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Jan 8	The Word of God: Reading and Understanding the Bible, Parts 1
		
The Word of God does things! Genesis 1 declares the truth, that by speaking, God separates the light from the darkness. Mark 1 reveals that by speaking at his baptism, God claims Jesus Christ as God’s own beloved child. John 1 claims that the “Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” The Word of God is not just sounds on the wind, or sentences left on a page. It does things; it changes us. If we are avoiding instead of seeking to hear, read and experience the Word of God, perhaps we are really avoiding God’s transformation in our lives. We need to get into God’s Word more deeply. 

What do we mean when we say “the Word of God”? 
I. The Word of God is God speaking, and how does God speak?
a. Jesus Christ himself – God speaks through Jesus, the Word made flesh
b. The Preaching of the Good News – God speaks thru believers telling the story of God’s love in Jesus Christ, preachers and non-preachers alike! When you give a witness, the Word of God comes out of your mouth.
c. The Bible – God speaks through the Bible to reveal Jesus Christ, create and nurture our trust in him! Martin Luther: The Bible is the cradle in which the Christ child was laid. 

When Lutherans say the “Word of God,” we could mean any one of those 3, and actually all of them together. There’d be no point in reading the Bible or preaching from it, if it did not reveal Jesus Christ. It’s not meant to be a rule book for morals or comforting poetry; the Bible exists so that we would hear and understand what God has to say to the world, through Jesus Christ and his followers. The Bible is the main way we come to understand God’s message of love for humankind, and the main way we have of sharing it with others. 
There are, of course, also plenty of things we do not use the Bible to do: because it takes the focus off of the Word of God’s main purpose: to tell us what god has to say to us!

1. We don’t use the Bible as our history text book. That’s not its purpose. The histories in the Bible were told from the perspective of faith, to tell about what God did through history, not to accurately record the dates and order of kings and governments. 
2. We don’t use the Bible in place of science or the ways God has revealed through brilliant human minds of how biology and physics work. The creation stories and world views expressed in Scripture were truly of their own time, and we’ve learned more since. 
3. We don’t use the Bible to set up our civil laws. Because there were kings in Israel, doesn’t mean we ought to be ruled by a king, and because Abraham had multiple wives does not mean that’s okay today.  

We can talk more about all of those ways people do use, or misuse the Bible, but mostly Lutherans prefer to talk about what the Bible is, instead of what it is not. 

I. ELCA Confession of Faith asserts: “This church accepts the canonical Scriptures of the Old and New Testament as the inspired Word of God and the authoritative source and norm of its proclamation, faith and life.” The Bible is the source of what we say, what we believe and how we live as a church. 
a. Why? Because it is the “inspired” and “authoritative” What do those words mean? The word “inspired” is used in Scripture itself in 2 Timothy 3, Yet the Bible itself does not say how the inspiration took place and Christians have developed different ways of thinking about it. Some declare that each word in the Bible was communicated to the biblical authors by God (mention painting). Others believe that the message was inspired, but the actual words were not. Still others suggest that inspiration refers to the authors of the Bible, not to its words or message. The differences arise because Christians agree that the Bible is the Word of God, but they also recognize that it is a human book, written by many authors over specific periods of time in specific settings.  
b. We understand that through the Bible, God is speaking to us. The authority comes not from being a best-selling book, or lasting as many centuries as it has. The authority is not some kind of magic that this book has. The Bible has authority only as we can hear God speaking through it, then understand what God is saying to us!
c. The Bible is inspired, because the Holy Spirit works through it to change lives. Not because of where it came from or how it got put together. We don’t have to spend all of our time defending how the Bible was written or by whom, as if that is what declares that it is inspired by God. The Bible is inspired because God works through it. 
d. Do you understand? The power does not belong to the book itself. The Bible is full of God’s power, as Christ is, because God speaks through it. 

II. Lutherans believe the Bible tells us what God wants to say. Next week we’ll go into more detail about the different kinds of literature that are in the Bible and the different ways God uses to get the message across. 
a. Bible is not the only source of knowledge in the world, but the only reliable source of God’s Word, that has changed the lives of generations upon generations who heard and understood it as best they could.  
b. Sometimes saying that the Bible is authoritative and inspired is not enough for Christian brothers and sisters. They will demand to know, do you believe the Bible “literally”? p. 21 in Opening Book of Faith
c. The Bible tells us what God wants to say, but interpretation is necessary! 
Bumper sticker: “God said it, I believe it, and that settles it.” Lutherans would want it to be a bit longer, to include something about understanding what God is saying: “God speaks to us through the Bible, we interpret the Bible to understand what God wants to say, and then we believe it – and that settles it.” Lutherans believe the Bible can be misunderstood – in fact it has been, very dangerously misunderstood. The Bible was used to support slavery in this country. It has been used to stir up hatred against Jews and Muslims. The people who burned witches in Salem, Massachusetts, and the people who burned crosses in Selma, Alabama had one thing in common: they were absolutely certain that God was on their side, and they could quote Bible passages to prove it. We need to listen to each other, especially to those who don’t agree with us, to fully understand what God is saying to the WHOLE church, through Scripture, not just to reinforce the interpretations of our own group.  

III. Trustworthy – We trust the Bible because we trust God, not because the book itself has special powers, like an idol. We trust that what God wants to say to us, God will say in every possible way to be understood: through metaphors, through stories, through letters of instruction, through accounts recorded by faithful witnesses.

+++

Jan 15		The Word of God: Reading and Understanding the Bible, Part 2

45Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.” 46Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.”

I. Biblical Library – For what do we read them? With what expectations? 
A. Origins and Ancestral Stories or Folk Tales/History – First, turn to Genesis 2 – it’s about us. Turn in your Bibles to 1 Chronicles, or Acts – history is written by the winners, or in the case of a faith history, to make points about God’s activity. “Did it really happen that way?” is the wrong question. What is the purpose of God’s Word in this book? What is God saying to us? 
B. Wisdom Poetry – Turn to Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, etc. There are cues that this is poetry or proverbs. It is human wisdom, and sometimes there’s not even much God talk. Human wisdom, validated by the tradition of the faithful as good advice. It doesn’t claim to save you, but it is good advice. 
C. Prophets – Turn to ___________ There’s some history, and you really need to know who he’s talking to, in order to know how it applies to you. 
D. Gospels – What is a “Gospel”? The Gospel/Good news is not really a book at all, but the message that is proclaimed and heard by others as good news. The Gospels are not biographies as much as portraits of Christ. Luke says at the beginning of his Gospel: “Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us, 2just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, 3I too decided, after investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, 4so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed.  There are “Gospels” that were not accepted into the Bible we have today.  
E. Letters – turn to any NT book after Acts. What do you see at the beginning? You are reading someone else’s mail. 

II. Five Key Lutheran Principles for Understanding Scripture
OK, so the 66 books in the Bible were written by a whole bunch of different people in many different situations, to many different audiences. How do we, in a different world from ALL of them, discern what this has to do with us, at all? How does God speak to us today through the Bible? There are some guiding principles, not rules, but ways of reading the Bible that we find helpful, in the Lutheran tradition. They help us to get a bigger picture, and see how each verse or passage fits into the whole message God is saying to us through the Scriptures. 
1. When the Word of God is preached, we can hear both the Law and the Gospel
i. The law is that which accuses and judges us. 
ii. The gospel is that which comforts and saves us. 
iii. “The last will be first and the first will be last” – function of verse changes
iv. Old and New Testaments both include both – listen for the law and Gospel
2. What shows forth Christ
i. Martin Luther used to say the Bible is like the manger that held the Christ child. In Christmas scenes, we see people kneeling before the manger to worship, but they are not worshipping the manger. They are worshipping the one in the manger. We understand the Bible to be a Jesus book. That’s why we love it. I hope you love the Bible, but the Bible won’t love you back. Jesus will. The Bible is a means to an end, to encountering Jesus Christ. Because this was his focus, Martin Luther didn’t care for certain books of the Bible much. James is more about how we live in response instead of about Jesus Christ himself, so Martin Luther called it “the epistle of straw.”  
ii. We don’t read our Bible to be the authority on everything. Like evolution. Or mathematics, or civil unions. We expect the Bible to reveal Christ to us. We don’t really expect the Bible to teach us about geography or science or mathematics. It’s not that we say the Bible is wrong on these things; we just don’t look to Scripture to learn about such things. The Bible is a Jesus book, not an every-single-subject book.   
3. Difficult passages of Scripture are to be interpreted in light of those passages that are more readily understandable, and all of Scripture is to be interpreted in light of the Bible’s central themes. We recognize that sometimes there is tension between texts that seem to say different things. We try to be faithful to the entire Bible rather than just picking some parts and leaving others alone. This can be a lot of work. It’s why Lutheran pastors need to go to seminary. They need to know enough about the “Bible as a whole” to interpret individual passages in a way that is faithful to what is elsewhere. This is also why Lutherans do not like to use “proof texts” – single verses of the Bible that can be quoted to make a point or settle an argument. Most of the time there is more to be said than one out-of-context verse. We try very hard to get a sense of the whole message of Scripture, so that individual verses can be interpreted through the view of what we know to be the main message of God. 
a. 40 years ago in the Lutheran church in the US, people were debating about whether or not women could be pastors. Some read Paul’s letter’s to Timothy where he was instructing the gossiping women of that congregation to be quiet in church, and said, well there you go. The Bible says women shouldn’t be speaking in church! While others read a different letter from Paul to his church leaders inRome, which included Prisca and Aquila. Uh oh, those are women’s names! In the Gospel of Luke, Mary is the first to share the gospel that Jesus was alive – she met him at the open tomb! We could lob these verses like grenades from one side of an argument at the other for a long time without changing anyone’s mind, or treating the Bible like the Good News it actually is. But if we’re looking for the overall central theme of the Bible, of Jesus and the message he proclaimed, can we not say that the Word became flesh to erase the lines of worthy and unworthy, important and submissive. We need some frameworks of overall themes so we don’t get lost in the details. Jesus put it this way when talking to the religious of his time: “You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel.”  
i. How the commandments work: political (maintaining order in society), religious (showing us the need for God’s forgiveness and grace), ethical (teaching us right from wrong). No single verse of the Bible explains this; it is something we’ve learned from reading the whole of Scripture. Once we have learned this, we can read an individual commandment and ask: What does this commandment say about how society should be ordered? What does it say about sin and our need for God’s grace? What does it say about our personal behavior or lifestyle? 
ii. Theology of the Cross – Lutherans believe that the death of JC on the cross is an ultimate focal point of Scripture that reveals something profound about God’s love for us and also about God’s expectation for how we are to love and treat others. Jesus calls his disciples – us - to deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow him.  
iii. Justification by Grace Through Faith – read paragraph from page 36
4. The plain meaning of the text - that means that passages are to be interpreted in the way that would have seemed obvious to their original readers. Reading Revelation to say that the Pope is the anti-Christ, and this, this and this point to the end of times coming on this day… when the pope was not around when John wrote down the visions that were revealed to him for the 7 churches in Asia. Why is it so dangerous to creatively depart from the original plain meaning of the text? Because eventually you can take a verse from Daniel and a couple verses from Revelation, to develop a whole theory of the Rapture, which is not a concept in the Bible on its own. You can make the Bible say what you want it to say instead of hearing what God wants to say to us through it. That’s dangerous, people. 

5. Public Interpretation – Lutherans say that the interpretation of Scripture is a public act rather than a private one. We encourage personal Bible reading, and we do believe the Bible has relevance and applies to your life. But not necessarily in a magical way, like you would read the tarot cards for a private message, or check your horoscope for a secret message just for you. There is an old preacher joke about a man who opened the Bible every morning to let God speak to him, and one day it said “Judas went out and hanged himself.” Hmmm… he thought. I don’t know what God is saying to me. So he closed the Bible and opened it again. This time it said, “Go thou and do likewise.” Look out! This story is not a joke: A college student read Isaiah 55:12 for his morning devotions. It says, “You shall go out with joy.” So he decided to ask a girl named Joy for a date. He was serious. He thought God had given him a private message, magically, through the Bible.  
The point is that Lutherans do not treat the Bible like some kind of magic book, or Ouija board or tarot cards. This is not to say that the Bible doesn’t have personal application to our individual lives. Of course it does. But before thinking there is a secret message just for you, seek the general meaning. What would the text mean for anybody should be consistent with what it means for everyone. 

The Bible is the Word of God that tells us what God has to say to us! It does what God wants to do – to engage us in his mission, to transform our lives. It brings us into relationship with others, and with Jesus Christ. Let’s open it more.  

+++

Jan 22	4 Approaches to Bible Study 
Settle in for Bible Study. In addition to reading a passage straight thru, we might consider reading it in parts, to hear the different voices more clearly. 

Prophet: Now the word of the LORD came to me saying,

 God: Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations."

Prophet: Ah, Lord GOD! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.

God: Do not say, 'I am only a boy'; for you shall go to all to whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, 

 Prophet: Then the LORD put out his hand and touched my mouth; and the LORD said to me, 

God: "Now I have put my words in your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant. Jeremiah, what do you see?

Prophet: I see a branch of an almond tree.

God:  You have seen well, for I am watching over my word to perform it

Pause

God: What do you see?" 

Prophet: I see a boiling pot, tilted away from the north.

God: Of the north disaster shall break out on all the inhabitants of the land. For now I am calling all the tribes of the kingdoms of the north, says the LORD; and they shall come and all of them shall set their thrones at the entrance of the gates of Jerusalem, against all its surrounding walls and against all the cities of Judah. And I will utter my judgments against them, for all their wickedness in forsaking me; they have made offerings to other gods, and worshiped the works of their own hands. But you, gird up your loins; stand up and tell them everything that I command you. Do not break down before them, or I will break you before them. And I for my part have made you today a fortified city, an iron pillar, and a bronze wall, against the whole land-- against the kings of Judah, its princes, its priests, and the people of the land. They will fight against you; but they shall not prevail against you, for I am with you, says the LORD, to deliver you.

[image: Bible Study Methods Map]Devotional Reading – Relies on your personal response to the text, the meaning you take from the Scripture passage. 

1. Imagine the scene and enter the story yourself: What do you notice in this story? What do you smell, touch, taste or feel?

2. Find yourself in the scene. Reflect on the relationships between the characters in the story and in your own life. How would you describe the relationship between Jeremiah and the Lord? 

3. Connect some element of this biblical story with your own life experience. What would you say is the “good news” in this passage? How is it good news to you? 

4. Act on your insights. Plana specific response whether large or small, for the words to become flesh in your own life. 

· Personal
· Value for applying Scripture to our own lives. 

Yet if I understand that I am not the only source of knowledge God has given to interpret Scripture, I might wish to broaden my study to include some other methods as well: 

Literary Reading – We can gain understanding of Scripture by identifying what kind of literature it is. 

5. Identify the type of writing: poetry, prose, story, parable…
a. Is this story to be taken literally or figuratively? Why do you think so? 
b. If you were to describe what’s going on in this passage with a word or phrase, what would it be?
c. Perhaps to identify what kind of literature this is, you might compare this passage to another one. How are they similar or different?  If you have a Bible with footnotes, it will refer you to verses that are related to this one, which can help you understand how this fits into the whole Bible. 
6. Search the original meaning. What would the words, symbols or images have meant to the original author? 

Maybe you can’t just come up with answers those questions on your own. Perhaps you do not read ancient Hebrew, the language Jeremiah was written in, nor are you very familiar with the value of being “only a boy” in their time, or the importance of fortified cities, or any of the other images. 
· It’s time to turn to some tools! 
Bible Dictionary
Concordance

Show Enterthebible.org 
Historical Reading – Helps us understand the context and compare it to our own. 
1. When we do an historical reading, we ask questions such as:
a. Who is speaking? Who is their audience? What was life like for people in those days? What were some of their biggest fears or threats? 
b. What is happening in history that sets the scene for this passage. For example, who are the “tribes of the kingdoms of the north”?  
c. How does knowing something of the historical situation of Jeremiah affect your reading of this passage? 

Lutheran Theological Reading – You may recall that last week we talked about 5 Lutheran Principles for interpreting Scripture. So let’s just take two of them to help us read Jeremiah 1. 

1.  We read the Bible listening for Law and Gospel. What’s the Law, or word of judgment in this passage? What’s the good news, or promise of God’s love? 

2. We study Bible passages we don’t understand with parts of the Bible that are easier to understand. We might compare this passage with Moses’ call story in Exodus 3, or Isaiah’s in Isaiah 6 or Paul’s in Galatians 1. What are the similarities and differences? If Jeremiah’s call story is similar to these others, then how does that help us interpret God’s calling of Jeremiah? What is God up to in the way God calls prophets? 

These 4 ways of studying the Bible balance each other out, and keep us from relying too heavily on ourselves, or on others to interpret what God is saying to us. We cannot really do this alone. So when you are reading the bible by yourself, invite even an author, or a professor on a website, or your family member into the conversation with you. 

No matter which of the methods you use, end your Bible study with some reflection: 
· How did you hear God speaking most clearly in the text? 
· What may God be calling you or us to do? 
· How does listening to God in these ways wake up or enliven your faith? 

+++
Jan 29		Formation of the Old Testament and what it means to us today
Think creatively about your own story with God. There have been highs and lows, right? – points when you felt particularly close to God or a church family and the opposite? What were your questions or concerns, and how did God address them?
	
One description of the Old Testament - the Hebrew Scriptures - is that it is a record of the faith journey or major events on a faith timeline for God’s chosen people, the Israelites, over a thousand years. 
· What made possible in their story those highs and lows, were things particular to where they lived, how they lived, their family structures, the details about their lives. Just as my story would not be as it is without the places I grew up, my family, etc etc.
· Naturally we’d want to know those kinds of things about the ancient people of Israel to understand the stories that were passed on, especially because as Christians we consider the Israelites to be our ancestors in the faith. 

What was the setting for this great story, 39 books of it? It includes: 	 
· Geography – from deserts to scrubby herding land, to the land of milk and honey
· Lifestyle – from nomadic herdsmen to slaves to wanderers to established landowners – Being people without a home, whose identity was not tied to a homeland
· Family Structure is tribal groupings – the 12 tribes of Israel came from 12 brothers. This is a family story.

Pay enough attention to the faith story of the people of ancient Israel, and you may very well come away with this impression: Being God’s chosen people is dangerous and difficult, but worth it.  

The first 5 books of the Bible are sometimes called the Pentateuch: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy, which makes sense because Penta- means 5. More often though, they are called “the Law” section of the Bible. But there’s a lot more in there than just laws and ordinances. The 2 epic creation stories in Genesis are quite poetic, climaxing on the 6th day with the creation of men and women in God’s own image, and the refrain after each day of creation: “And God saw that it was good.” The 2nd creation story in Genesis 2, goes back to the beginning before there was anything on the face of the earth, to create a man, then the lush garden, animals, and finally a woman. Together these stories bear witness in different ways to God’s work as creator and the roles of human beings as caretakers of creation. 
The remainder of Genesis tells of the world’s fall into sin and the stories of the people who were chosen to work God’s redeeming purposes among them. Genesis does not trace the rise and fall of empires, but focuses on people who would ordinarily be overlooked by history books. For example, Abraham was a herdsman chosen by God to be the Father of a great nation that would bring a blessing to all the peoples of the earth. Exodus tells the story of that fruitful nation, who for their fruitfulness, had become enslaved in Egypt, but whom the Lord God delivered. Part of Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy and Numbers lay out the ordinances that are to regulate how these people live with one another, and in faithfulness to their God in their new freedom. Perhaps you know someone who went from living in hardship or oppression, and when they came to the land of milk and honey, forgot their God, or turned away from worshipping God in their newly acquired freedom. Exodus has something to say to that situation! Then again some of its ordinances we are happy to ignore, like not wearing fabrics from two different plants together. There goes polyester! There’s a lot in Deuteronomy about what to do with clothing that has been touched by lepers, foods that are clean or unclean, and things like that. My husband is fond of referring to these Old Testament laws as a public health manual. You know, it was not safe to eat pig in those days, with their cooking methods. Good advice. I am always wary of people who quote a lone verse from one of these books about how the Israelites were to act, because I know that we ignore so many of them as irrelevant to our current situation, yet choose one or two as weapons to condemn someone.  Unless you are an ancient Israelite, living by all of them, it’s not impressive to isolate out one or two laws to champion. 
	The books of Joshua thru Esther were written at different times and places but have been arranged in a sequence that recounts the faith history of the people of Israel over several centuries. Like the narrative parts of Genesis, they are stories of God’s people, not comprehensive historical textbooks. Joshua tells the story of God’s faithfulness in bringing the Israelites into the promised land. When we read it in 2012, this story of taking possession of land that was already occupied by other peoples needs to be read with a sense of history, and also current understanding of how our country contributes to displacing Palestinians in the Holy Land even now. We do not take Joshua as proof that what is being done in modern times in the name of the political country of Israel is just. Judges provides great hero stories of the leaders God put over his people, before they insisted on having a king like every other nation. 1 & 2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings tell of the rise and fall of those kings, plus the downfall of the kingdom and its being split in two by jealousy and infighting. Left vulnerable by the division, first the northern kingdom was conquered by the Assyrian Empire, then the southern kingdom was conquered by the Babylonians. The way these books tell it, that entire political fiasco was due to the king and people turning away from justice and faithfulness to God. They didn’t get it and they didn’t get it, and God used “heathen” nations to bring them back to the true God. Could these books have something to say to how we live today? Yet there are glimmers of hope in there too. When King Josiah came to the throne in the southern kingdom of Judah, they discovered the Pentateuch, and it brought them back to their identity as people of God! In 2 Kings 21-23 King Josiah comes to the throne of the southern kingdom of Judah, and one day while cleaning out the temple, they find these scrolls. A priest reads them, then takes them to the king, who tears his clothes! These are the books of the Law! The Law of God had been so neglected by God’s people that the scrolls they were written upon were actually forgotten. Josiah, a righteous leader, called all the people together, and read every word for them to hear. Talk about a long reading! Then the people made a covenant to turn back to the Lord God. These books are powerful. 
	The books of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon are all written in poetic style and we call them Wisdom literature. Even Job, which is a story, but the kind of story you would tell to give advice on how we as human beings ought to comfort one another and lament and call out to God. It’s a teaching tool, rather than a newspaper account of a guy named Job. This kind of wisdom tale was very common among the Jewish people. It’s how they passed on wisdom in a way future generations could wrestle with. How might the wisdom books teach us to impart wisdom to future generations? Perhaps we need more poetry and storytelling in our instruction.  
	The remaining books of the Old Testament are the testimonies of ancient Israel’s prophets. They were bearing witness, or testifying, to the judgment and promise (Law and Gospel) the Lord God needed the people to hear. We call Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel the “major prophets” not because they were more important, necessarily, but simply because those books are longer. Daniel comes next, then the short books we call the “minor” prophets. The prophecies in these books do not simply predict the future. Many passages comment on the society in which the prophets lived, what people were doing or not doing but should be, at the time. They condemn idolatry and injustice, and advocate for faithfulness toward God and justice for those in need. Might such words be applied to the situations of our lives? You bet! The passages that do speak of the future sometimes warn of the judgments soon coming upon Israel, while other passages tell of a time when God will create a “new heaven and new earth”. Some of these parts are written in a poetic style, while others describe visions and some include personal details about the lives of the prophets whose messages are passed along.   

	That was a condensed overview, painted with seriously broad strokes, of what we have in this part of the library. But how did it get in there in the first place? Many of the dates in history that we can fix upon for events in the Bible are fuzzy at best. But if that kind of thing interests you, there is a chronology on the bulletin insert. Here is the abbreviated version: The stories of the Pentateuch were circulated orally for roughly 1,000 years from 2000 B.C. until 1050 B.C. when the first parts of them were compiled in written form during the reigns of Israel’s kings Saul, David and Solomon, who built the first Temple. The ancestor stories, especially the one about Abraham becoming the father of a great nation that was blessed to be a blessing to all nations, needed to be told once Israel became a major political power on its own! More of the Pentateuch was written down and some of the prophets’ writings during the time of the two kingdoms. The Psalms were hymns that were probably used in worship at the Temple that was built by David’s son Solomon and was the center of Israel’s worship life. Although King David was reportedly a lover of music, having that note: “a Psalm of David” does not really mean he wrote it. It more likely means someone wrote it down in honor of him. Many of the psalms, were written down while the people were yearning for a return to the golden age of King David;s reign, long gone, as the kingdoms split and became vulnerable to outside threats. By around 500 BC, the Pentateuch (those first 5 books) were in their final shape. The process had taken many centuries, and as the stories and laws were passed around, then collected, some of them were different, or even contradictory. But rather than pick one and lose the other, they’ve been kind of married together, into one narrative. In Genesis 6, for example, God commands Noah to collect 2 of every living thing for the ark, but in the next paragraph, God instructs it to be 7 pairs. Well, the Sunday School version only picks the one with 2 of each, but if we read the Bible, and look up the history of why the number 7 was so significant, we can find an extra layer of meaning by reading both. Finally, God again influenced non-Israelite powers and the Persian Emperor Cyrus allowed the Israelites to return from exile to Jerusalem, if they wished. But they still needed prophets: Ezra and Nehemiah brought God’s messages to rebuild the Temple and the wall around the city. 
	Three hundred years before the birth of Christ, a significant change in the Old Testament world began when Alexander the Great swept down from Macedonia and Greece to conquer the entire region. The Assyrians, Persians and Babylonians had all come from east, Arab regions, but now this was an entirely different orientation. Alexander the Great envisioned the whole known world (under his rule) to be unified under the Greek language and customs – a “one world city”. Even after his death, his successors kept that vision. Now, there were Jewish people all over the empire by this point, and some of them thought Alexander’s “one world city” was a great idea. But how does that work, being like everybody else, yet being God’s chosen people, set apart for the Lord God? Not well, apparently, when the governor of the region where Jerusalem was turned the Temple into a shrine to Zeus. The book of Daniel, the latest book in the Old Testament came out of this time period. Can you understand why? 
	Not one of these 39 books is a dead book. Once we know what they contain, when and for whom they were written, we begin to understand what God has to say to us through them. They provide a panoramic view of God’s dealings with his people over many centuries. And the main question that they answer is just as applicable to us today as it was thousands of years ago to very different people: What does it mean to be God’s own people? Being God’s own people is dangerous and difficult, but worth it. 
	
Feb 5 		Formation of the New Testament and what it means to us today

After the Old Testament, there is a big space in the Bible. You cannot tell, but there should be a large section of blank pages to represent the 400 years of silence in our Scriptures. Surely it was not the case that during this time God was not speaking, or not inspiring faithful people to speak. Yet there are no writings we consider authoritative from that time. But there was plenty going on! Those 400 years were very turbulent and rule of that part of the world changed hands several times. The world of Matthew was very different from the world of Malachi.  

I. Period of Silence: Perhaps we can identify with this period of silence, as much as we might identify with the words in Scripture. Sometimes it feels like we live in a long period of silence, hoping and trusting God to speak through people, but going long periods of time without an authoritative word. 
II. Four Gospels: 3 “synoptic” (synthesis) Gospels, then John
a. Matthew= “Emmanuel” - The Gospel of Matthew proclaims the good news that God is Emmanuel ("God with us"), that Jesus is God's Messiah whose teaching, healing, suffering, death, and resurrection now constitute a new disciple community, and that this Jesus Messiah, with all power and authority, commissions this community with the promise that he will be with them to the end of the age. Messiah was a word that shows Matthew’s audience: Jewish people. (www.enterthebible.org)
b. Mark= “immediately” - expresses the urgency of Jesus' journey to the cross. This journey begins at the inauguration of Jesus' ministry, commencing right away with his baptism and testing in the wilderness. As Jesus repeatedly announces his coming suffering, death, and resurrection, the Gospel of Mark draws its readers into the unfolding drama of Jesus' death and resurrection. Mark’s audience was Roman, and Jesus is often portrayed as a “servant”, a term that would have held deep meaning in the Roman empire. 
c. Luke= “orderly” - The author of Luke wrote to reinforce a Christian audience's confidence about what it knew concerning the good news of Jesus Christ. The Gospel of Luke aims to instruct and reassure its readers by telling the story of Jesus in an "orderly" manner, meaning that Luke's account is arranged and narrated in a way that attempts to express Jesus' significance. Notice, then, how Luke's story of Jesus' life, death, and resurrection makes claims about what God declares through Jesus and about God's purposes for the world. Luke was written for a Greek audience, who would have found the way Jesus is painted as the “perfect man” or “ideal man” appealing.
d. John= “Word made flesh” - John's Gospel begins with a poetic introduction that places the story of Jesus within the wider story of the Word of God. A word is a form of communication, and as John tells the story it stresses ways in which God speaks to the world through Jesus. Readers will find that Jesus communicates the will of God by the words he speaks, by the miracles he performs, by the death he dies in love for others, and by rising to life. The gospel story takes place on the earth, but at its heart is the way God is made known to the people of the world. John’s audience is the most broad: the whole world. Including the most miracles, John describes a Jesus who can do things only God can do.
e. 4 perspectives, 4 audiences. What do we learn? There are as many ways of introducing people to Jesus as there are storytellers and listeners! Different perspectives will reach different people. That’s why we all need to be evangelists, retelling stories that stand out with meaning for us! 
III. Acts of the Apostles – only “history” book in NT
a. Is it a “how to start a church” manual? Read in context; don’t try to apply wholesale
b. The importance of the Apostle Paul, and his checkered history – gives him authority?
c. What’s the value in reading Acts, for us?
i.  Encouragement/inspiration from communities of faith when that was very uncommon and even dangerous.
ii. Reminder: The Holy Spirit is alive and moving about the world! 
iii. Shows us God can work through anybody
d. Variety among the letters that follow – variety among faith communities
e. Best to read the whole letter
IV. Letters by Paul to churches
a. Romans thru 2 Thessalonians
b. Reading other people’s mail, addressing their issues. How are we similar/different?
V. 4 Pastoral Letters – letters to church leaders (in the tradition of Paul)
a. 1 & 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon
b. Probably not by Paul, so how does that affect their “authority”? 
c. How do we interact with Bible passages/books we don’t like? 
VI. 8 General Epistles 
a. Hebrews – 3 John
b. “letters”, without all the signs of being letters, means they were intended not for a specific audience, but for general Christian instruction. Similar to an opinion editorial in a newspaper today?
c. How do we read short passages, as a part of the whole letter, and a whole Christian movement? 
VII. Revelation = apocalyptic literature
a. Political thrillers are different from murder mysteries which are different from biographies. Apocalyptic literature is its own genre. 
b. Apocalypse means “revelation” – so what is being revealed? persecution
c. Not the distant future ahead of time, but the present and near future for 7 churches in Asia
VIII. Remember Martin Luther’s way of referring to the Scriptures? The Scriptures are the cradle in which the Christ child is laid. This is where we come to meet him, together, so we can check with others on what we’ve seen and heard. We don’t come to the Scripture to look in the mirror and be satisfied that what we have found exactly mirrors what we wanted to say in the first place. We are comforted, challenged, and stretched when we meet Jesus with openness to hear what he has to say to us. Meeting him changes our lives. 
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