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Sermon: ....
Let us pray, in the words of the psalm (19 v14) ‘May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer’.

Today we celebrate Bible Sunday, a day set aside in the church calendar, on the 4th Sunday in October, to celebrate the gift of God’s word. Bible Sunday goes back, probably to the reformation (over 500 years ago), and the introduction of the lectionary; with one of the earliest clues found in the Anglican Book of Common prayer, and a Collect Prayer of Thanksgiving for the Holy Scriptures; celebrated on the second Sunday of Advent and usually followed by a sermon on the Bible. 

But the spirit of celebrating and commending scripture, goes back to scripture itself. With St Paul (in 2 Timothy) calling scripture, words that are God-breathed. And our Old Testament reading from Isaiah, written some 600 years before the birth of Christ, speaking of God’s word as desirable, something that is nourishing and satisfying and indeed something our bodies yearn for. The psalm (v10) describing God’s law as more desirable than gold and sweeter than honey. And the best thing is, that God gives it to us for free, out of his covenant of love for us!
 
However for many in modern society, the bible, which was of course written over thousands of years by multiple different authors, with different styles and expression and context; it can be difficult to read and understand.

Scripture becoming something that feels like a different language. And, especially for the vast majority, who have grown up in a post Christendom society, who are reading it without teaching or context, at home or even in school. 

I was reminded of just how difficult it can be when talking to a young woman this week, whose father (a converted Christion, who had what sounds like a tremendous story of transformation following addiction). Sent to her a passage from 1 Corinthians 13, one many of us know well and would be instantly familiar with (Love is patient, love is kind). But she told me how it just looked like gobble-de-gook, there were lots of ‘Thy’s and ‘Thou’s, and she didn’t have a clue what it was saying. 

Indeed we just need to look to the book of Acts, in the bible itself, to find an example of an Ethiopian Eunuch reading Isaiah, on the road from Jerusalem to Gaza. Saying to the disciple Philip ‘How can I understand it unless someone explains it to me?’. Philip, called by God to that very place, responds by explaining the good news of Jesus.

We can do much to learn about context, and it is important that we do, there are many tremendous commentaries out there. We can study together; in fact we’re looking at introducing bible study group in the ministry area in the new year (watch this space!). And of course it always helps to read the bible in our mother tongue, and we are blessed that English[footnoteRef:1] and Welsh[footnoteRef:2] translations have been available since the 1500’s.  [1:  How William Tyndale gave us the modern English Bible]  [2:  Beibl William Morgan (BWM) - Version Information - BibleGateway.com
] 


I always also find it inciteful, especially if I am grappling with something, to read different versions of the bible, such as NRSV or MSG or NLT, that use different expressions. 

But earlier, in the gospel reading, Jesus affirms what is really needed to understand, saying that simply studying the scriptures day and night is not enough (v39). To really get it, to truly unlock the bible, what we need is Jesus himself.

Thinking of Jesus as the key to scripture reminded me of the film ‘The Imitation Game’, and the power of having the key really hit me! Does anyone know it? It’s a film, based on a true story, set amongst WWII, in which the allied forces were losing. The Germans had developed an ingenious code machine called the Enigma machine, which encrypted all their messages about attacks and convoy movements. 

The Brits intercepted thousands of messages a day, but thanks to the Enigma machine they looked like nonsense to the uninformed reader. In the film, the protagonist, Alan Turing, sets about designing a machine that could crack the code, each day before the sequence changed. 

For us, especially as society changes (what feels like daily!) and we are less and less aware of the context of scripture, it can be an equally challenging task to understand the bible. But Jesus tells us, in John, that he is the key, the code breaker, and through him we can made making sense of scripture and have access to the nourishment of God’s Holy word. 

We learn that scripture speaks about him, in Isaiah (included in our readings from today) he is referring to Jesus, even as far back as Moses he prophesies about Jesus[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Deut18.15-18 https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Deuteronomy%2018:15-18&version=NRSVA ] 


When we understand the lens of scripture, is about God’s love for us and his longing to reconcile humanity with God, we discover that Jesus really can unlock the stories of scripture. Not only those from the Old (Hebrew) bible, but also directly throughout his ministry, explaining the word of God in the gospels. And Jesus continues to do so today when he lives in and through us. Because it is through Jesus we experience the love of God, and in knowing Jesus the scriptures and the work of God in the world, the lives we live (even today), can make a little more sense. 

The Bible Society Scotland tells a story about Fiddes, from Malawi, who says that following the death of her disabled son, 1 Peter 5:7: spoke to her heart, ‘Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.’ She immersed herself in the Scriptures and, trusting in the Lord, her suicidal thoughts waned, replaced by newfound inner peace. Fiddes shares: ‘I no longer cry as I used to. My family has been brought together because of this Bible.’

So as we celebrate God’s word, as revealed in the scriptures, be encouraged that, even if you find a passage difficult, stick with it. [footnoteRef:4]For the words from the mouth of God do not come back empty handed. They’ll do the work God sent them to do and accomplish God’s purpose.  [4:  Isaiah 55.10-11 https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isa.55.10,Isa.55.11&version=NRSVA ] 




