspiration” and it underpins this idea that “God said it and that settles it.” Verbal Plenary Inspiration means that God literally and directly authored every single word in the Bible and that there are no errors whatsoever. B. B. Warfield believed that every word of scripture is inerrant, coming directly from God. Very few people even try to defend this extreme view anymore, especially as there are abundant resources that identify every contradiction, historical error and scientific absurdity contained in the Bible’s pages. 

Friends, the Bible is a collection of books written by inspired humans, in many different languages, sometimes written with language from the street and sometimes by someone clearly highly educated, all with many unique figures of speech which may not translate well, and quite often reflecting the accepted attitudes of their culture and time. Sometimes, the earliest manuscripts from which we translate disagree. So let’s be clear: “God said it” is not the same as “the Bible says it.” We don’t worship the Bible, we worship God. 

Brian Blount is a fine New Testament scholar and the president of Union Presbyterian Seminary. He wrote an extended essay that he ironically titled “The Last Word on Biblical Authority,” and in that essay, he explores how the social context of the writers impacted the writing of scripture. He argues how, when contexts change, so we also must change our interpretation and understanding of the text. Brian Blount uses as an example the New Testament texts that supported slavery, devalued women, encouraged acts of unspeakable violence, and encouraged blind, unquestioning obedience to the state. He writes, “Making the biblical words the last word turns them into literary artifacts. Over time any church working with such a word becomes fossilized and becomes an archaeological dig rather than a living faith.” 

Here let me says that the “last word” of God is Jesus Christ. I consider Jesus Christ to be the criterion through which we understand and interpret all the other teachings and assertions and so-called legalisms in the scriptures. Did you not hear that in the scripture from John’s gospel which we read this morning? Jesus is the Logos, the Word, who was with God from the beginning, in whom we have seen the final and greatest revelation of God’s glory. The person of Jesus Christ is the unsurpassable revelation of God and Christ alone is the Great Word through which we understand all the lesser words in the scriptures. 

I greatly admire the great Reformer, Martin Luther. He was a man of great courage and conviction, putting his life in mortal danger for what he believed. This coming October we celebrate the 500th anniversary of the Reformation, as October 31 was the day Luther nailed 95 theses up on the church door in Wittenberg objecting to the abuses of the Catholic Church. Because of Luther, we have the great freedom to read the scriptures in our own language, something the Catholic Church mightily opposed, wishing it to be read only by the priests and scholars. Martin Luther said a lot of things I don’t agree with, but there is one we should hear above all others. Luther said that Jesus is the complete revelation of God, and whatever is not consistent with that love and grace of God seen in Jesus is not authoritative for us. Luther said that there is a “canon within the canon of scripture.” The word “canon” comes from the Egyptian word for a reed, for reeds were used as measuring sticks. Luther considered Christ alone to be the “measuring stick” by which we measure truth. And it is through Christ alone that we judge whether any other scripture is worthy of our adherence. 

Watching how Jesus himself interpreted scripture is very telling and instructive for us. Do you remember how Moses had a man put to death for picking up sticks on the Sabbath? I suppose that should be a grave warning for anyone who picks up golf clubs on the Sabbath. But what did Jesus say? “The Sabbath was created for humans; humans weren’t created for the Sabbath.”
 As I mentioned, the law of Moses clearly demanded that those taken in the act of adultery should be stoned to death. The priests dragged a woman before Jesus, saying, “Moses said that such should be stoned to death. What do you say?” And Jesus turned the question back on these legalists, saying, “Let the one among you without sin throw the first stone.” Clearly he did not take what was written in Scripture as unquestioned commands. Jesus makes it clear that these are Moses’ words, not God’s words! In other places he radically re-interprets the law. “You have heard it said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’ but I say to you, do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.” 

Time and again Jesus says, “You have heard it said...but I say to you...” And what he was doing was transforming hard-edged legalisms through the law and power of Love. And what other Law could there be for Jesus? For “God is love. And whoever loves knows God and has seen God for God is love. But whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love.” Jesus certainly did not take the scriptures he grew up with to be inerrant. He freely re-cast them through the hot forge of God’s love. 

The love of God, the love of Jesus Christ: that’s what’s central. Jesus is the canon, the measuring stick by which we measure what is true and what is not, what we should do and what we should not. It is not the hundreds of laws we find in the pages of the Good Book, which all of you ignore. It is not the clear black-and-white prohibitions on food and race and slavery. The love of God seen unsurpassably in Jesus Christ, the Logos, the Word of God—this alone is the standard by which all Truth is judged. 

John Wesley wrestled with these issues. Wesley is famous for saying, “I am homo unius libri—a man of one book. O give me that Book! At any price give me the Book of God! I have it; here is knowledge enough for me.” Yet Wesley rejected the simple idea that everything we find in scripture is authoritative for us. It’s simply impossible, to begin with. In one place scripture says, “Don’t eat these foods!” In another place, Peter hears God declare, “What I have declared to be clean you will not call unclean!” Wesley asks, what are we to believe when the scriptures are not sufficiently clear for us to understand? Or when scripture clearly contradicts itself? Or if it commands us to do something that clearly does not reflect the love of God? He said, first, that God gave us good minds and expects us to use them. He then said that we should consult tradition, the great minds of the past in the church. And finally, especially, we should consult our own experience of the grace and love of God. It’s not simple, by any means. Wesley had a great phrase I think we all should memorize. He said, “Scripture is not perspicacious!” That means that scripture is not perfectly clear. The only thing that is clear is the unsurpassable love of God shown to us in Jesus Christ our Lord. 

With Wesley, and with the Apostles, we read Scripture and hear God speak through it. But we ask questions. God isn’t afraid of our questions. They lead to a deeper understanding and a richer faith. We consider the scriptural context, for a text without context becomes a “pretext.” When we take a teaching out of context, we can make it say anything we want. And then we interpret,  and we can only interpret through the lens of God’s love revealed in Jesus Christ. If any here wish to attempt a strict literalism of scripture, I want you to be aware that you are putting aside both the centrality of Christ and the genius of his teaching. And I will eagerly await to hear your defense of slavery, of the subservience of women, the abandonment of kosher food prohibitions, and why you don’t keep Sabbath law. 

In the middle of the last century, the great, great German theologian Karl Barth based his entire theology on Jesus Christ. He had what he called a radical Christology. He said he worked “from Christ outward,” which is a good pattern, I think, for all of us. Over 35 years, he wrote his 14 volume Church Dogmatics—very thick, very dense, very lengthy—and he intended Jesus Christ to be the measure of all he wrote. One time this great theologian made a long lecture tour here in the United States, and near the end of it an eager student asked, “Herr Doctor Barth, tell us, what have you learned here in your time in America? You’ve spoken with our best scholars, you’ve met so many Christians here; what is the one great thing you’ll take back to Germany with you?” 

And this great theological mind, one of the greatest intellects of the 20th century, thought for a moment, then said, “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so!” And that is what the Bible says above all else, dear friends. That I can believe. And that settles it. 
May we pray? Gracious and loving God, the law indeed was given through Moses. But grace and truth came through your son Jesus Christ alone. No one has ever seen you, O God. It is God the only Son, who is close to your heart, who has made you known. Help us, O God, to follow your son, Jesus Christ, from whom we take our name as Christians. Help us to see all things through Christ’s eyes, for your Son alone is our living Word. Amen. 
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