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“The Bible....There it is:  Old and New Testaments, God’s unchanging Word—bound by black leather, edged in gold, covered with a layer of fine dust.”

That is pretty much the way theologian Joseph Lienhard began a lecture at Boston College a few years ago.  It was a great way to start.  It certainly captures the reality of the Bible’s place in our lives today.

On the one hand, it is prominent.  All Christians—Protestant and Catholic, but particularly Protestant—view it as the heart of discipleship.  In fact, it has been said that the most significant achievement of the Protestant Reformation was making the Bible available to the people. That is why Protestant Christians became known as “People of the Book.”

Yet, more than 500 years after Gutenberg published the first Bible, there are millions in print, many read so rarely that they are covered with a layer of dust.

A few years ago, George Barna asked more than 6,000 Christians how often they read the Bible outside of worship.  What he found was that Christians in the mainline traditions—Disciples, Methodists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians and the like—were not “People of the Book” at all.  Only 39 percent said they had read from the Bible other than at church in the last seven days.  In other words, six out of 10 Christians have not read the Scriptures this week.

If there are any doubts about Barna’s findings, a survey of active Presbyterians confirmed them.  That survey found that 12 percent of Presbyterians had not read the Bible at all in the year prior to the study.  Another 45 percent said they had read it in that year, but only “rarely” or “at times” or “once a month or less.”  Nearly six out of 10 reported that Holy Scripture remains largely unread.
I am sure there are reasons for this failure—maybe it is uncertainty as to how to begin or difficulty in understanding what the authors were saying.  Of course, it could be a touch of laziness or the idea that we know all that the Bible has to tell us.  But behind such explanations there is an assumption that we ought to read the Bible.  It is just assumed that it ought to play a prominent role in our discipleship.

But why?  Why should we invest our time and energy in reading the Bible? 
The second letter to Timothy suggests two reasons.  The first is the nature of Scripture itself.  

Paul says, “All Scripture is inspired by God.”  More accurately, he says, “Every Scripture is breathed into by God.”

That simple statement has launched a thousand debates and a hundred times that many sermons.  After all, what does the author mean by “all” or “every” Scripture?  And what “Scripture” does he have in mind?  There was no “New Testament” at the time.  Of the Old, did he mean the Law or the Law and the Prophets?  What is meant by “inspired?” Did the authors know their writings were “inspired?”  On and on scholars and theologians go.  And the questions are interesting.  But they miss the point.  They are as irrelevant as “How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?” because both Paul and Timothy had long accepted by faith that the Scriptures were breathed by God.  They knew it because for centuries their ancestors had been hearing the story of what God had done in creation, how humanity had sinned, how God had sought to restore them first through Noah, then Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, then through the people of Israel, guided by their judges, kings and prophets.  That God had spoken and breathed his message into that which had been written, collected, read and taught among the people of Israel, that which we call the Old Testament, was self-evident in the fact that Scripture formed, inspired, challenged, sustained and corrected God’s people.  The fact that it possessed such power was proof it was God breathed.

As Christians, we can understand that.  Theologian Thomas Oden has pointed out that the Christian community trusts the Scriptures—both Old and New Testament—more than we do theologian’s theories on how the Scriptures are inspired.  We don’t have to answer the question of how God brought the Scriptures into being or influenced their writers because we have seen God’s inspiration, God’s power, made clear in them.

Consider Saint Augustine. He was a scoundrel of Hollywood proportions.  His life was a mess, filled with every imaginable indiscretion.  For years he sought solace in various religious groups, but never found one that could meet his intellectual demands or curb his moral excesses.  He even rejected Christianity, saying its Scriptures were inelegant and barbaric.  But then Ambrose, the bishop of Milan, began to instruct Augustine in the Scripture.  He showed him how life and meaning came from the text.  He helped him to approach Scripture not as an intellectual exercise but as a potential word from God.  And what happened?  Soon Augustine was baptized and his life changed.  He would go on to shape the church more than any other individuals save Jesus and the Apostle Paul.  It was the God-breathed Scriptures that had done it.

The same is true for others.  

· Francis of Assisi entered into church one day and heard the Scriptures read: “Sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.”  What happened?  Did Francis explore the story’s historical setting?  Did he spend time comparing these words from Matthew to those found in Luke’s Gospel?  Did he ponder what would happen if everyone sold their possessions and gave away the profits?  Did he set out to determine if these words were inspired and if so how?   No. He heard a word of God spoke to him and left everything to follow Jesus and care for the poor.  

· Martin Luther struggled with his own guilt and weakness.  He couldn’t figure out how to get right with God.  Then, in reading and studying Romans, there was a flash of inspiration, a moment of revelation.  And he knew that the key to grace was the importance of faith.

· Alexander Campbell was well steeped in the Christianity of Scotland, a tradition sorely divided by denominational peculiarities.  But he began to search the Scriptures for God’s intention, and he found God’s call to unity among brothers and sisters in Christ.
· Add to these the saints from your own life.  Chances are they are people who took for granted that God spoke through the Scriptures.
Of course, none of these were what are called today literalists or fundamentalists.  They were not Bible thumpers or any of the stereotypes so commonly associated with people of biblical faith.  They simply accepted by faith that the Scriptures were inspired by God. They approached the Scriptures with the assumption that God gave them and God would speak through them.  The understood the nature of the Bible.  

Of course, recognizing the nature of Scripture is not the only reason Paul gives for turning to them.  His second reason for reading the Bible focuses on its purpose.  
 “All Scripture…,” Paul writes, “is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction and for training in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work.”   Another translation puts it this way.  “…so that all who belong to God may be complete and completely equipped for every good work.”

God has given us the Scriptures to guide us into maturity.  It is through the Scriptures that the people of God become who God intends us to be.

There is a certain irony to this reality.  Each week the New York Times publishes a best-sellers list consisting of nothing but books on advice and self-help.  Currently we find on it Delivering Happiness: Path to Profits, Passion, and Purpose; The Power; and The Love Dare.  They are on the list because millions of people are anxious to read the latest books on how they can become physically or emotionally or spiritually complete.  They are anxious to discover how to become what they just know they are intended to be.  
Yet soon these titles will disappear, a whole new set will emerge and many of the very same people, having been disappointed by the last batch, will seek completeness in them.  And all the while their Bibles will gather dust.  

What Paul tells us is that Holy Scripture holds the key to our completeness, to fulfilling our purpose.  We are to know God, love God and serve God.  We are to share that love of God with others.  That is why we exist.  Scripture helps us to do that.  

· It is, Paul says, “profitable for teaching.” John Stott notes that no matter what we do, no matter how smart or clever we are, we cannot know God unless God reveals himself to us.  Of course, we might surmise from creation that a god exists or we might develop a theory of a supreme being.  But ultimately we cannot really know God unless God chooses to make himself known.  That self-disclosure is revelation, and that revelation is recorded in Scripture.  It is Old and New Testaments that teach us who God is, what God has done, and what God’s seeks for him people.  Only the Bible provides such knowledge.

· But Scripture also reproves and corrects us.  A Christian from China once said, “Every time I read the Bible it kicks me.”  There is truth to her words.  Who can read the Sermon on the Mount--where anger at our brothers and sisters is condemned and lustful feelings challenged, where we are told to turn the other cheek and love our enemies—and not feel as if we have been kicked?  Most of us know we have not lived up to God’s expectations.  But the point of reproof is correction.  To tell someone they are doing something wrong is of little use unless one provides them with the information they need to do it right.  And that is what Scripture does.  It shows us where we have failed so that we can change, so that we come closer to God and to being what God wants us to be.

· And then Scripture trains us in righteousness.  Elsewhere in Scripture Paul compares the Christian life to a race.  Some years ago, seven of our members decided to run a marathon.  They did not show up on the day of the race and take off at the sound of the starter’s pistol.  They trained body and mind to reach the goal. The Bible provides us with the tools we need to prepare for the race we are running.  It guides us ethically and morally so that we might know and live the righteous or godly or even holy life.

By teaching, reproving, correcting and training, the Scriptures lead us into Christian maturity.  They make us complete for the work to which we are called.  And that is not something that even a New York Times Bestseller can do.
If you follow country music, you might be familiar with “Creole Williams.”  He is a character in a song by David Lee Murphy.  According to the song, Creole is known for the quality of his homemade wine.  And so a young man out to impress his girlfriend drives down the dirt road to Creole’s and asks him for something special.  They go down to the cellar and there Creole finds the perfect wine.  

“There might be a little dust on the bottle,” he says, “But don’t let it fool you about what’s inside.”

The same could be said for your Bible.  There may be a little dust on the cover.  But don’t let that fool you.  What’s inside is a word from God, a word for you, one that can help you become the person you want to be and the person God wants you to be.

So blow off the dust, open the black leather cover, pick a Gospel or one of Paul’s letters and read it.  Let God speak to you through it.  Let God help you become complete.

