St. Tim’s, 9:30 and 11:00, 24/1/2010 – The Word of God

Texts:

Luke 4: 14-24 – Jesus fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah 61 – Good News of the Messiah

Nehemiah 8: 1-3, 5-6, 8-10 – people of Israel listening to the Word of the Law for several hours, weeping and then feasting

Intro
Series on fulness of life with God. Word of God – how God speaks to us. The Word may be the Spirit, or Jesus himself, but today looking at the written word, the Bible, and how we approach it.

Quiz
Five questions about the Bible and our use of it [SLIDES]…

Key: contrasts – different answers apply at different times. Many elements to do with studying the Bible that are daunting, challenging, discouraging. So how should we approach the Word of God?
First lectionary text

Read Nehemiah 8: 1-3, 5-6, 8-10
[SLIDES]

Three main challenges faced by Israel in this text:

[SLIDE] Discipline and hard work. Just returned from exile in Babylon, so keen to reestablish identity and learn about God, but still a demanding schedule…

[SLIDE]

Painful enlightenment – v. 9 – people began to cry. No doubt good for them to understand own sin, but challenging – a painful process, which can often put us off facing up to God…

[SLIDE]

Threat of judgement – crying due to hearing “what the Law required” – awareness that they are due punishment. Harsh lesson, although God is with them.

What does the Bible say about itself?

Nehemiah text suggests exploring the Word of God can be daunting, discouraging; but is that the whole story? Life with God full of contrasts – as we can see from these verses from elsewhere in the Bible:
Two volunteers here read out a small collection of verses, both positive and negative, as follows:
A:

“Because I preach the Good News, I suffer and I am even chained like a criminal.” 2 Timothy 2: 9

B:

“We obey the Law that Moses gave us, our nation's most treasured possession.” Deuteronomy 33: 4

A:

“The word of God is alive and active, sharper than any double-edged sword. It cuts all the way through, to where soul and spirit meet, to where joints and marrow come together. It judges the desires and thoughts of the heart.” Hebrews 4: 12

B:

“The laws of the Lord are right, and those who obey them are happy. The commands of the Lord are just and give understanding to the mind… The judgements of the Lord are just; they are always fair. They are more desirable than the finest gold; they are sweeter than the purest honey.” Psalm 19: 8-10

A:

“For sin pays its wage — death…” Romans 6: 23A
B:

“For sin pays its wage — death; but God’s free gift is eternal life in union with Christ Jesus our Lord.” Romans 6: 23

Second lectionary text

Luke 4: 14-24 – suggests there may be some hope for us yet...

[SLIDES]

Elements of positive hope:
[SLIDES, in sequence]

God’s plan – this fulfillment of prophecy in Isaiah 61, dating back to about 750 years before: God has everything in hand.

Release from poverty and oppression, liberty for captives, healing (both physical and spiritual) and the promise of salvation…

Resolution of the apparent contradictions

[SLIDE]

Word of God in Bible is at times harshly black and white: threatens us with calamity – though we need to know the truth, it can be frightening BUT seems to offer hope at the same time – the displayed list shows the difficult elements on the left, and the more positive on the right.
Dusty, dry, boring, irrelevant? Over 2000 years ago?? Threat of punishment and even death – not your average paperback.

But – can be vibrant with Spirit, fulfills prophecies and gives wisdom and healing…

So how can we reconcile these differences??

[SLIDE – ANIMATION: the box reforms in the shape of a central cross]

Key is Jesus – he has come into the world to save us and to take our punishment, and with him we can know that liberty, that peace and that healing…
So what should we do to open ourselves up to God’s blessings?

Follow the example of the Israelites in Nehemiah 8:

[SLIDE]

Discipline – they studied from dawn till noon. How much time do we find regularly for reading Bible?

· Find a time that suits you, morning, noon or night… (me: lunchtime!)

· Be creative – all sorts of ways to access the Bible – internet, podcasts, sermons/commentaries on tape/CD in your car…
· Try Bible notes – wide selection available from Heike – get ideas from other mature Christians to get you thinking…
[SLIDE]

Share with others

· Israelites enjoyed a feast, and doubtless talked about all they had learned… Share with others, ask questions, don’t be shy… To grow, need to be well-founded in the Bible…

· Prayer triplets or fellowship groups are great opportunities to share uncertainties or doubts or questions about the Bible…

[SLIDE]

Putting it into action

· Jesus calls us to bring good news to poor, to heal and set the oppressed free. We are his representatives on earth, so it’s up to us to take action, to make a difference. We may be the only Bible many people ever read – can they see Jesus in us?

· Take a step, use your gifts and marvel at what God does – He has given us all a rich collection of gifts. Read Bible -> greater trust -> willing to take a step for God -> see the amazing results -> desire to find out more!!
[SLIDE]
Conclusion

Word of God as revealed in the Bible can be challenging, daunting, hard to understand, but the key to it all is Jesus himself – he is the fulfillment of the prophecies, the essence of the Law and the hope for ages to come. So we must focus on Him with:
[SLIDE] discipline, sharing with others and the courage to take action, and then we can…

[SLIDE] “live like people who belong in the light” (Ephesians 5:8), and be true representatives of Jesus on earth [SLIDE], who called US [SLIDE] to bring freedom and healing to the world…

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon US, because he has chosen US to bring good news to the poor. He has sent US to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind; to set free the oppressed…”

Group discussion questions

1. How important is reading the Bible in your daily life?
· Not at all
· I have a look at it occasionally

· Quite important

· Very, but it’s sometimes tough going

· Very, and I love every minute
2. What is your experience of reading the Bible?
· Brilliant – God often speaks to me

· Exciting – sometimes I see a verse in a vibrant new way

· Useful – I enjoy learning about God

· Dull – I try, but it’s hard work

· Boring – I never feel I’m getting anywhere
3. Often our feelings towards the Bible vary depending on circumstances. When do you feel particularly keen/reluctant to study? Is there anything here you can change to make it easier for you to read the Word?

4. Which particular factors put you off reading the Bible? Difficult texts, lack of understanding, lack of time?

5. As a group, talk through your own Bible-reading habits – perhaps you can learn good tips from each other. Do you use recorded sermons, podcasts, Bible notes?

6. Do you use Bible notes and/or commentaries? Which particular book do you use? Is there any particular reason why not? [Remember you can contact Heike or Phil at any time to try out a set of notes].

7. As a group, talk about times when you have felt the Bible really speak to you, or been inspired by a particular text.

8. How can you encourage each other within your group to bring more discipline to your Bible reading?

9. Do you share enough as a group when it comes to Bible reading – do you allocate enough time and attention to this area?

10. A famous quotation says “We are the only Bible that many people will ever read” – how do you react? Does your life really reflect the Word of God, so people can see a difference in you?

11. How could you as a group and as individuals put your learning from the Bible into action? Jesus calls us to step out of our comfort zone in faith and trust – can you think of any steps or changes you could make to help build God’s kingdom?
