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Genesis talk 4

[GENESIS]

Good evening. Tonight’s topic is the Bible. How and why we should read it. 
How we should read it is going to take some time to talk about. That may sound strange but people and churches read the bible in very different ways. I want to talk about them.

The why we should read it will come towards the end. It should make some sense after we have talked about how we can read it.

Lastly I want to talk about one of my own favourite passages – before giving out some bible goodies  - the best bits.
But let’s start with thinking about how people have read the bible in the past. 
There was a time when most people did not disagree about what the Bible said.  For a long period of time in Western Europe (which was the home of Christianity for a time) most people simply believed what the Bible said. If it said that the world was created in 6 days then it was. If it said that the Sun stood still in the sky for Joshua  (Joshua 10:12-13) then it did. If the Bible said that Jesus walked on water (Matt. 14:22-33 ) then he did. For a long period of time most people, educated and non-educated alike, simple took the Bible at face value. 
[James Usher]

Archbishop James Usher (1581-1656) was the one of the top priests in Ireland in the 17th Century (not that long ago).He did a seemingly sensible thing and added up all the life-spans in the Bible right back to Adam to find out the age of the earth. He discovered that the earth was created on the evening of October 23rd 4004 BC.  The earth is little over 6009 years old. 
From all accounts Bishop James was a good Bishop.
But something else was happening towards the end of the 17th Century, something that has profound ramifications even today. That something was the rise of Historical Criticism. 
[Ancient of Days] painted by William Blake in the age of reason – a reasonable God complete with compass.
During what we call the Age of Reason (1600 – 1800) there was a renewed love and study of the ancient texts of the Greeks. 
 As people went back to read the ancient texts of the Greeks they came to realise that they had to be quite cunning in learning to read them. They asked questions like: Who wrote it? When did they write it? Where did they write it and to whom? -- detective type questions.
Not surprisingly these newly found skills – what became known as historical criticism,  eventually came to be used on the Bible. 

As soon as you start doing that, as soon as you start reading the text with the eyes of a detective ,  questions like Bishop Usher’s ‘how old is the earth’ question become ridiculous, nonsense, loony. 
Some people embraced these new tools for reading the Bible though it led them down a difficult path of faith. These people within the church are often known as liberals. 
Others rejected these tools. These people are known as literalists, they are also known as Fundamentalists. I need to tell you about what fundamentalists believe about the Bible , simply because it is so common now and growing.

[Fundamentalism beliefs]

They did this intellectually by claiming that the Bible is a special book. That does not seem unreasonable does it? They would claim that it is an inspired book, inspired by God, and so therefore you cannot read it like other texts.  

[Verbal Inspiration]


They support a literal interpretation of the Bible. Modern fundamentalism has its home in America. Within Anglicanism many would say the Anglican church in Sydney is one of the most fundamentalist. Sadly fundamentalists have been very effective in talking to people and so the literalist interpretation of the Bible is one that more and more Christians think is normative. You might be feeling guilty about not believing the miracles in the Bible when in truth many other Christians have also questioned them. 
Many Christians think that to take the bible seriously means we must read the bible literally – I think that is dangerously wrong. It is a literalist reading that lies behind the reluctance to ordain women as priests and its is at the very heart of the argument about God’s attitudes to gays.
Fundamentalists also believe that it is inerrant. 
[Inerrancy]

That is it is without error in fact and without error in terms of its values.
Perhaps you believe that. If so you will not like what I am going to say.
[Book of Kells] – housed in Trinity College Dublin from the 8th Century
The Bible does contain errors. It contains errors of fact. Perhaps one of the most obvious is the account of creation that says that God made the world in 6 days. Fundamentalists believe that is exactly how God made the world. With the help of science we know that is not true. But there are other errors too: simple straightforward errors. Here is one.

In Mark Gospel (2:25-26) Jesus is quoted as saying that David entered house of God in the days of the high priest Abiathar. He took some of the food that was reserved for the priests and gave it to his men. This is an important point and leads up to one of Jesus’s important sayings ‘The Sabbath was made for man not man for the sabbath’ "

However if you check about who was the high priest when David entered the temple in 1 Samuel (21.1-6 )you find it was to Ahimelech that he came to, and that Abiathar was his son.
It is a small mistake for sure, but an error all the same. 

Here’s another  from the Gospels:

According to the Gospel of Matthew (27:9-10) Judas’s death fulfils what had been spoken through the prophet Jeremiah, "And they took the thirty pieces of silver, the price of the one on whom a price had been set, on whom some of the people of Israel had set a price, and they gave them for the potter's field, as the Lord commanded me." But if you look up the prophecy, the part about 30 pieces of silver comes from the prophet Zechariah not Jeremiah (Zechariah 11:12-13 ) 

I don’t think of these as problematic texts. It does not worry me that Matthew made a mistake when quoting scripture. He did not have a Bible on a PDA like I do or even the bible neatly divided up into chapters and verses (NT verse divisions dated to 1551 Robert Stephens).  I don’t think it is a big error that Mark makes, when he is trying to remember Jesus’ words. He gets the wrong name for the high priest. It is a small unimportant error, but it is an error.
For fundamentalists these are not errors, there cannot be errors in the Bible as the Bible has to be wholly truthful. What they have to do is they construct elaborate explanations for these difficult bits.
I am sorry but this is crazy. This is mind numbing dumbness that eats out the soul. 
Let’s move on, to something more exciting. We left our Bible history lesson in the mid 17th Century – a lot has happened since then.
[Dead Sea Scrolls] – discovered between 1947 and 1956
That the Bible was written by a lot of people, far more than the number of authors the books are credited to. Originally Moses was credited with writing the first five books of the Bible. He records his own death within one of them!
[Bible facts slide]
That much of the prophetic material (texts that make prophecies about the future) were in fact written after the events they talk about. Prophecy is more a form of social commentary than it is divination of the future. 

That Mark is the earliest of the Gospels and that Matthew and Luke borrow from him. These three Gospels are known as synoptic Gospels.

Here are some other useful facts about the Bible. 

The Bible was written over a long period from about 1,000 BCE to about about CE 120. The old testament is the largest section of the bible and is was written from 1,000 BCE to about 165 BCE. The New Testament which is much shorter was written in about the space of 70 years from CE 50 to CE 120.

The Old Testament is the collection of writings which are holy for the Jewish people. When Jesus quotes from the scriptures, or when Mattew or Mark quote or misquote they are looking at the Hebrew Scriptures. Think for a moment about the simple fact that many of the greatest Christians, Peter, Paul, John did not have a Bible as we have it today. When someone describes themselves as a biblical Christian they are implying that they are different from these great saints.

Because the Old Testament was holy for Jesus it was adopted by early Christians.  Only later did they start to try and sort out which books to include in the New Testament. That took time and it was only settled by Athanasius in CE 367. Even so there is still some disagreement about what books are in and what books are out. 
That’s incredible isn’t it! I spent most of my life thinking that a Bible was a Bible. 66 books all told 39 in the Old Testament and 27 in the New. 

If you pick up a ‘Protestant’ Bible that is what you will find, but pick up a ‘Roman Catholic Bible’ or even one here at St Johns and you will find extra books in the Old Testament, they are often grouped together under the name ‘The Apocrypha’ we have readings from them here on Sundays no one seems to mind (perhaps no one notices) . Even today the Syriac Orthodox Church does not have the same list for the New Testament, they do not have some of the letters or the Revelation of St John.

The ancient texts were written down in Hebrew (Old Testament) and common Greek (New Testament) there is a bit of the Old Testament that was written down in Aramaic (the Book of Daniel).

When you hear the words of Jesus in the New Testament, you are hearing his Aramaic words (that was the language he spoke) translated into Greek and then retranslated into either English or Chinese or any one of the other languages the bible has been translated into. (about 3,000 at present) 
This is all the kind of stuff that the clergy here at St Johns were taught at theological college. It is not cutting edge stuff anymore.  

What difference does this make for us when we read the Bible?
All these facts don’t make me despair about reading the Bible. If anything I find it more interesting and profound. As a liberal Christian I don’t spend my time trying to harmonise the text, but I try and look where the Bible is pointing. One Bishop I know once described this as looking at the Bible’s trajectory; rather like a ball thrown thousands of years ago, but still in flight. We need to ask where is it heading.

It is not about picking out the bits we like and throwing away the rest, but about reading it as a whole a scriptural unity.
I think the Bible is a book that talks about humankind’s ongoing relationship with God, written by humans about God. If God dictated it to the scribes he did a bad job of it. If it is our work, the work of our forefathers it is one of the most awesome and sublime texts ever written.
The amazing thing is that we can hear of God, and about God, through the Bible. That is the experience of countless Christians around the world and through history. We are fortunate that the Bible we have today is one of the most researched and precise texts of any ancient text. Such is its status in society that immense effort has been put into translating the texts and even uncovering the earliest of the texts (the texts with the fewest copying errors).
[Ryland Papyrus] – from about AD 150
In summary what we have is a varied collection of books written over a 1000 year period, the oldest books are about 3,000 years old, the last to be written about 2,000 years old. Yet the Bible is still the world’s best seller. It is read daily by millions of Christians. 

Why- well for one thing through the bible we find out about our own journey of faith. We discover too the story of Jesus. You won’t find much else about him any where else.
The Anglican View

[Thomas Cranmer]
The traditional Anglican view on the Bible can be found in the 39 articles of religion. These were formulated in the late 16th Century and you canl find these at the back of any book of common prayer. Number 6 simply states that the Bible contains all things necessary for salvation.  In the Bible we hear all that we need to hear to know God. We hear the story of the Hebrew people, the story of how they came to worship just one God. We hear of how they learn over centuries that this God is a God who desires mercy not burnt offerings. We then hear of Jesus, his life, and ministry (all that we have heard in the last two weeks), and then we hear of the Holy Spirit at work in the early church.
There is much more that it is good for us to learn. You can know so much more about God by learning from other faiths and traditions but what you crucially need to know is in the Bible. 
Here’s one of my favourite bits. 
[last breakfast]

One my favourite bits of the Bible comes towards the end of John’s Gospel. Jesus has been crucified and buried. There are reports that he has risen again but not all the disciples believe them. In fear of what is happening Peter and the other disciples have gone back to Galilee and have resumed their old occupation of fishing. Matt will read this out.

[last breakfast text]

John 21:1-10  After these things Jesus showed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias; and he showed himself in this way. 2 Gathered there together were Simon Peter, Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples. 3 Simon Peter said to them, "I am going fishing." They said to him, "We will go with you." They went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing. 4 Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on the beach; but the disciples did not know that it was Jesus. 5 Jesus said to them, "Children, you have no fish, have you?" They answered him, "No." 6 He said to them, "Cast the net to the right side of the boat, and you will find some." So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it in because there were so many fish. 7 That disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, "It is the Lord!" When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on some clothes, for he was naked, and jumped into the sea. 8 But the other disciples came in the boat, dragging the net full of fish, for they were not far from the land, only about a hundred yards off. 9 When they had gone ashore, they saw a charcoal fire there, with fish on it, and bread. 10 Jesus said to them, "Bring some of the fish that you have just caught." 

[last breakfast]

We can get hung up, very hung up about the literalism of this text. Was Jesus really on the shore. How could Jesus see what was happening from the shoreline? How was it, and we did not get to hear this in the reading, that John the authour of the Gospel know that they had caught 153 of them. Would the truth of the Gospel be different if there had only been 152 of them. But for me this a wonderful text. Full of hope and optimism. Let me tell you just two things about it. Firstly the word charcoal only appears twice in John’s Gospel. Once here and once when John describes Peter denies knowing  Jesus. John is a great writer, he knows that we can spot that connection. He is telling us that what happened there is being strangely mirrored – in an inverse way, here. To hammer that home, we hear, we didn’t get this bit tonight it just a bit ahead, Jesus ask Peter ‘Do you love me’ each time Peter answers Jesus tells him to ‘feed my sheep’ Three times Jesus ask Peter. Peter denied Jesus three times as he was stood round that charcoal fire. This is a text about how what has been broken can be mended, even the deepest hurts can be healed by Jesus. I love the scene, I love its quiet hope.  

So now for some good bits of the bible:
[Bits of the Bible]
Old Testament

Genesis story of creation:  Genesis 1 -2.3

The inescapability of God: Psalm139

A time for everything: Ecclesiastes 3

Elijah tries to flee from God: 1 Kings 19.1-13 

Jesus

The story of Jesus’ incarnation: John 1.1-14 

The sermon on the Mount: Matthew 5-7

The crucifixion: Mark 14-15

The Road to Emmaus: Luke 24:13-32

Other New Testament

Paul talking about faith: Romans 8:18-39

Paul talking about love: 1 Corinthians 13

John talking about fear and love: 1 John 4
So now let us read the Bible. All of it. Here is a summary in just fifty words. You can count them as I read it
[Bible in 50 words]

God made, Eve  bit, Noah arked, Abraham split, Jacob fooled, Joseph ruled, bush talked, Moses balked,  Pharaoh plagued, people walked, sea divided, tablets guided, promise landed, Saul freaked, David peeked, prophets warned, Jesus born, God walked, love talked, anger crucified, hope died, Love rose, Spirit flamed, Word spread, God remains.

[Genesis]
�See History of Philosophy)





