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2008-2009 SUNDAY SCHOOL ON THE BIBLE:  
Study 2.  If the Bible is NOT the Word of Man
INTRODUCTION


A.   As we stated last time, there are three goals for this class.  


1.  CONFIDENCE:  Build up your confidence in the Bible as the very Word and words of God so that you become fully biblical in your practice of the Christian faith.  Turn back many of the seeds of doubt about the authority of God’s Word.    


2.  CONTENT:  Build up your understanding of the Bible, both in its central message, and in the message of its parts.  Birds eye view, but also get down amongst the rivers and trees and take a look for ourselves.  


3.  COMPETENCE:  Build up your ability correctly to handle the Word of God:  how to understand and apply the Scriptures to faith and life.  

(This may be a two-year project)


B.  The Bible is a unique book, there is nothing at all like it in the world.  It is unique for the same reason that Jesus Christ is unique.  Jesus Christ is God in human flesh.  He is fully God and fully man.  So to understand, appreciate, and worship Jesus and his work for us correctly, we must recognize his two natures.  If we do not do so then we may fall into serious errors.  We might fall into the heresy of docetism, which hated anything material or physical and so taught that Jesus was only God, not true man, and only seemed human.  Or we might fall into the heresy of theological liberalism which hates all things supernatural and so taught that Jesus was only a good teacher, one of the best, but was certainly not the Son of God (not surprisingly, theological liberalism also denies the divinity of the Scriptures).  


C.  So last time we considered the danger of only treating the Bible as a human product, the words of men.  If it is NOT God’s word, then we need not respect the Bible greatly or at all, for that matter.  Instead, we may ignore it, treat it lightly, amend it, update it, question the motive of its writers, substitute our own words or give it any meaning we choose.  After all, it’s only someone’s opinion.

D.  And this time we want to look at it from the exact opposite perspective.  What if it is only the word of God?  What if we consider the Bible as the docetists consider Christ, only divine?  Next time we will consider the process by which these human writings also became the Word and words of God.  But let’s suppose that the Bible just fell off a desk in heaven and fell to the earth as it is.  What if we took the human element out of the Scriptures?  What kinds of mistakes might we be making if we treat the Bible as only the Word of God and not the Word of men?

I. WE MAY END UP TREATING THE BIBLE LIKE A MAGICAL BOOK.    


A.  Sometimes God’s people may earn a bad name for ourselves.  Theological liberalism has attacked the orthodox view of the Bible.  It complains that we do not treat the Bible like a book, but give it some superstitious status.  And in some cases, they may be on target.  


B. I’m thinking about a book that came out several years ago called something like “The Bible Code.”  The premise behind this book was that if you took every seventh letter of the text of the Bible or every seventh word and strung them together, you would find secret, hidden messages.  This was not only to prove that the Bible was miraculous (who could have written a book with such an embedded code?), but it also showed us the true meaning of the Bible in these secret messages.  


But critics began to point out that most of these secret messages were gibberish.  They also pointed out that the same scheme applied to other books like the works of Shakespeare also produced similar hidden messages.  But this is what happens when you forget that the Bible had real, human authors who wrote to real human beings with real human situations and problems, and that when those authors wrote, carried along by the Holy Spirit, they also wrote exactly what God wanted them to say.  And when we read the Bible there is one meaning, not many.  We shouldn’t be looking for secret, hidden, coded messages.  The message is abundantly clear for all to see, and that plain message is the Word of God.  As the skeptic Mark Twain once remarked, “I’m not worried about what I don’t understand in the Bible but about what I do understand in the Bible.”  

Forgetting that the Bible is the words of men and treating it as only the Words of men is nothing new.   


C.  Luther and the other Protestant Reformers rejected a principle of interpretation that had been around for many centuries.  It was called the quadriga, and it suggested a four-fold method of understanding Scripture.  Each text, the said, had a literal meaning, a moral meaning, an allegorical meaning, and an anagogical meaning.  Take, for example, a reference to the city of Jerusalem.  Literally, this meant the physical city in Palestine.  Morally though Jerusalem referred to the soul of man.  Allegorically, Jerusalem meant the church.  And anagogically, Jerusalem pointed to heaven.  So every time you came to some reference to Jerusalem, you were to interpret it on all four levels.  

D.  The allegorical method was also widely applied to Scripture.  An allegory is the description of a story or event each aspect of which has some hidden or secret meaning.  Augustine, for example, treated the parable of the Good Samaritan as an allegory.  Every minute detail had some special meaning.  For example:

The man going to Jericho=Adam

Jericho= the moon which signifies our mortality

Robbers = the devil and his angels

Stripping him = taking away his immortality

Beating him = persuading him to sin

Priest = OT priesthood

Levite = OT prophets

Good Samaritan = Christ

Binding of wounds = restraint of sin

Oil = exhortation to spirited work

Donkey = body of Christ

Inn = Church

Two Denarii = two commandments of love

Innkeeper = Apostle Paul

Return of Good Samaritan = Resurrection of Christ 

Again, this is what happens when you forget that while the Bible is the Word of God, it is also the words of men.  They wrote what they meant to write, and what they meant is what it means.  The problem with treating the Bible as a magical book is that it can suddenly mean anything at all.  And if it can mean anything at all, it then means nothing at all.  


Secondly, if we treat the Bible as though it were only the Word of God,
II. WE MIGHT END UP READING SOMEONE ELSE’S MAIL.


A.  When I was in college, I went to my post office box to retrieve my mail one day and there was a letter from a woman in my class whom I did not know and had never spoken to.  When I began to read it, I was a bit shocked.  Here she was confessing that she had always loved me from afar, pledging her faithfulness to me.  It amounted to a proposal of marriage.  I was stunned, to say the least.  Then I looked at the envelope again, and discovered that it was addressed to someone who had a name similar to mine.  I had been reading someone else’s mail.  Now what might have happened if I had accepted this woman’s proposal of marriage?  It would have created a very awkward situation to say the very least. 


If we forget that the Bible is not only the Word of God but also the words of men, then we might make the same mistake and read someone else’s mail.  Let me give you an example.  Paul’s letter to Philemon was written to a church leader of the same name.  It reason Paul wrote it was because he had become acquainted with Philemon’s runaway slave named Onesimus while Paul was imprisoned in Rome.  Onesimus had become a Christian under Paul’s preaching, and now Paul was sending him home to Philemon to make amends.  Paul says he could order Philemon to take him back and treat him now as a new brother in Christ, but he will trust that Philemon will do the right thing.  And then Paul writes:  “22  At the same time, prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping that through your prayers I will be graciously given to you.”  This is an extreme example, but if we forget that this is the word of men and not just the Word of God we may conclude that the Bible commands everyone to get a room ready and keep a room ready for Paul, for he might show up at any time.  Of course that’s absurd, but it may result from our forgetting that when we read Philemon we are reading someone else’s mail.  Philemon is also God’s Word.  There is much helpful truth in it because it is God’s Word, living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword.  But it is a personal letter from Paul to Philemon:  someone else’s mail.

B.  This often becomes a problem when we read the Old Testament, for example, and assume that God’s commands for Israel are immediately transferable to us personally.  Some have suggested that the purity laws of the Old Testament are really rules for good health and hygiene and may continue to discourage eating pork (forgetting that it’s the other white meat!).  Or there is the oft quoted promise today especially in conjunction with the National Day of Prayer from 2 Chronicles 7:14:  “if my people who are called by my name humble themselves, and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land.”


The problem with quoting that on the National Day of Prayer is that it implies that Americans are equivalent to “my people” and that America is equivalent to “their land.”  This was a covenant promise to Israel, the people of God, that if they sinned and God struck the Promised Land with a plague or pestilence as a part of his forewarned covenant curse, and they repented and turned from sin, then God would remove the covenant curse from them.  But America has no such covenant with God.  Certainly true repentance receives God’s forgiveness and blessing, but 2 Chronicles 7:14 was addressed to Israel, not America, and we need to be careful when we read someone else’s mail.  It does not directly apply to us.  


Thirdly, when we forget that the Bible is the word of man also, 

III. WE MAY MISS THE INTERMEDIATE STEP OF INTERPRETATION.


A.  We will learn that whenever we look to a text of Scripture we have three tasks before us:  1) the task of information—what does it say? 2) the task of interpretation—what does it mean? and 3) the task of application—what must we do about it?


Without this important step of interpretation, we may find ourselves very confused in understanding and applying the Scriptures.  We mentioned the Old Testament food laws.  There is no question that the Bible forbids God’s people from eating pork and shellfish.  So how is it that we can have ham for Christmas dinner and not get kicked out of church, or even have a ham supper AT church?  Well, we need to consider our three points of information, interpretation, and application.  True, the Bible does condemn God’s people eating pork.  Also learn from the Bible that this only applied to Jews.  And from Acts 10 we learn that God has removed this prohibition even from Jews.  So the necessary step of interpretation guides us in a more complete understanding of God’s command.  And with respect to application, we consider why God ever commanded these food laws in the first place.  And we find that they were to mark God’s people as his holy people, that their allegiance to God was to cover every area of life, even their food and clothing, and now we can find many applications.  


B.  The same applies to the many sacrifices that were required in Old Testament Israel.  If we are not careful, our worship services might end up looking and smelling like a butcher shop and a barbeque.  Unless we realize that all those Old Testament sacrifices were fulfilled in Christ, we might feel obliged to repeat them.  And yet the New Testament calls our offerings, good works and praises, even our life of served a “sacrifice.”  So this leads to great application as well.


C.  In 1 Timothy 3, Paul declares that an overseer in the church must be “the husband of one wife.”  But what is he saying here?  Are bachelors excluded because they are “the husband of no wife”?  What about widowers who have remarried?  Is it possible for a man who has been deserted by his unbelieving wife to remarry without sin and still be qualified for church office?  These all pertain to the question of information:  what did Paul really say here?  Does it help to remember that Paul was writing in a day when polygamy was not unheard of?  Paul wasn’t writing to 21st century America where polygamy is almost unthinkable.  What did he say? Why did he say it? What are we going to do about it?   

D.  But we must issue a caution here.  Liberalism has taken this to the extreme.  Because certain views expressed in the Bible would be considered unpopular in the modern world, Theological Liberalism set out to explain that these texts do not really mean what they say.  The first attack was against miracles.  Modern people, we were told, could not believe that miracles take place.  So miracles in the Bible had to be re-interpreted.  The Gospel writers all declare that Jesus rose from the dead.  BUT WHAT THEY REALLY MEANT WAS that his message was so inspiring that it lived on in the hearts of his disciples.  So the Gospel writers did not really mean what they said.  


The same is true with socially unpopular views expressed in the Bible.  There is no real question that the Bible teaches that men and women are equal in dignity and equal in salvation, “heirs together of the promise of life” but that God has also delineated distinct roles for men and women in marriage and in the church.  But this view is very unpopular today and summarily dismissed as “bigotry.”  So there has been a cottage industry in recent decades devoted to explaining why the Bible clearly does not mean what it plainly says.  Since the Bible also condemns homosexual practice, this teaching has fallen under the same kind of disfavor and revision.

When you hear someone say of some biblical text, “Sure, this is what it says. But let me tell you what it really means,” you can be sure that what will follow is mischief.  This is not interpreting the text, it is twisting the text. 


Fourthly, if we forget that the Bible is not only the Word of God but also the words of men, then…
IV. WE MAY FAIL TO TAKE THE BIBLE LITERALLY.


A. “Do you read the Bible literally?”  Often when this question is addressed it is referring to whether or not you believe that the events recorded in the Bible really happened.  Do you believe Jonah was swallowed by a great fish, or that Adam and Eve are actual people, or that a serpent spoke to Eve or a donkey to Balaam?  As one has noted the real surprise was not that the donkey spoke but that Balaam answered him?  

B.  But there is another sense to this word.  Do you read the literally, that is, as literature, according to the ordinary rules of literature?  If the Bible just fell off the table in heaven in its form, if it is not the word of men, then we need not pay attention to this.  But if it is both the Word of God and the words of men, then we need to read it as literature.  People communicate through language.  Language is made up of words and sentences.  But those words can also be pictures.  They can be put together in ways that produce images such as metaphor, analogies, and so forth.  


Let me give you an example.  After David had committed adultery and murder, stealing another man’s wife and having him killed in battle, God sent the prophet Nathan to confront him.  So Nathan came to the king and told him a story about a poor man who had a single sheep, a family pet.  A rich man came along and stole that beloved pet sheep and had it prepared as a meal for some of his rich cronies.  


David, a former shepherd, was outraged and decreed severe punishments for that wicked man who had so much but stole from the poor.  And Nathan simply said, “You are that man.”  It was a very effect way to communicate this truth, and David was caught, deeply convicted because, through this literary device, he was made to see the greatness of his sin.  


Does it matter at all whether or not this story Nathan told him really happened?  Should we be required to take this story “literally”?  No and yes.  The story was an analogy, a very effective illustration that said, this is like that.  This story that you can relate to emotionally helps you to see a truth to which you have blinded yourself.  


Is it necessary that the parable of the prodigal son be based on actual characters?  I don’t think so.  I think that everyone would have recognized that this also was an analogy.  What is important is that the truth being illustrated is true:  we are prodigals, but our heavenly Father will welcome us back if we repent and return to him.  


Is the story of Jonah merely an analogy to Israel’s reluctance to reach out to the Gentiles?  It certainly is an illustration of that.  But the book of Jonah is presented as prose, as history.  It gives names and places.  It purports to be sober fact.  It may make some uncomfortable to accept that he was swallowed by a great fish and vomited out alive a few days later, but the text presents it as true, and requires that we accept it as true.  

C.  The Bible contains several kinds of literature:  poetry, prose, satire, history, law, letters, gospels, prophecies.  Each must be read as its form of literature.  Perhaps there is no more important place to do this than in the book of Revelation.  Revelation is a unique form of literature with some similarities to a kind of literature known as apocalyptic.  Revelation is highly symbolic and draws much of its symbolism from the Old Testament.  Now it is very entertaining to see how the dispensationalists approach the book of Revelation.  They insist that Revelation be read in a straightforward matter-of-fact manner, much as you would read a history book, only this is a history of what is yet to take place at the end of the world.  And the reason why it seems so strange is that poor John was seeing a vision from the future, but he had no way of relating what he saw because it was like nothing he had seen before.  So he did the best he could using the imagery of his day.  For example, in Revelation 9, John describes these terrible locusts that come up from the bottomless pit.  “7  In appearance the locusts were like horses prepared for battle: on their heads were what looked like crowns of gold; their faces were like human faces, 8  their hair like women’s hair, and their teeth like lions’ teeth; 9  they had breastplates like breastplates of iron, and the noise of their wings was like the noise of many chariots with horses rushing into battle. 10  They have tails and stings like scorpions, and their power to hurt people for five months is in their tails.”

Some of the dispensationalists will say, “John didn’t know it but what he was seeing was Huey helicopters.”  The reason why dispensationalist will say this is because they treat Revelation as the wrong form of literature.  John wasn’t confused about what he was seeing.  He was using Old Testament imagery to describe a terrible truth.  Locusts were one of the ten plagues on Egypt.  Most of the other trumpets in Revelation 8-9 were plagues on Egypt as well.  John is describing God’s fierce judgment on the enemies and oppressors of his people, like the plagues on Egypt, only much, much worse.   

Which brings us to our last point.  If we fail to recognize the Bible as the words of men as well as the Word of God, then…
V. WE MAY MISS THE EXPERIENTIAL DRAMA OF THE TEXT.


A.  The Bible was written by real people to real people in real situations.  Let’s go back to the book of Revelation.  The dispensationalists tell us that the events in Revelation will all take place in the future, after the church has been removed from the earth.  Now if that is the case, then I need not read it at all, because all of the events in the book are irrelevant to me.  I won’t be around.  In fact, the book of Revelation is only relevant to unbelievers who remain after the rapture who become believers and then use it as a blueprint to countdown the seven years of the great tribulation and weather the storm (which is exactly the plot line of the multi-million dollar “Left Behind” industry.  By this mistaken interpretation, because they fail to see it as a book written by a real person to real people facing a real situation in their own day, they effective yank the book out of our hands and steal away the wonderful comfort it brings.  Let me explain what I mean.


B.   The first verse of Revelation declares that God gave this book “to show his servants the things that must soon take place.”   This means that the first readers of Revelation must have understood what it was talking about and that its events would unfold in their lifetimes:  “must soon take place.”  John was writing to a situation that was looming on the near horizon.  


Now if you take the Bible at its Word, if you understand that a real man wrote to real people in a real situation, Christians facing persecution of unparalleled proportions, then the Revelation all makes wonderful sense.  And it is very comforting and encouraging because we can enter into the experiential drama of these events.  God’s people were facing virtual extermination, with the horrific choice set before them:  sacrifice to Caesar and live, or remain faithful to Christ and be tortured to death.  And when we read this portion of God’s holy Word from this human perspective, we can respond to it on a deep level.  But we can also understand ourselves facing similar choices each day, with the same consequences:  live to the world and perish with the world, or live for Christ and live with Christ forever.  


That kind of understanding of the experiential drama of the text comes when we remember that the Bible is not just a book that fell off the shelf in heaven, but was also written by real men to real people facing real situations like us.  
SUMMARY


So the Bible is an absolutely unique book.  There is nothing at all like it on earth.  It is at the same time God’s Word and the words of men.  How this can be we will consider next time as we look at the inspiration of the Scriptures.  

____________________________________________________________________________________________


