NAVS Discipleship materials

A framework for life – The Bible
Aim – To motivate and encourage us to develop and build our relationship with God through regular, expectant study of his Word both personally and corporately. To encourage us to be hearers, readers and doers of God’s word. 

Introduction – We live in an age of post-modernism where truth is regarded as relative. The Manic Street Preachers named their album “This is my truth tell me yours” and I think that is the way many people are starting to think. We live in a tolerant age where we are expected to accept that everybody is right for truth is what you deem to be truth (see Marcus Honeysett Quote). If we are in Christ we have a different way of thinking for we look to God and to His word. We believe that in the Bible God has revealed ultimate truth to us. In this session I want us to examine why we think that scripture is God’s word and the implications which believing that foundational truth should have for our lives.

What do we understand the Bible to be? Why is the Bible dissimilar to a history or scientific textbook? How was the Bible put together? How can we know that the Bible is the word of God? What would we expect to be true of the Bible if it really were God’s word? What evidence could we site to support the conviction that the Bible is true and reliable?

· The Bible is unique, unlike any other book ever written. It is a collection of 66 books written by about 40 authors from different backgrounds over a period of 1500 years. It doesn’t claim to be a complete record of events but it clearly does has a common purpose. It does not claim to be a biology or history textbook although some try to treat it as if it were. Science is asking the question of how things happened while the Bible is predominantly asking the question of why things happened. 

· Instead the Bible claims to be the Revelation of God to men and women. It was written as “holy men of God spoke under the control of God” (2 Pet 1:21). The collection of books is called the canon of scripture. The OT was completed before the time of Jesus (Luke 24:44-45) and in AD397 the church council at Carthage drew up a list of books already accepted by the Churches to makeup the NT based on the following criteria. (a) Books written by an apostle or close associate. (a) Books used and accepted by most churches. (c) Books measuring up to the standards of sound doctrine. The apocryphal books are other preserved books from the time which did not meet those standards and were thus rejected from the canon of scripture.
· The Bible itself claims to be the word of God. If the Bible is the ultimate authority then logically there can be no higher authority to which it can refer to substantiate its claim to be the word of God. Paul explains to Timothy that scripture is God breathed or to put it another way scripture is inspired by God (2 Timothy 3:16, 1 Thessalonians 2:13). If the Bible is the word of God then we would expect it to claim ultimate authority for itself. While this is in one sense a circular argument, it is logical to conclude that if the Bible is the ultimate truth it would be self-attesting. We must also think about what else we would expect to be true of scripture if it were the word of God Himself. Lets identify five things that we would expect to see;
· We would expect God’s word to be widely available and distributed – There is a plethora of different translations and versions of the Bible and work goes on as we speak to make the Bible available in those languages that do not have the Bible.  There are even some tribes which have the Bible translated into their language. Soon it will be in every native tongue. 
· We would expect God’s word to be well preserved through time – The Bible is not distorted and it has not (as some would argue) been passed down through time like a game of Chinese whispers that loses accuracy each time it is passed on. We can compare scripture to other books of the same era. For example the Iliad is the best other book from that time but the Bible has far fewer lines that are in doubt. The Bible is uniquely preserved unlike any other book with many more early manuscripts available to support it than any other work. J. Harold Greenlee said that the quotations of scripture in the early work of Christian writers “are so extensive that the NT could virtually be reconstructed from them without the use of NT manuscripts.” While other religions have since been forgotten, the Bible has aged well.
· We would expect God’s word to be historically accurate – What we can test in scripture is historically accurate. There are place names and Kings which we can confirm to have lived. Some used to cite the Hittites or the existence of King David as proof that the Bible was not historically accurate. Archaeology however has now proved their existence. 
· We would expect God’s word to be scientifically accurate – If the Bible said that the world is flat then we would have to conclude that it was not accurate. There is of course the creation verses evolution argument. But as we have already seen the Bible is asking very different questions to science and  in any case the evidence for macro-evolution is disputable.
· We would expect God’s word to be to have answers to the fundamental questions of life – The Bible has answers to those crucial questions of life which matter to us. If God’s got something to say to us then we would expect the Bible to give answers to questions like ‘Why are we here?’, ‘Who am I?’, ‘Where am I going?’ and ‘What is the meaning of life?’. Hence we can conclude that it is a credible claim to say the Bible is the word of God, because it passes each of these tests.
What are the implications of the Bible being true? If all of scripture is true, what would you say to someone who believed only the parts that they liked? What role should the Bible play in our lives? How should this encourage us to study scripture? 

· If the Bible is God’s word then we must take it seriously for it is then essentially disobedience against God if we ignore it. If it is God’s word then it has authority over us (John Stott quote). The whole Bible claims to be God’s word, not just the NT. There are numerous examples from scripture of the place Jesus and the disciples gave to the OT. If scripture has authority over us then it has implications for every aspect of our lives. What greater motivation to read and study scripture than to seek to understand the implications it has for the way in which we live our lives in service to the God who gave us that very word. 

· Paul says that scripture is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness (2 Timothy 3). These four aspects can be broken down into the two areas of doctrine and lifestyle. We need scripture to teach us the truth and to highlight when we stray from that truth. In verse 16 Paul explains that scripture makes us thoroughly equipped for every good work. Therefore if we are to serve God effectively we need to study scripture so that we will be equipped to do so. It is difficult to remain true to sound doctrine if we do not know scripture. We should always weigh very carefully what we hear against what scripture says. Our concept of God and how we should live our lives should come from scripture alone. We need to spend some time reading the Bible whenever we can and if possible every day. For in order to live a pure life we need to know God’s word (Psalm 119:9-11). 
How should we seek to understand the Bible? What does it mean to handle the word of truth correctly / incorrectly? What dangers do we face in trying to interpret scripture for ourselves? How should we approach the Bible? 

· Paul exhorts Timothy to present himself to God as one who correctly handles the word of truth (2 Timothy 2:15). This statement is important, for it implies that there is both a right and a wrong way to handle scripture. Clearly if we open our Bibles, read a verse and then go and try to do what it says then we might do some very strange things . Likewise if we read some of what people say in scripture and assume it to be right then we will get some very strange ideas (e.g. speeches from Job’s friends). The point which I am trying to make here is that we must endeavour to always read and study scripture in context and we need to look at the various meanings that scripture can have. 

· The natural meaning of scripture is the meaning which naturally springs to mind. Scripture is understandable to people like us and we do not need a theology degree in order to be able to understand it.  Secondly the original meaning is the meaning which would have been apparent to those that it was written to. Scripture was clearly addressed to certain people in a certain culture and we must appreciate the cultural background in which it was written. Finally the general meaning is the meaning which is clear from the message of all scripture. Scripture is consistent and if we interpret a passage in a way that contradicts the whole then we have gone wrong somewhere. In taking scripture out of context then we can make it mean almost anything that we want it to. We must consider all these things if we are to understand and handle scripture correctly. 

· We also need to remember that we do not have to be a scholar to understand the Bible! Jesus promised the disciples that the Spirit would teach them all things and remind them of everything that he had said to them (John 14:25-26). Clearly the Holy Spirit does not teach us in the same way for we have never heard Jesus word’s like the disciples did. Yet the Holy Spirit does still have the role of teaching us truth. It is He that teaches us and helps us to understand what God is saying to us through scripture. In Luke 24:45 we find Jesus opening the disciples minds so that they could understand scripture and He can surely do the same for any of us. We should remember that it is possible to be a theologian and not truly understand the Bible.

· Some people look at what is true of their experience and they try to understand scripture in the light of that experience. Yet what we should be doing is looking to scripture and understanding our experience in the light of what God’s word has to say to us. This is a crucial foundationally truth which we must hold on to if we are to hold to the pattern of sound teaching.

· Some people approach scripture having already made up their minds on what they think and are simply trying to twist scripture into supporting them in what they believe. Yet we should approach the Bible with a willingness to have our minds renewed and changed. We do not always find studying scripture easy but we need to remember that it is not a book that we can study merely academically because it is God’s living word (Hebrews 4:12). Jesus told the church in Ephesus that they were to be commended for holding to the truth but they had forsaken their first love (Rev 2:1-7). Would Jesus say that of us?

What does it mean to meditate upon scripture? What are the benefits of memorising scripture? What will help us to read the Bible for ourselves? Why is it so important to be those who put God’s word into practice?
· Meditation – Joshua exhorted the Israelites to meditate on scripture day and night so that they might do everything written in it (Joshua 1:8). Meditating is about chewing over something and turning it over in our minds. We are to be those who are not only reading and studying scripture but those who are forever thinking it over and considering its implications for our lives.

· Memorisation – It can also be helpful to memorise scripture so that it is available to bring to mind when we need it. The benefit of having scripture in our heads is that we can think about it wherever we are and we can use it to help others in their faith. Memorising can also be helpful in evangelism, as God’s word is powerful and can be a helpful thing to share with someone. Paul says we should let the word of Christ dwell richly in us (Colossians 3:16). Jeremiah speaks of the insult and reproach he receives for sharing God’s words. Yet he also says that God’s word is in his heart like a fire, a fire shut up in his bones that he cannot hold in (Jeremiah 20:7-9). We could make such a difference if were overflowing with God’s word. 
· Reading / Studying – We need to read the Bible regularly in a form that we understand. We need read it systematically without just plunging in. We may find using Bible aids such as study books or commentaries helpful. If possible we should try to read the Bible as a whole in order to give us the overall picture. We need to read scripture imaginatively trying to put ourselves in the shoes of those we read of. We need to question what we read and try to build solid convictions from scripture as to ‘what’ and ‘why’ we should think and act. Finally we need to respond to what we read prayerfully, obediently and willing to put that which God challenges us about into practice in our daily lives (Matthew 7:24-27 and James 1:22). 
Conclusion – Scripture claims to be God’s word and if that is true we must take it seriously. Scripture is crucial in our Christian lives for it is the primary way in which God speaks to us today. We must guard that truth and put it into practice in our daily lives.
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Luke 24:44-45 “He said to them, ‘This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.’ Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures.”

2 Peter 1:20-21 “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet's own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.”
1 Thessalonians 2:13 “And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe.”
2 Timothy 3:10-4:5 “You, however, know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance, persecutions, sufferings--what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions I endured. Yet the Lord rescued me from all of them. In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted, while evil men and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived. But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage--with great patience and careful instruction. For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry.” 

Psalm 119:9-11 “How can a young man keep his way pure? By living according to your word. I seek you with all my heart; do not let me stray from your commands. I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you.

2 Timothy 2:15 “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth”

2 Timothy 1:13-14 “What you heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound teaching, with faith and love in Christ Jesus. Guard the good deposit that was entrusted to you--guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives in us.”
Jeremiah 23:29 “Is not my word like fire," declares the LORD, "and like a hammer that breaks a rock in pieces?”
John 14:25-26 “All this I have spoken while still with you. But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.”
Jeremiah 30:2 “This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: `Write in a book all the words I have spoken to you.”

Hebrews 4:12 “For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.”

Revelation 2:1-7 “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands: I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary. Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love. Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place. But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.” 

Jeremiah 20:7-9 “O LORD, you deceived me, and I was deceived; you overpowered me and prevailed. I am ridiculed all day long; everyone mocks me. Whenever I speak, I cry out proclaiming violence and destruction. So the word of the LORD has brought me insult and reproach all day long. But if I say, ‘I will not mention him or speak any more in his name,’ his word is in my heart like a fire, a fire shut up in my bones. I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot.”
Joshua 1:8 “Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.”
Colossians 3:16 “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.”

Matthew 7:24-27 “Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.”
James 1:22 “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.”
Quotations

“In our universities two ideas about truth come across loud and clear: (1) It is relative – any truth is stated within the context of culture and is shaped by its culture and environment. Truth is personal, not transcendent or absolute. (2) It is plural – because truth is relative, all claims to truth are equally valid. Judging between competing truth, claims become meaningless by this definition, and is replaced by a pick-and-mix approach to belief.” 

(UCCF briefing paper no.3 ‘Students and Truth’ by Marcus Honeysett)
“Authority is the power or weight which scripture possesses because of what it is, namely a divine revelation given by divine inspiration. If it is a word from God, it has authority over men. For behind every word that anybody utters stands the person who speaks it. It is the speaker himself (his character and position) who determines how people regard his words. So God’s word carries God’s authority. It is because of who he is that we should believe what he has said.”

 John Stott, Understanding the Bible, 1984, Scripture Union, p139.
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