
I have read and loved the Bible from my early life. I was reading it to some

extent even as I was learning to read. In ministry, I have much enjoyed and

valued the experiences of teaching the Bible to primary school children, to

parishioners, to prisoners, and to theological college students preparing for

ordination.

Although we read and preach on the biblical texts in all our worship services,

today, Bible Sunday is a particular opportunity to celebrate the wonderful gift

of the scriptures, and to try to evaluate them, although that can only be in the

briefest form in these few minutes.

The Bible is sacred scripture for two major world religious traditions. The

Hebrew Bible (what we call the Old Testament) is sacred for the Jewish

tradition.  The Hebrew Bible and the New Testament are sacred for Christians.

It is important to note that the books of the Bible were not sacred when they

were written. For example, St. Paul would have been amazed to know that his

letters to the early Christian communities would one day be included in a set of

scriptures called the New Testament.

To speak of the Bible as sacred reflects not its origins but its status within a

religious community. The Bible does not have a life of its own outside the

community or communities of faith which produced it. The Bible speaks from

faith to faith. Its various forms were written by people belonging to the

communities of faith for which they wrote, whether Jewish or Christian. These

are the most important collection of writings we know, the primary writings

that define who we are in relation to God, and who we are as a community and

as individuals. The Bible is the book that has shaped us and will continue to

shape us as we live this life.

Of course, it is easy or tempting to misunderstand or misuse the Bible, and

many people still do. There has always been the temptation to treat it as an

oracle, something which conveys the very words of the divine, unmediated and

unconditioned by the human minds and hands which wrote them down. In

this case there is, firstly, the problem that the writings of the Bible have been

copied many times since the original documents were written, with variations

appearing in the copies, then translated and retranslated into numerous

languages. So we can never really be sure that the actual words that were
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originally set down are always accurately reflected in the words we read in our

translated one-volume Bibles. But that is only a problem for those who want

the Bible to be an oracle, rather than a witness or testimony to the divine

word.

More important, if what was originally written down was actually dictated to

the writers by God, can we really believe that it would have contained all those

cultural and time-conditioned thought forms and customs, from the practice

animal sacrifices to the servile state of women in society, to the normalising of

slavery, and worse still, to all that violence where God appears responsible for

the slaughter of innocent people. These things were invented by people not

by God. But the stories made it into the canon of sacred scripture because

they witness to the faith story of a people that is developing, that is heading

somewhere, in spite of their initial lack of understanding and frequent

transgressions. Even in the most primitive and sometimes unsavoury texts we

can find wonderful images of rescue, of transformation, of healing. For

examples, read again the stories of Jacob and Esau, and of Joseph and his

brothers.

By the time we reach the great prophets, such as the prophet of the Jewish

exile period who compiled our first reading today, we begin to see a God we

can recognise, a God who loves, a God who has chosen a people to extend the

knowledge of God’s love to the whole world, a God whose word would

ultimately not be confined to a collection of books but would become

incarnated in a human life.

So, if we understand the Bible as a book or rather a diverse library of witness or

testimony to the character and activity of God unfolded over many centuries

and culminating in the coming of Jesus Christ, we shall come to a fair

appreciation of its true status and authority. What gives the Bible its unique

significance and power and its perennial freshness is its very subject. If we

read it regularly, carefully, and prayerfully, allowing the Spirit to open our

hearts and minds to its truth and direction, we can indeed come to discern the

word and ways of God as we read it.

The Bible witnesses to the character and activity of God through the medium

of entirely human witnesses and writers. It is not an oracle; it is certainly not
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inerrant. But it is unique, having no rival as a witness to God; and it is sufficient

in that supplies us with enough material to understand about our life in God

and how we should live and about our hope of eternity.

Most of all, the Bible introduces us to Jesus through whom we test the value

and authority of all other scripture. For Christians, the decisive Word of God is

known, revealed, and embodied in that one unique life. And that life even

outranks the Bible. When other Bible texts conflict with what we see in Jesus,

as they sometimes do, Jesus wins every time. He is the norm, the standard,

and the climax of the revelation of God that gradually unfolds through the

pages of the Bible. In Jesus, we see more clearly than anywhere else what the

character, the passion and the vision of God looks like.

Of course, we wouldn’t know Jesus without the Bible. That is really why the

Bible is so important for us. The Bible is an earthen vessel that contains our

treasure.  It is the manger in which we find the Christ.
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