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1—What happened next?

What is the difference between a collision and an explosion?

Well, with a collision – there you are.

But with an explosion – where are you?

Scientists are now generally convinced that the universe began with a ‘big bang’� XE "Big Bang" � because they can detect its ‘echoes’ today (the Cosmic Background Radiation� XE "Cosmic Background Radiation" � for the technically-minded).  We can still see, all over the world today, the echoes of the first Easter� XE "Easter" �.  It has, quite literally, transformed the world.

—Something extraordinary happened that first Easter.  The disciples were utterly convinced that they had encountered the risen resurrected Jesus. They then received a new power to go out and proclaim the amazing news, that God had decisively broken into history in Jesus and raised him from the dead, so that through him people could have the eternal life� XE "eternal life" � of God.  They spread the good news to the people in Jerusalem, in Galilee, and in all the countries that they could.  The news reached Egypt� XE "Egypt" �, Ethiopia� XE "Ethiopia" �, Asia Minor� XE "Asia Minor" �, Greece� XE "Greece" �, Rome� XE "Rome" � itself, and beyond.  And as the news spread, letters were written and written records were made.  Some of these were circulated widely within the various Christian communities.  Collections of these were made, and over time the Church, guided by the Holy Spirit, recognised 27 of the writings as the new scriptures.

—Throughout the centuries, God has used these writings in the Bible to nurture the faith of His people.  But what is faith?  What is the Bible?  Why do Christians think of faith as a virtue?  Why should we treat the Bible any differently from any other book?  

2—What is Faith?

“Now I’ll give you something to believe.’ [Said the White Queen� XE "White Queen" � to Alice]. I’m just one hundred and one, five months and a day.” �“I can’t believe that!” said Alice.�“Can’t you?” the Queen said in a pitying tone. “Try again: draw a long breath, and shut your eyes.”�Alice laughed. “There’s no use trying.” she said: “one can’t believe impossible things.”�“I daresay you haven’t had much practice,” said the Queen.  “When I was your age, I always did it for half-an-hour a day.  Why sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast’�.

Some people think that faith is like this, that Christians are people who persist in quaint old-fashioned beliefs in the After Life� XE "After Life" � and Creation� XE "Creation" � and the Resurrection� XE "Resurrection" � long after ‘science has disproved them’.  Of course this is nonsense. Anyone who thinks that ‘Science has disproved Christianity’ either does not understand Science or does not understand Christianity, and many leading scientists are Christians�.  Faith is not opposed to reason, indeed it is impossible to discover anything much about the world without some beliefs.  Physicists believe in quarks� XE "quarks" � – no-one has ever seen a quark, but the belief makes their work intelligible�.

—As we have seen, there is solid evidence for Christianity and no remotely plausible alternative ‘theory’ that fits the facts about Jesus.  At one level, the point about Christianity is that it is true.  But there is even more to it than this. It is not some abstract fact, like ‘Big Bang’� XE "Big Bang" � or the dates of Queen Victoria� XE "Queen Victoria" �.  It is much more like a truth about medicine: “antibiotics kill bacteria” is more than just an abstract intellectual truth: appreciated and acted upon it saves millions of lives.  “Jesus is LORD” is a living and active truth, that changes lives and changes the world.

—Jesus shows us, by his words and his actions, that the fundamental purpose of life is: Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and love your neighbour as yourself.   We are called into a new and deeper set of loving relationships.  Jesus shows us that God is not some remote and abstract being, but the creator of all that is is one who we can call ‘Abba� XE "Abba" � — Father’, a father who loves us more completely and totally than any earthly parent.

—You cannot love without faith, you cannot have a mutual loving relationship without each party having faith in the other�.

—Faith is an essential part of love.  Faith is faith in, trust in, the beloved.  In the baptism service we proclaim: “This is the faith of the Church. This is our faith.  We believe and trust in one God, Father Son and Holy Spirit”.  It is not primarily a matter of ‘believing that’; although of course belief in Jesus entails certain beliefs that, for example that he is the Son of God.  But as St James says, belief that is not the point: ‘You believe that God is one; you do well.  Even the demons believe – and tremble’ (James 2:19� XE "James 2\:19" �).

3—How can we be sure of our faith?

So Christianity is about a loving relationship with God in Christ, based on faith and trust.  St. John explains that Jesus enables all who receive him and believe in him to become children of God  (John 1:12� XE "John 1\:12" �).  Is this a matter of always feeling wonderful, or always feeling loved?  Of course not.  Sometimes we are acutely aware that we are being led by our loving Father, even when overshadowed by death and despair (Psalm 23� XE "Psalm 23" �).  But at other times we will cry out “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” (Psalm 22:1� XE "Psalm 22\:1" �).

—God is always present.  Even if we do not feel his presence: the scriptures are always available to us.  St John says  “I write these things, that you may know that you have eternal life” (1 John 5:13� XE "1 John  5\:13" �).  We are always prone to doubt (not trusting in God’s love) and error (trusting in our own ideas instead of God’s).  God corrects us in many ways, but particularly through the Bible.  Let us try to explore why, and how, God uses this amazing book to transform our lives.

4—Why Should I Read the Bible?

The Bible is a remarkable book. Of course it is a collection of books, a ‘little library’, of very different types and styles (History, poetry, ceremonial rules, visions, proverbs, each to be read in the appropriate ways, God speaks on so many different levels) – for simplicity we will call it a book for now.  It is, purely at an intellectual level, required reading for anyone who is interested in western civilisation.  It is the most quoted book in literature, indeed it is almost impossible to understand anything written in English literature before about 1970 without some knowledge of the Bible.  Many languages were first written down when the Bible was translated into them (Russian� XE "Russian" � is the most notable example).  It is also by far the best selling book in the world.  But for Christians, there are even stronger reasons why we should read and study the Bible:

4.1—The Record of Jesus

The New Testament provides the best record of the life, character and teachings of Jesus.  Even if he were ‘only’ the greatest teacher that ever lived it would be essential reading.  But Christians recognise that he is the Son of God, so any information about him is of truly cosmic significance.

4.2—The Example of Jesus

Jesus studied the Old Testament and knew it thoroughly.  In his disputes with the religious leaders he continually quotes from the Bible. When he was tempted in the desert, he quotes scripture (Matthew 4:1-12� XE "Matthew 4\:1-12" �). He often stresses the vital inspiration of the Bible, saying that ‘scripture cannot be broken’ (John 10:35� XE "John 10\:35" �), ‘do not think that I have come to abolish the Law and the Prophets’ (Matthew 5:17� XE "Matthew 5\:17" �). Jesus quotes the Scriptures as ‘the commandment of God’ (Mark 7:5-13� XE "Mark 7\:5–13" �).  If we are to follow Jesus, we too must study the scriptures diligently.  All his early followers did so, every book of the New Testament is full of quotations from the Old Testament.  St Paul writes: ‘All Scripture is inspired by God’ (2 Timothy 3:16� XE "2 Timothy 3\:16" �).  St Paul and many of the earliest Christian teachers saw how the pattern of God’s working in the Old Testament was fulfilled in the new, so the New Testament can be said to be cradled in the Old�.

4.3—The Teaching of Jesus

Jesus collected disciples and taught them: in that respect he resembled a Rabbi� XE "Rabbi" �.  Any Rabbi’s disciple would have to learn the sayings of his master and be able to repeat them and pass them on to others.  Jesus also told the disciples that, when he had gone, the Holy Spirit would guide them into all truth (John 16:13� XE "John 16\:13" �).  This had many aspects, but one of them was the extraordinary outpouring of the writings that came to be called the New Testament.  Christians throughout the ages have always held that these books were inspired by the Holy Spirit as Jesus had promised�.   Jesus said: ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God’ (Matthew 4:4, quoting Deuteronomy 8:3� XE "Deuteronomy 8\:3" �).  Not “every word that came from the mouth of God.”  God continually communicates with his people and refreshes them through the Bible.

5—Knowing that we have Eternal Life

5.1—The Promises of God

We divide the Bible into the Old and New Testaments but what does ‘Testament’ mean here?  It’s not a Will but a Covenant, a set of promises between God and humankind.  The old Covenant was given through Moses, but the new Covenant is given through Jesus to all who believe in him.  And the Bible has many promises: promises of God on whom we can rely.  Here are just a few.  Jesus says, in the last book of the Bible:

‘Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me’ (Revelation 3:20� XE "Revelation 3\:20" �). 

—Loving communion, in both senses of the word.  He stands at the door and knocks, patiently and repeatedly.  But he will never force his way in, we have to invite him because he respects our freewill.  

<<The Light of the World picture may be helpful here>>

—As he says to his disciples in St John’s Gospel:

Anyone who loves me will keep my word,�and my Father will love him, �and we shall come to him and make a home in him (John 14:23)

—This is not just some temporary accommodation. The word in the Greek�  means to stay, to continue, to dwell, to persevere, to be permanent, to be in close and settled union.  As Jesus says to his disciples at the end of St Matthew’s gospel: I am with you always (Matthew 28:20� XE "Matthew 28\:20" �).

—And his promise, we discover, is not just that he fills our life, but that we are invited into his.  As St Peter says:

Come to him, to that living stone, rejected by men but in God’s sight chosen and precious; and like living stones be yourselves built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through our Lord Jesus Christ. (1 Peter 2:4–5� XE "1 Peter 2\:4–5" �)

5.2—The work of God

Jesus did not die and rise again in vain.  God is not incompetent!  We know that, in his life, death and resurrection, Jesus makes it possible for each one of us to become a child of God, and have within us the life of God’s kingdom, eternal life.  Not because of anything wonderful we have done, not because of our virtue, – we cannot possibly deserve eternal life, but because of what Jesus has done for us on the Cross.  

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life’ (John 3:16� XE "John 3\:16" �).

—In human terms it is inevitable that we should all perish.   We are not biologically endowed with Eternal Life.  But, through God’s initiative, He offers us union with Him in love, through the triumph of His son on the Cross.

—This does not mean we should be complacent: it is not a matter of lip-service but of a deep inner commitment (Matthew 7:21–23, � XE "Matthew 7\:21–23"� Matthew 25:31–45� XE "Matthew 25\:31–45" �, James 2:14–26� XE "James 2\:14–26" �).  One analogy I find helpful is a climber stuck at the bottom of a crevasse.  His friends let down a rope� XE "rope" �.  All he has to do is to tie it on and he will be raised to safety. If he simply were to say, ‘Look, a rope, I’m saved’ and never fix himself to it, then he would still be stuck.  But it would be equally ludicrous if he were to claim any credit for getting out of the crevasse.  God gives us the ‘rope’ and gives us the strength and skill to fix ourselves to it (see eg John 1:12� XE "John 1\:12" �).  And our journey up the rope is not always a smooth one.  We keep trying to un-hitch ourselves from it.  We keep sinning, and our sins become like building blocks, which make a wall that obscures our vision of God.  But the rope is always there: If we confess our sins, God is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins, and cleanse us (1 John 1:9� XE "1 John 1\:9" �).

—Even though there may be times in the Christian life of dryness and darkness, as many of the greatest saints have testified from their own experience, the Holy Spirit guides us into all truth (John 16:13� XE "John 16\:13" �) and those whom the Church honours as Saints� XE "Saints" � are those in whom the life of the Spirit has been seen and known.

6—Learning from the Bible in Practice

6.1—Guidance for Life – God has Spoken

We are not all-wise and all-knowing.  Too often, things that seem to us unimportant turn out to have been major blunders.  God gives us guidance in the Bible about our conduct so that we will know what really constitutes loving God and our neighbour as ourselves.  To achieve this we need a deeper understanding of how the Universe really works, at a moral and theological level.  What is love like? What is God like? What is our neighbour like? What are we like?  How do these inter-relate?

—‘Gurus’ arrive producing ‘inspirational’ books.  Many of these are best-sellers.  ‘How to win friends and influence people’  ‘Having it all’  ‘The way less travelled’ ‘Seven basic habits of highly effective people’   Some of these are helpful.  But the deepest advice, the wisest insights, the books that have truly stood the test of time and been the inspiration for the holiest men and women throughout the centuries, is inspired in a special way by God and is in the Bible.  Everything that is important about how we should live can be summed up as Love the LORD your God with all your heart…and love your neighbour as yourself.  All the rest, the Law and the Prophets, is in a sense a commentary and an elaboration on this great commandment.  Jesus’ life and teaching, and the work and teaching of the Apostles, is all about bringing us into that Kingdom of love: showing, teaching, declaring and living the love of God.  And what a commentary!  As St Benedict� XE "Benedict, St" � says: ‘What page, what passage of the inspired books of the Old & New Testaments is not the truest of guides for human life?’�

—We need to know.  There is an old saying in computing: ‘when all else fails, read the instructions’.  But life is more serious than setting up computers – we cannot just switch off and start again.  Although often, as the Israeli statesman Abba Eban� XE "Abba Eban" � said, ‘Men and women generally act wisely…when all other alternative courses of action have been exhausted’ it is immensely helpful that in the Bible, God has given us what we need to know.  “Do this, and you will live” says Jesus (Luke 10:28� XE "Luke 10\:28" �).  It is not ‘easy’.  Having a map does not make a difficult journey easy, but without a map we are almost certain to get lost.

6.2—A love letter from God – God speaks

Continually God renews and strengthens His people through His active words in the Bible.  Even at a human level, great art or literature or music can speak to us again and again as we come to it anew.  Throughout the centuries it has been the experience of Christians that God uses the Bible to speak.

The word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.  (Hebrews 4:12� XE "Hebrews 4\:12" �).

—That is one of the many reasons why Christians should make a habit of daily Bible reading.  The Holy Spirit speaks to them and us and will go on speaking to the end of time. In the words of the great former Archbishop of Canterbury, Donald Coggan� XE "Coggan, Donald (former Archbishop)" �:

From one point of view, [the Bible] is the story of man’s search for God… But from a much more important angle the Bible can be viewed as the age-long story of God’s search for man: “Adam, where art thou?”  Here lies the permanent value of the Bible, for Christians believe that God is still on the search for man, and that His great heart of love is not satisfied until man comes to himself and comes to his Father, and so finds his rest in God…The Bible is a book through which, as through no other book, the Spirit of the Living God speaks to men, under the varying conditions in which they find themselves.�

6.3—Guidance for Worship – Rejoicing in God

Great is the Lord and highly to be praised! �in the city of our God is his holy hill, beautiful and lofty, the joy of all the earth!...�Your praise, like your name, O God, reaches to the world’s end! (Psalm 48:1,2,9� XE "Psalm 48\:1,2,9" �)

—Throughout the Bible the joyful praises of God echo and re-echo.  The Psalms� XE "Psalms" �, the ‘hymn book’ of the people of Israel, are the most quoted book in the Bible.  To this day most Christians with a serious prayer discipline use the Psalms daily in their prayer and worship.  There are at least 50 other Bible passages in common use as ‘Canticles’� XE "Canticles" �.  Most of the thousands of hymns are based on the Bible, as is most of the other liturgical material.  The Bible is such a rich treasury for worship� XE "worship" � that to speak about it is almost superfluous.  As we experience it, it seeps into us, and we rejoice. 

6.4—Practical Hints

People sometimes talk as though you should only pray, or read the Bible, when you feel like it.  ‘Love should be spontaneous’.  No-one with any experience of children should fall for that.  Of course love should be spontaneous but it should also be disciplined.  Indeed, you don’t really love someone unless you love them when you don’t feel like loving them.  You can’t just feed your baby ‘when you feel like it’.  Christianity is not a ‘hobby’.  If you want to get fit, you don’t exercise only when you are in the mood.  It is important to establish a pattern: something realistic and sensible and not too demanding at first. 

—Everyone’s pattern will be different, according to their circumstances. I set aside time to say Morning and Evening Prayer, and study the Bible during this time, if I am not otherwise worshipping in Church.  Evening Prayer tends to be after everyone has gone to bed.  Morning Prayer is generally before the family is awake, but sometimes it gets squeezed to the end of the day, unfortunately!

—It is most important to begin with prayer.  As well as asking God to guide you, it is good to have a period of silent prayer – open yourself up to God.  Often saying a Psalm can be helpful.   If you are a beginner, you might start by reading the gospels in short passages – they divide very naturally into short sections of 3-5 verses.  Don’t try to plough through it like a novel: although there is a place for reading the Bible in this way it is far better on a daily basis to read small sections and then meditate on them.  

—Again there are many ways of doing this.  One helpful approach is as follows:

Read the passage through.  Pause in silence and let it sink in.

Try to understand what the passage means.  If you are that way inclined, look at a commentary if you have one, or compare two different translations.  Follow up one or two of the cross-references if your Bible gives them.

Read the passage again.

Consider what it means for you, now.  Remember, God is speaking to His people on a daily basis through the Bible.  You cannot necessarily expect that every day there will be a clear action point, but there often will be. We are not meant to be hearers of the word only, but to act on it.

Jesus said, ‘Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock’ (Matthew 7:24� XE "Matthew 7\:24" �)

7—Conclusion

—Let’s end by putting this into practice, with one of the most beautiful poems in the world. It is on the sheets, and we can say together the parts in bold � XE "Psalm 23" �.

The LORD is my Shepherd, I shall not be in want�He makes me lie down in green pastures and leads me beside still waters�He revives my soul, and guides me along right pathways for his name’s sake�Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I shall fear no evil�For you are with me, your rod and your staff, they comfort me�You spread a table before me in the presence of those who trouble me�You have anointed my head with oil, and my cup is running over�Surely your goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life�And I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.

There will be troubles, there will be temptations and failures.  There will be doubts.  And there will be, not only the valley of the shadow of death but death itself.  But God is with us, He gives Himself to us in his words in the Bible, and in the Bread and Wine of the Eucharist� XE "Eucharist" �.  And we can know that, if we come to Jesus and put our trust in him,  His goodness and mercy will follow us, all the days of our life.

A—Note on ‘Higher Criticism’

This was inserted in response to the point being raised in the Star Mini-Conference.  It has not yet been reviewed.  Comments are warmly welcomed.

A German scholar named Rudolf Bultman� XE "Bultman" � (1884–1976) was highly influential in propounding the view that the NT is essentially un-reliable: you should question the historicity of nearly everything and generally assume that all the material in the NT is ‘guilty until proven innocent’.  Proof of authenticity is demanded, and the burden of it is on the one who would claim historicity for any gospel text.  Almost all of Bultmann’s extreme claims have been discredited – his arguments that John must have been after AD150 were decisively refuted by the discovery of a manuscript fragment dating from 110!

—My attitude to this is coloured by having known John Robinson� XE "Robinson, John" � in the late 1970s, when he discovered that most of the confident assertions about the dates of the NT were in fact based on wholly inadequate foundations, so that he, whose book Honest to God (largely popularising the ideas of Bultman and his followers) made him the most famous ‘liberal theologian’ of them all in England, was driven to write Re-dating the New Testament asserting very early dates for all the books.  Also, I have recently found helpful comments in two books and one article.

A1—Von Balthasar’s View of Criticism

Hans Urs von Balthasar� XE "Balthasar, Hans Urs von" � (1905–88) was at least one of the greatest Catholic theologians this Century. His approach to Higher Criticism is described by his translator as follows:

[He does not make] a very serious attempt to incorporate modern exegetal studies ... his somewhat negative attitude towards much – but ... by no means all – of current NT study follows from his belief that the identification of ever more sub-structures… tears into fragments what is an obvious unity.  The NT is a unity because the men who write it had all been bowled over by the same thing, the glory of God in the face of Christ.  Thus Balthasar can say provocatively that NT science is not a science at all compared with the traditional exegesis which preceded it.  To be a science you must have a method adequate to your object. Only the contemplative reading of the NT is adequate to the glory of God in Jesus Christ�.

—This is not to say that no other approach can yield anything useful at all.  But that only the contemplative reading is adequate.

A2—John Wenham on Re-Dating

The second is John Wenham� XE "Wenham, John" �’s superb ‘Note on Pre-suppositions� XE "Pre-suppositions" �’ in Redating Matthew, Mark & Luke

To many scholars trained in a modern secular university much in the gospels is self-evidently legendary.  An honest historian, it is said, must write off most of the recorded miracles as unhistorical... To others however secular pre-suppositions seem quite false.  The Christ of the gospels has captured our minds and imaginations so completely that we worship him.  We do not find the miracles incredible or believe that they were invented.  They seem to be the outworking of the greater miracle of the incarnation.  In the New Testament we see God visiting his people.  Consequently we have a bias in favour of believing that the God who took the trouble to become incarnate also took the trouble, for the sake of those who came after, to leave a dependable account of these amazing happenings�.

—Wenham also quotes the case of Mrs Florence Deekes� XE "Deekes, Florence" � who claimed that her manuscript The Web was plagiarised by HG Wells� XE "Wells, HG" � in his Outline of History.  She sued for $500,000 and enlisted a distinguished OT Scholar Prof. WA Irwin� XE "Irwin, Prof. WA" �, who stated on oath that “by his analysis and comparisons, and by the application of the rules of Biblical Criticism� XE "Criticism, Biblical" �, it is established beyond a doubt that” plagiarism had taken place.  He gave evidence orally and filed with the court a 60 page statement of his findings, with reasons.  The judge’s verdict:

If I were to accept Prof. Irwin’s evidence & argument, there would only remain for my consideration the legal questions involved in the piracy of a non-copyrighted manuscript.  But the extracts I have quoted, and the other scores of pages of Prof. Irwin’s memorandum, are just solemn nonsense.  His comparisons are without significance, and his argument and conclusions are alike puerile ... His reasons are not even “2 grains of wheat in 2 bushels of chaff” They are not reasons at all.

—The court dismissed the action but Miss Deekes went to appeal and to the Privy Council� XE "Privy Council" �.  The result: All the learned judges were agreed on “the utter worthlessness of this kind of evidence”�

A3—KE Bailey on Middle-Eastern Oral Tradition

A recent article� by KE Bailey� XE "Bailey, KE" �, who has lived and worked for 40 years as a NT specialist in Egypt, Lebanon and Palestine, explains how even today the oral tradition� XE "oral tradition" � is very strong and is demonstrably effective in preserving and transmitting reliable information over many decades.  Not only do Muslim shaykhs� XE "shaykhs" � memorise the entire Qur’an� XE "Qur’an" � word perfect on instant recall; there is an institution called the haflat samar� XE "haflat samar" � (a party for preservation) at which ‘the community gathers to preserve its store of historical recollections and inherited wisdom’.  ‘If someone tells the story wrong, the reciter is corrected by a chorus of voices.’  In 1985 a researcher demonstrated ‘the oral tradition around him to hold over 4,000 proverbs� XE "proverbs" � .. in totally fixed form’.  Bailey also relates how stories told by villagers in 1957–64 about a missionary who worked in Egypt� XE "Egypt" � from 1854–1886, compared with the accounts published in 1914 in America (of which the villagers were completely unaware). He ‘heard the same stories intact with roughly 90% of the same words.’

—‘Educated’ Westerners have lost this ability – we rely too heavily on writing.  Bultman� XE "Bultman" � and his followers patronisingly impose their cultural assumptions and assume that the evangelists must have done the same.

A4—Summary View

Higher Criticism seems to me to have much the same ‘scientific’ status as Psychoanalysis – self-sustaining pseudo-science.  This is not to say that it is to be completely ignored at all times, but to say that the ‘conclusions’ drawn have no a priori claim to validity.  Of course serious textual research and real attempts to understand what the words mean is a different matter.

—Either Jesus is the Son of God or he is not.  As we point out in Talk 1

People try to suggest that these [claims] were later misunderstandings, put into his mouth by the evangelists.  We have already discussed some of the reasons why the evangelists should be seen as reliable witnesses.  But even if you were to accept, for the purposes of discussion, the possibility that some of the gospels are later interpolations, you simply cannot get away from the fact that Jesus claimed to be the Son of God.  The claims we have discussed are in all the Gospels, every other book of the New Testament is based on this idea, the earliest ‘Christian Creed’ was Jesus is Lord.  And if Jesus was simply a ‘great moral teacher’ why was he crucified?  Even the Talmud says he was executed because he practised magic and led Israel astray: a claim to be Son of God would be seen as so blasphemous that it could not even be written down explicitly by a devout Jew.

—I believe that the NT is a reliable account of the teachings, life and work of Christ.  It is obviously not a comprehensive verbatim account – (because of Aramaic� XE "Aramaic" �/Greek� XE "Greek" � apart from anything else).  The fact that there are 4 Gospels and various other independent accounts lends depth and credibility – we listen to people and make up our own minds and there is not a pre-digested uniformity (a strong argument to me for the authenticity of the accounts, if the Church had made them up they would have been more monolithic).  But the evangelists, inspired by the Holy Spirit, know far better than we do how to paraphrase and summarise what Jesus actually said and did. Even if every detail may not be ‘accurate’ (a Polaroid� XE "Polaroid" � or tape might have been different) I think every detail is ‘reliable’ (this is good evidence, the best we have, and we can trust it).

Easter Message from the BBC

St Joan Fakewell It is traditional at this time of year for the BBC to come up with a new programme suggesting that the central story of Christianity of cobblers.

—This year is no exception.  I have been to Jerusalem and made the most amazing find.  Imagine my surprise when in a small gift shop in Tel Aviv airport (called Relics ‘R US) I spotted a complete set of caskets from the 1st Century tomb of Jesus Christ’s family.

—When I saw the names I could not believe my luck.  They were all there. Jesus, Joseph, Mary, Matthew, Mark, Luke, Kevin and even Peregrine Worsthorne.  These illuminated names shone at me across the centuries with an eerie resonance.  Could these caskets really contain the remains of the greatest  spiritual leader of all time.  If so they could overturn centuries of thought and belief throughout Christendom.  Was there no resurrection?

—“Take my word for it”, said the shopkeeper. “These are totally authentic. I’ve got another set in the back.  And we can do caskets with your  name on it if you like.  No, don’t go away.  10 shekels the lot. All right, 5”

—It was shortly afterwards that I made the most amazing discovery of all.  The BBC and the Sunday Times were willing to pay good money for this stuff! Surely this was the greatest miracle of all. 

from Private Eye 5/4/96

A5—A note on Archaeology

Biblical archaeology is a minefield into which I am not competent to stray.  However so many ‘insignificant’ details of the New Testament are confirmed by archaeological evidence.  It is especially clear that St John’s Gospel is based on detailed knowledge of Jerusalem in the AD30s – all the details that have been able to be checked are correct.  Since Jerusalem was destroyed in AD70 this is further evidence for John’s reliability.  It has recently come to light that there is a highly probable positive identification of Simon of Cyrene� XE "Simon of Cyrene" �, who carried Jesus’ cross and whom St Mark identifies as “the father of Alexander and Rufus” from the contemporary burial records (Sunday Times 30/3/96 - but see opposite!).

A6—Further Reading

An excellent modern general introduction to the New Testament is the revised (1994) version of Men with a Message, originally written by John Stott in 1951 but completely updated and revised by Steve Motyer.  The sets of reading below are based on theirs.

<<which we will add to: Further suggestions appreciated>>

Less Demanding

Donald English The Message of Mark, the Mystery of Faith IVP 1992

RT France Divine Government, God’s Kingship & the Gospel of Mark SPCK 1990

Richard A Edwards Matthew’s Story of Jesus Fortress 1985

William Barclay The Daily Study Bible St Andrew Press, Edinburgh, 1960 is a very useful 17-volume set of commentaries with Barclay’s translations.

JRW Stott The Message of the Sermon on the Mount. Christian Counter-Culture IVP 1978

David Gooding According to Luke IVP 1987

David Gooding True to the Faith. A fresh approach to the Acts of the Apostles Hodder & Stoughton 1990

JRW Stott The Message of Acts: To the ends of the earth IVP 1990

Michael Wilcock The Message of Luke: the Saviour of the World IVP 1979

AE Harvey Jesus on Trial, A study of the Fourth Gospel SPCK 1976

David Jackman The Message of John’s Letters: Living in the love of God IVP 1988

Bruce Milne The Message of John: Here is your King! IVP 1993

Leon Morris Jesus is the Christ, Studies in the Theology of John Eerdmans/IVP 1989

Steve Motyer Israel in the Plan of God, Light on today’s Debate IVP 1989

Robert Stein Difficult Passages in the Epistles Baker, 1988

John Zeisler Pauline Christianity OUP 1990

Raymond Brown The Message of Hebrews. Christ above all. IVP 1982

David Gooding An Unshakeable Kingdom.  The letter to the Hebrews for today IVP 1989

William Lane Hebrews, a call to Commitment Henricksen 1985

James T Draper Faith that Works: Studies in James Tyndale House 1988

JA Motyer The Message of James: The Tests of Faith IVP 1985

Carsten Theide Simon Peter: from Galilee to Rome Paternoster, 1986

Edmund P Clowney The Message of 1 Peter: the Way of the Cross IVP 1988

I Howard Marshall 1 Peter IVP 1991

John Stott What Christ Thinks of His Church. Word, 1990

Michael Wilcock The Message of revelation. I Saw Heaven Opened IVP 1975

Michael Williams The Power and the Kingdom. Power, Politics and the Book of Revelation Monarch 1989

�

More Demanding

Ernest Best, Mark, The Gospel as Story T&T Clark 1983

Adela Yarbro Collins The Beginning of the Gospel. Probing in Mark Fortress 1992

Morna D Hooker The Message of Mark Epworth 1983

Jack Kingsbury, Conflict in Mark, Jesus, Authorities, Disciples Fortress 1989

RT France Matthew, Evangelists and Teacher Paternoster 1989

David E Garland Redating Matthew SPCK 1993

Jack Dean Kingsbury Matthew as Story Fortress 1988

Paul S Pinear Matthew, the Teacher’s Gospel DLT 1984

John Wenham Redating Matthew, Mark & Luke. Hodder & Stoughton 1991

JA Fitzmayer, Luke the Theologian. Aspects of his teaching Geoffrey Chapman 1989

Gary M Burge Interpreting the Gospel of John Baker Book House, 1992

John W Pryor John: Evangelist of the Covenant People. The Narrative and Themes of the Fourth Gospel DLT 1992

Judith M Lieu The Theology of the Johannine Epistles CUP 1991

Leon Morris Studies in the Fourth Gospel Paternoster 1969

John M Smalley John, Evangelist and Interpreter 

FF Bruce Paul, Apostle of the Free Spirit Paternoster 1977

Martin Hengel The Pre-Christian Paul SCM 1991

Morna Hooker From Adam to Christ: Essays on Paul CUP 1990

Seyoon Kim The Origin of Paul’s Gospel JCB Mohr 1981

LD Hurst The Epistle to the Hebrews. Its Background of Thought CUP 1990

Barnabas Lindars The Theology of the Letter to the Hebrews CUP 1991

James B Adamson James, the Man and His Message Eerdmans 1989

PJ Hartin James and the Sayings of Jesus JSOT Press 1991

Perdito U Maynard-Reid Poverty and Wealth in James Orbis 1987

John Elliott A Home for the Homeless. A Sociological Exegesis of 1 Peter SCM 1982

Michael Green 2 Peter Reconsidered IVP 1961

Donald Guthrie The Relevance of John’s Apocalypse Paternoster/Eerdmans 1987

CJ Hemer The Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia in the Local Setting JSOT Press 1986

JM Court Myth and History in the Book of Revelation SPCK 1979

Controversial

Carsten Thiede & Matthew d’Ancona The Jesus Papyrus (Weidenfeld 1996) makes the case that the fragment of Matthew in Madgalene College library dates from between AD50 and AD100, which would suggest a very early date for Matthew and presumably an even earlier date for Mark. This claim is widely disputed by scholars (see for example Graham Stanton’s Gospel Truth HarperCollins 1995) and the jury is, to say the least, still out.  But the real point is that whether they were written in AD40 or AD90, the Gospels are true and reliable.

John Robinson Re-dating the New Testament (SCM 1976) is an earlier attempt by a notoriously ‘liberal’ theologian to look anew at the dates of the books of the New Testament and come to very ‘conservative’ conclusions.

�B—Basic Principles for Reading the Bible

‘All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work’ (2 Timothy 3:16–17� XE "2 Timothy 3\:16–17" �).

—We have seen that for Christians, this applies to the Old Testament and the New Testament. But what exactly does this mean?  What about the inconsistencies, the ‘unscientific’ aspects� XE "unscientific aspects" � of the Bible, and the apparent endorsement of highly ‘unchristian’ behaviour in parts of the Old Testament?  There are a number of principles that help us:

B1—The Light of Christ

All scripture must be interpreted in the light of Christ, who fulfils and transcends the faith of Israel.  The prohibitions on eating different kinds of foods have been abolished (Mark 7:19� XE "Mark 7\:19" �), as have the purely ritualistic aspects of the Law (see eg Hebrews 9 & 10� XE "Hebrews 9 & 10" �).  Cursing� XE "Cursing" � and slaughtering our human enemies, which seems to be encouraged in the Old Testament in many places, is expressly forbidden by Christ (Luke 6:27� XE "Luke 6\:27" �).  But when the obvious ‘literal’ meaning is clearly wrong, this does not mean that the Bible is wrong but that we would be misunderstanding it if we took it in that way (“Duck� XE "Duck" �!” – “but there are no ducks”). We just have to think, and pray, harder.  For example Psalm 137� XE "Psalm 137" � ends “O daughter of Babylon, ... happy shall he be who takes your little ones and dashes them against a rock!”  What are we to make of this?  A great Christian teacher, St Benedict� XE "St Benedict" � uses this to encourage us to catch hold of temptations while they are still young, and dash them on the rock of Christ.�

B2—Seek and you will Find

With prayerful reflection and diligent study the meanings that God intends for us from his written word of God will become apparent. 

<<The Leader may wish to expand on this>>

As we come back to books in the Bible, more and more of God’s riches are revealed.  It is not ‘easy’, but it is immensely rewarding. There are wholly legitimate debates between Christians about what parts of the Bible really mean, but Christians believe that any significant part of the Bible has one or more meanings that God wants us to understand, and that these meanings are true.  It is sometimes not obvious what the relevant ‘significant parts’ are.  As with any other book, quoting the Bible out of context produces nonsense: You could take part of Matthew 5:17� XE "Matthew 5\:17" � and claim that Jesus ‘said’ “I have come to abolish the Law and the Prophets”.

—1 Corinthians 14:1� XE "1 Corinthians 14\:1" � begins with the startling words: “Make love� XE "Make love" �”, but the verse is ‘Make love your aim’.  These are simple examples but the principle applies in more complex cases.  For example, the two creation accounts in Genesis (Genesis 1� XE "Genesis 1" � and Genesis� XE "Genesis" � 2) conflict in many details� and this clearly shows that God does not want us to take the details literally, but to understand the deep truths in the passage.  This does not mean that we disregard them – Jesus quotes Genesis 2:24� XE "Genesis 2\:24" � as the key text about marriage (Matthew 19:5� XE "Matthew 19\:5" �, Mark 10:7� XE "Mark 10\:7" �).  This is no different really from any other way of expressing a deep and complex truth.  When Newton discovered the laws of mechanics he formulated the fundamental law f = ma.  This means that force = mass times acceleration: to this day it is one of the fundamental principles of mechanics�. So “f=ma” is true.  But we have to understand what is meant by “force”, “mass” and “acceleration”, and which forces, masses and accelerations to apply it to.  If we were to apply the equation out of context we would get nonsense.  f=ma does not mean that “fry” is the same word as “mary”.

—With the Bible, you have to understand the part in relation to the whole.  Advice from other wise Christians, in conversation, commentaries and writings, is very helpful. Jesus promises us that if we seek we will find (Matthew 7:7� XE "Matthew 7\:7" �).  But it is important to remember that the meaning intended by the original human author is not necessarily the meaning that God intends us to take.  Quite possibly the human author of Psalm 137� XE "Psalm 137" � meant the words literally.

B3—Humility

Sometimes people give up, and say ‘I don’t understand what God means by this, it must be wrong.’  But the alternative is to think, and pray, harder.  Sometimes I look at a Chess Problem and I can’t see any way that White can checkmate in three.  I am a duffer at Crosswords� XE "Crosswords" �, and can see no solution at all to ‘False teeth are easily obtainable (2,1,5)’.  But I know that the limitation is with me and not with the problem.  And if the ‘problem’ had been set by the greatest master who ever lived, for me to learn from, it would be arrogance indeed for me to say: ‘I don’t understand it, it must be wrong’.

—This principle needs also to be applied, vicariously, when considering many of the statements of ‘scholars’� XE "scholars" � and ‘critics’� XE "critics" � that in one way or another ‘debunk’ the Bible.  There is a great deal of speculation about sources, reaction processes and the distortions that may have occurred between the ‘original message’ and what the evangelists wrote.  Almost all of this is entirely speculative – even for points on which most scholars are agreed.  Actually, as recent research has shown, Middle Eastern communities are extremely effective at preserving information that is important to them.  There is solid evidence that the Evangelists and the Church, guided by the Holy Spirit, knew their business, and that ‘the God who took the trouble to become incarnate also took the trouble, for the sake of those who came after, to leave a dependable account of these amazing happenings�’. 

<<Appendix A gives additional material which can be touched on in discussion or circulated as appropriate.>>

—Equally, though, we must be humble in our use of the Bible.  We should never use it to hit other people over the head with.  Glib quoting of texts to settle a controversy is neither effective nor edifying.  The Holy Spirit� XE "Holy Spirit" � inspired men to write – we are not Mormons� XE "Mormons" � or Muslims� XE "Muslims" � who claim that their books were directly dictated, word by word.  As with everything connected with the truth of God, it is deeper and subtler than any human inventions: “‘For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways’ says the Lord (Isaiah 55:8� XE "Isaiah 55\:8" �)

�
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� Through the Looking-Glass Chapter 5.

� One of the greatest living expositors of the relationship of Science and Religion is John Polkinghorne� XE "Polkinghorne, John" � FRS, a leading Cambridge Professor of mathematical physics who resigned his chair to become ordained in the Church of England, and is now  President of Queens College Cambridge.  His books include One World, The Particle Play and the masterly Science and Christian Belief (all published by SPCK).

� Science & Christian Belief SPCK 1994 p32. As the former Cambridge Professor of Particle Physics John Polkinghorne� XE "Polkinghorne, John" � FRS puts is:

We have to believe in order to understand and we have to understand in order to believe.  That is why scepticism� XE "scepticism" � is so unfruitful a strategy.  Why do I believe in quarks� XE "quarks" � when no fractionally charged particle has ever been unequivocally observed in an experiment?  Set your doubts aside for a while and see how belief in confined quarks enables us to understand a variety of phenomena .... which otherwise would have no underlying intelligibility.  

The phenomena he instances are ‘the hadronic spectrum of octets and decuplets and deep inelastic scatterings’.  He also says that: ‘Laplace (the greatest of Newton’s successors in working out celestial mechanics) dismissed tales of meteors with the words “We’ve had enough of such myths.” ‘ (p31).

� In Shakespeare’s� XE "Shakespeare" � Othello� XE "Othello" �, the great general is driven to murder his beloved wife because he lacks faith in her, and is persuaded by a false friend to believe her to be unfaithful.  When he finally learns the truth, too late, he says:

When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,�Speak of me as I am, nothing extenuate�Nor set down aught in malice.  Then must you speak�Of one that lov’d not wisely, but too well:

—Of course he did not love ‘too well’ — there was a terrible, murderous, lack of love, and a terrible lack of trust his beloved — a lack of faith.

—But in the Merry Wives of Windsor� XE "Merry Wives of Windsor" � a fat old knight,  Sir John,  tries to seduce two rich wives.  Their husbands are tipped off by a rogue. One husband has complete confidence in his wife.

I will not believe such a [fantastic rogue even if] the priest o’ th’ town commended him for a true man...[even if Sir John] should intend this voyage towards my wife, I would turn her loose on him, and what he gets more of her than sharp words, let it lie on my head�.

—But the other is inflamed be jealousy and makes a complete fool of himself.  Eventually he realises that his wife is to be trusted, and is able to enter into the fun of teasing Sir John.

Pardon me wife, henceforth do what thou wilt;�I rather will suspect the sun with cold�Than thee with wantonness. Now doth thine honour stand,�In him who was of late an heretic;�As firm as faith. 		(Merry Wives Act 4 scene 4).



� There are innumerable explicit references to this in the NT.  Virtually the whole of the letter to the Hebrews is about this.  To give just a few examples, the first refernce by Jesus to the ‘scriptures’ is Matthew 21:42� XE "Matthew 21\:42" � where he quotes Psalm 118� XE "Psalm 118" � and this is also taken up in Acts 4:11� XE "Acts 4\:11" � and 1 Peter 2:7.� XE "1 Peter 2\:7" �  In Luke 24:27 Jesus on the road to Emmaus� XE "Emmaus" � “interpreted to [the two disciples] in all the scriptures the things concerning himself’.  In Romans 5:12-21� XE "Romans 5\:12-21" � St  Paul develops the idea of Christ as a second Adam (as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive (1 Corintians 15:22).  St Ireneaus� XE "Ireneaus" �, one of the earliest Church Fathers (c 130-c200) draws a similar parallel (in his Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 32-34 and also in his tracts Against Heresies) with  Mary� XE "Mary" � as a 2nd Eve. The techncial word for the New Testament being prefigured in the old is ‘typology’ and many Christian hymns build on this.  

�  All the mainstream Christian Churches join in affirming the inspiration of the Bible. The  Catechism of the Catholic Church 1995� XE "Catechism of the Catholic Church 1995" � explains “God is the author of Sacred Scripture.  The divinely revealed realities, which are contained and presented in the text of Sacred Scripture, have been written down under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit ... the books of Scripture firmly, faithfully and without error teach that truth which God, for the sake of our salvation, wished to see confided to the Sacred Scriptures.”, quoting the documents of Vatican II� XE "Vatican II" �.) The Orthodox� XE "Orthodox" � and all vigorous and growing parts of the rest of the Church affirm this.  It is certainly the official position of the Anglican Church although there are regrettably now  a number of Anglicans who do not seem to believe it.  This does not  mean that the Bible should be read with a naive and un-thinking literalism, which has never been the teaching of the Church.  See the discussion in §4&5.

Just as with the Old Testament, the writings of the New Testament took time to be recognised by the Church as the authentic witness to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus and the teachings of the apostles.  To make sure that the good news was authentically proclaimed it had to be written down, and Gospel simply means Good News.

�	(meno meno – actually ‘we shall make a home with’, therefore moneen monhn)

�	Rule of St Benedict 73:3.

�	The Bible as a Means of Grace in Convictions, Hodder & Stoughton, 1975.

� Introduction to UK edition of Mysteriam Paschale p6.

� John Wenham Redating Matthew, Mark and Luke Hodder & Stoughton p247–248.

� Wenham, op cit pp253–255.

�	Expository Times September 1995.  

� The Rule of St Benedict, Prologue v28. This remarkable guide to Christian living was written c535AD, and still to this day forms the basis of most Roman  Catholic & Anglican monasteries.

A great deal more can be said on this topic – as with everything about God, (& thus everything on the Star Course) any human words are only scratching the surface of the inexhaustible depths of the truth.

� In Genesis 1� XE "Genesis 1" � plants are created on Day 3, animals on Days 5 & 6, Male and Female are created at the same time.  In Genesis 2� XE "Genesis 2" � Man is created before the plants and animals, and woman last.

� Indeed, re-formulated slightly as force = rate of change of momentum, it is even true in Einstein’s theory of relativity which slightly corrected Newton’s laws.

� John Wenham Redating Matthew, Mark and Luke Hodder & Stoughton p248






