The Truth About the Bible (17/2/08)

Introduction

I’ve been to airport several times this week. On Thursday, we arrived and looked up at the departures screen. The plane’s departure was delayed by an hour! We trusted the message. On Friday I saw the arrivals screen saying the flight was expected 10 minutes early. Then it changed to being on time; then it actually landed 10 minutes late. It made me question the truth on the screen. Was it telling the truth?     

How can we know the truth about God? God has given us two books: the book of nature and the bible. As we look at creation we can see evidence for God – his power and design. But we need more than that if we are to know him. So he has revealed himself through the Scriptures, the bible. We don’t have to guess any more about God! But the bible is more than just information; it’s a letter.   

When I first met my wife Caroline we lived many miles apart. I would look forward to receiving her letters and reading them on my way to college. Why? Because this was how I got to know her. Personal letters are like that; they reveal the person to us. That is why God has given us the bible – a book of 66 books, written by around 40 different authors, but inspired by the one true God. This is how Peter describes it: 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 (2 Peter 1:20-21).

The writers of the bible weren’t robots, but as they wrote, God’s Spirit was involved in the activity, as a wind blows a sailing boat across the sea. So this is our subject this morning, and it’s stated in our doctrinal basis like this:  THE BIBLE: God has revealed himself in the Bible, which consists of the Old and New Testaments alone. Every word was inspired by God through human authors, so that the Bible as originally given is in its entirety the Word of God, without error and fully reliable in fact and doctrine. The Bible alone speaks with final authority and is always sufficient for all matters of belief and practice.
1) Jesus’ Attitude to the OT (Matthew’s Gospel)

People sometimes say, “You don’t believe the bible do you? You don’t believe in Adam and Eve, Jonah and the whale, Sodom and Gomorrah and all that?” They imply that such things are incredible fairy stories and you’re a fool for taking them seriously. What do we say to that? Let’s start with Jesus’ attitude to the OT.
Jesus submitted to the authority of the OT (4:1-10).

Each temptation is withstood by appealing verses from Deuteronomy. Jesus was going to obey God, not listen to the devil; and God’s words were clearly stated. He came to fulfil them in detail (5:17-18).
Jesus affirmed OT history (12:39-42)

Jonah’s literal experience in time and space within the belly of a huge fish isn’t fairy story. It prefigures Jesus’ own burial and resurrection. King Solomon’s wisdom and riches weren’t fairytales; the Queen of Sheba discovered the truth. OT history points to Jesus – greater than Jonah and Solomon. They listened to them; we should listen to Jesus!
Jesus affirmed the OT account of Creation (19:3-6)

Haven’t you read? Jesus asks, for they should have and realised the truth. He quotes from Genesis (1:27 and 2:24), affirming God as Creator and the sanctity of marriage. Jesus believed in Adam and Eve!
Jesus affirmed the OT as God’s Word (22:23-32)
The Sadducees denied the resurrection. Note Jesus’ words: You are in error because you don’t know the Scriptures…If you want to know the truth, you need to know the Scriptures. Why? – have you not read what God said to you? Moses’ words in Exodus are God’s words!
Jesus affirmed and summarised the moral law of the OT (22:36-40)

Jesus affirmed the inspiration of the OT (22:41-44)

He said David was speaking by the Spirit when he wrote Psalm 110! 

It’s clear where Jesus stands regarding the OT. It’s a book of history, of authority and of theology. These are the Scriptures that testify about me (John 5:39). Was Jesus a fool? No! Is he trustworthy? Yes!
2) The Gospels – Fact or Fiction?
We’ve read from Matthew’s Gospel, but can we really trust the Gospels? Can we believe the miracles Jesus performed really happened? Can we accept that these are the words of Jesus? Didn’t the disciples make them up to try to make people believe in Jesus? 

a) The Gospels are Eye-Witness Accounts (Luke 1:1-4)
Luke wasn’t one of the Twelve, but a Gentile convert with Paul. When he came to write an orderly account of Jesus, what did he do? He was able to draw upon the testimonies of eye-witnesses and servants of the word (v2). Peter says the same: we did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eye-witnesses of his glory (2 Peter 1:16). The claim doesn’t guarantee that they told the truth! The so-called eye-witnesses could have lied. Yes, but why? What benefit did they get from lying? Peter (behind Mark’s Gospel) was executed; John was imprisoned; Luke suffered with Paul. I can understand people lying for fame and fortune, but only fools suffer for lies, and I do not believe these disciples were fools.

b) If the Gospels were fiction, they would have done better!

For example, if you were wanting to convince people that Jesus had risen from the dead, you would not have made women the first witnesses! In C1st Judea a woman’s testimony didn’t count for much! However, in all the Gospels, the resurrected Jesus appears to the women first, who go and tell the men! If the disciples were making up these stories they would have painted themselves in a better light. Instead we see them arguing about who’s the greatest, condemning mothers and children who wanted to see Jesus, slow to understand and believe, running away at the time of Jesus’ trial. Look at Peter – proud, foolish, cowardly and weak. That’s not how you would want to present a Church leader!

The Gospels were in wide circulation before the end of the C1st, their authority recognised, within living memory of the events they record. Early church leaders quote from the Gospels as Scripture. I believe the Gospels give us a reliable record of Jesus’ words and deeds.
3) Jesus’ Attitude to the NT (John 14:25-26; 16:12-15)

The OT was completed around 435 BC. Jesus never wrote a book, but in these verses he prophesied that the apostles would be given the authority and help of the Holy Spirit to recall and record everything that he had told them and more truth they needed to know. So in the Gospels we see Jesus both confirming the authority of the OT and commissioning his apostles with the authority to write the NT. That is why we have the 27 books of the NT. They were either written directly by the apostles (Peter, Paul and John) or by those who were closely related to them (Mark, Luke, James, Jude). Peter writes something interesting about Paul’s letters: our dear brother Paul also wrote to you with the wisdom God gave him…his letters contain things that are hard to understand, which ignorant and unstable people distort, as they do the other Scriptures, to their own destruction (2 Peter 3:15-16). So, early on, apostolic letters were recognised as Scripture – the Word of God. The Church didn’t decide which books to include (AD 397, Carthage); their authority was already recognised. This is why the bible has been so powerful.
James Boice tells the story of a French philosopher, Dr Cailliet. He had no interest in spiritual things, and had never seen a bible. He experienced World War 1, with all its horror. “Where did life come from? What did it mean?” he asked. He started to put together pieces of writing by various authors, hoping to create a book that really understood him. When it was completed, he found that it failed to lead him out of his fear and anguish. His wife had been into the village where she’d discovered a Huguenot chapel, and asked for a bible. She mentioned it to her husband hesitantly, knowing how much he opposed Christianity. To her surprise he grabbed it and started reading. He began with the Gospels and soon discovered: “This was the Book that would understand me!...as I looked through [the gospels] the One of whom they spoke became alive to me…To this God I prayed that night, and the God who answered me was the same God of whom it was spoken in the book.” (Foundations…, p50) Why is the bible so powerful? Because it is God’s Word. The bible searches our hearts like no other book because its author knows you.

4) Our Attitude to the Bible (2 Timothy 3:15-17)

Paul reminds Timothy here of his great privilege. He has known the holy Scriptures from infancy.But for what purpose? So that he could win prizes for bible knowledge in Sunday school? No! The first and great purpose of God in giving us the Scriptures is to make us wise for salvation, through faith in Christ Jesus. In other words, God has given you this book to bring you back to him; to know him as your friend. And the only way we can do that is through trusting in Jesus Christ. In this sense, the whole of the bible points us to Jesus Christ. Here we learn of what Jesus has done to save sinners, through his life, death and resurrection. Here we learn of God’s invitation to trust in Jesus Christ to be saved: Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved (Acts 2:21). The bible’s message is not ‘Try harder!’, but, ‘Trust Christ!’ Have you done so? It’s a big step.

Let me illustrate this from an OT account. Naaman was a general in the Syrian army: successful and important. But he was a leper. He learns that the prophet in Israel could cure him, so off he goes to the King of Israel, with many gifts and riches. Elisha hears and invites Naaman over, but sends out his servant with simple message: “Wash in the River Jordan seven times, and you will be healed.” Naaman flies into a rage. “Why should I wash in this dirty river? My country’s rivers are much cleaner!” His servarnts calm him down and realise the problem: it was all too simple. If the prophet had asked you to do some great task, wouldn’t you have done it? Why not obey him now when he just says wash?” He does so, and he’s healed.

The story demonstrates the difficulties people have in responding to God’s offer of salvation through faith in Christ. We like to think we can do something; but God says Christ has done it. We like to think we must pay something; but God says that Jesus has paid the price for our sin. We’re offended by the simplicity of the message: believe in Jesus Christ and you will be saved. Like Naaman you must humble yourself and become as a little child or you will never enter the kingdom of God. Have you done so? All your bible knowledge is wothrless if you’ve never trusted in Christ. How do you respond?

The first purpose of the Bible is to save us (by pointing us to trust in Jesus). The second purpose is to shape us (v16-17). Look what the God-breathed Scriptures are useful for:

Teaching: because we need to learn the truth about God and us.

Someone recently went on a wee’s intensive Italian language course. Why? Because he realised his need to learn more. If he’d gone alon thinking he knew it all, that would be the wrong attitude.

Rebuking: because we can still be proud or weak in faith.

A football coach will sometimes need to rebuke his team at half-time because they haven’t been performing as they should. Christians need that too sometimes.

Correcting: because we have many areas in life to change.

My friend taught me to play golf. He would watch me and correct my mistakes, so I could improve. God does that through his Word.

Training: because we need to get stronger in living rightly for God.

Some people go on a fitness course, and have a set programme of training. The bible gives us spiritual exercises or disciplines, such as prayer, corporate worship, bible study and loving service.

What should your attitude to God’s Word be? Humble submission and obedience; expectation; teachability and trust. Can I encourage you to start again with God’s Word on a daily basis? Ask God to shape your life through his Word.

John White talks about a young man to whom he gave some bible study helps. He saw him again 6 months later, so much changed!

And the great thing to mention in the end is that the bible is all the revelation you need: you can be thoroughly equipped for every good work. Some say you need the bible and church tradition; others say the bible and another book (Mormon, Watchtower); others say the bible and prophetic utterances. No! The bible is all that God has given us, and it’s all that we need to bring us to Christ, to guide us through this life and into eternity, where we will spend eternal life with God. Will you trust God’s Word? 
