Week 4, Part 1: Putting the Word to Work 
1) Applying the Bible to life

This involves us understanding both the text and the situation we are applying it to.  

(i) Questions to ask of the text:

Who should I identify with in the story?  
· E.g. As we read the stories of Moses, we tend to identify with him because he’s the main character.  In fact, we are not the equivalent of Moses; we are the equivalent of the people of Israel being led by Moses.  We are those in danger of grumbling, not the heroic leader who can see how wicked grumbling is!      

· E.g. In John 16:13 Jesus promises that the Holy Spirit will “lead you into all truth”.  Who does “you” refer to?  It’s often taken to refer to the whole church, or even individual Christians.  Has Jesus promised to lead me into all truth?  Not in this verse.  The context tells us that Jesus is talking to the eleven disciples.  The Spirit will lead them into all truth.  The application for us therefore, is not to expect the Spirit to lead us into all truth, but to expect to find all the truth we need in the Bible which the disciples wrote.  

Is the text shadow or reality?

Paul calls many of the practices of the Old Testament “shadows” (Col 2:17).  They foreshadow the realities found in Christ.  For example, Leviticus gives detailed instructions in sacrifice.  We don’t have to put those into practice because the reality has come: Christ’s sacrifice, to which the shadows pointed, has put an end to them.  That’s why we do not have to keep vast swathes of the Law of Moses, though it is all vital to our understanding of Christ, the reality.    

What is the point of the story?  
A lot of the Bible is written in the form of story or history.  Sometimes shocking things happen.  Are we meant to imitate them?  Just because something is narrated doesn’t mean it’s recommended!  It takes some time to read and re-read a story to discover the narrator’s perspective on events, which is God’s perspective too.    

· Sometimes we are told explicitly.  E.g. In 2 Samuel 11, David commits adultery with Bathsheba and then murders her husband.  The story is recounted without comment, until in the very last verse the narrator passes brief, but devastating, judgement: “But the thing David had done displeased the LORD” (2 Samuel 2:27).       

· Sometimes we are not explicitly told the narrator’s perspective.  For example, the book of Esther doesn’t even mention God and his perspective.  How do we know what the story is teaching us: to use expensive beauty treatments in the line of God’s work; to take violent revenge?  Read, puzzle, mull it over, and Esther emerges as an encouragement that even though he might be silent, God is sovereign over time and circumstances.  

(ii) Questions to ask of our situation 

How is our culture different from that of the writer?  

Do we greet one another with a holy kiss (Romans 16:16); or is that just cultural?  May be a hug would be an equivalent; or a hand shake?  Is the Bible’s teaching on women covering their heads in church (1 Cor 11) tied to the Bible’s culture?  Do we reproduce it today, or transpose it into our setting, keeping the principles but abandoning the cultural expression?  

This gets thorny.  I tend to emphasise the continuity between then and now more strongly than the cultural differences: neither God nor human nature change!  But culture related decisions have to be made if we re going to apply the Bible to today’s world.         

What do we need to hear?

I assume that whatever the passage actually says, that’s what God wants us to hear.  But as we seek to communicate that general truth to specific situations we need to be aware of people’s needs.  Do they need comfort, challenge or conversion?  Do they need to work this out in the school play ground or the work place?  How much detail do they need?  What questions will they have?

2) Resources for Bible study and use

I wonder how many versions of the Bible you have at home? I haven’t counted but would guess it would be around 10 printed versions.  That’s embarrassing enough, in the light of global Bible poverty!  We are spoiled with Bible study resources.    

(i) Translations and interlinears

The philosophy behind different translations differs: some attempt literal word for word accuracy; others are freer in their translation of specific words but try to communicate the feel of whole phrases.  Compare John 2:4

	Literal
	NASV
	ESV
	NIV
	NKJV
	NLT
	NRSV

	Woman, what to me and to you?
	Woman, what does that have to do with us?
	Woman, what does this have to do with me?
	Woman, why do you involve me?
	Woman, what does your concern have to do with Me?
	Dear woman, that’s not our problem
	Woman, what concern is that to you and to me?


Here’s a chart placing the well known versions on that spectrum:
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When you’re studying, aim to use a two or three versions, at least one from the ‘word for word’ end of the spectrum.  An interlinear is a great investment for the curious!

(ii) Concordances 

A concordance is a massive index of Bible words.  They help you find verses when you only remember one or two key words.  They help you to see how a word in your passage has been used elsewhere.  
Young’s Analytical Concordance enables you to discover which Greek of Hebrew word underlies an English word and lists every other time that Greek of Hebrew word is used.  Strong’s Concordance enables us to do the same thing.  Both these classic concordances are linked to the King James Bible.  

If you use the NIV as your regular Bible, and are committed to paper, The NIV Complete Concordance is very good.  On line concordances are very good (see below), many of which are free.    

(iii) Websites/ computer programmes

For concordances, different translations and other resources, have a look at either:
www.biblegateway.com – excellent for looking at different translation, word searches, audio Bible
www.blueletterbible.org – excellent for more advanced searches of the Hebrew and Greek text that underlies 



the English
www.ccel.org – excellent for finding free commentaries, mainly older works.
There are some advantages to purchased Bible software; for example, more up-to-date resources and translations.  I use BibleWorks.  Mac users often choose Accordance.  These cost though.  One free piece of software is e-sword: download at www.e-sword.net.  This also has free commentaries etc.
(iv) Books

Don’t leap to books to quickly.  Bible notes and commentaries can make you feel as though you haven’t got the skills to interpret the Bible for yourself.  And when you get a book, read it with discernment.  

There are lots of good books available.  The Bible Speaks Today or the Tyndale series of commentaries is usually helpful.  The NIV Application Commentary series helps us move from original context to modern life.  I also recommend consulting Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the whole Bible.  Written three hundred years ago, it’s a classic (and is available free online – see ccel.org mentioned previously).  
Bible Dictionaries, study notes and commentaries are available on line.  There’s a wealth of resources out there, but use your discernment and look at reviews.  Two websites I use before buying a commentary are www.bestcommentaries.com and https://www.ligonier.org/blog/top-commentaries-on-every-book-of-the-bible/ which have reviews of the best commentaries.  Reviews about commentaries on Amazon can be very good.  There are a few places to look for cheap commentaries, especially second hand.  Apart from Amazon, try 10ofthose.com, eden.co.uk and thegoodbook.co.uk and, for excellent deals on second hand and new books, abebooks.co.uk.
(v) Homegroups and prayer partners
One of the intentions of preaching at St Mildred’s is to equip everyone to read the Bible on their own.  Engage with & critique it.  Did the preacher deal with the text or ride his hobby horse?  Was the application in line with the text?  Was the emphasis the same as that of the passage?  This isn’t an excuse to become arrogant and hardhearted, but part of what it means to be a community of people living under God’s word.            

Week 4: Part 2. “You may be the only Bible a person reads” John Stott
Sharing the Gospel ‘out there’ in the world (Matt.5:13-16)

With your new-found confidence in reading and understanding the Bible, now is the time to take it out into the world and add a deeper Gospel dimension to your life outside church. To do this, we will deploy our “6 honest friends: Why, when, who how, where and what.”

To get our creative juices flowing here are a couple of examples of how we can think about connecting the world with the Bible:

“My body is a temple” Very popular phrase in the past decades, as health and fitness take over. Dependent upon the situation I could point to that being half a phrase from the Bible. (1 Cor. 6:19)

When teaching CV writing to the long-term unemployed, I opened our ‘working agreement’ together with ‘an ancient Proverb’ (16:24) “Pleasant words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones” They loved it!

Today, a national newspaper is advertising on Premier Christian Radio that you can “Live life to the full with the Daily Mail” A half-truth if ever I saw one! (John 10:10)

John 11:35 “Jesus wept!” Used to be a popular expletive. These days it’s just “Jesus”

HEALTH WARNING: We aren’t to read into or out of the Bible but we can listen carefully for nuances that surround us. (Rev. 22:19) These nuances can create openings for dialogue.

______________________________________

WHY: Of course, there’s the biblical imperative that we must make disciples. (Matt.28:19-20) But if our heart isn’t in it, sharing the Gospel will become an act of works rather than love and is likely to fall on deaf ears. 
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This is about your motive: (don’t be tempted to stray from a straight WHY question) 

- To brag or impress at Church?


- To prove I’m right / safe/ true?


- Discuss: why do you want to share the Gospel? 


Be prepared to share your jargon-free, heart-felt thoughts even if they are those of dis-
inclination, fear, energy or other emotions.

WHEN:  Timing is everything: Always! (1Peter 3:15) Another health warning!


When you’re not judging (Matt. 7:1-5)


When Christ is set apart as Lord in your heart (1 Peter 3:15-16)


When you have listened to God (prayer, Bible, wisdom, quiet, in twos) Acts 16:6-10

Jesus also knew when NOT to share the Gospel message: 

Don’t cast pearls among swine (Matt.7:6) Shake the dust off your feet (Matt 10:14)
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I wonder in what proportion we use our ears, eyes and mouths? 

Ask a trusted friend – don’t believe your own propaganda!

If we don’t look and listen to a person or our relationship with them, how do we know when to speak and what to say?

WHO:

Thinking of the relationships you have outside a church setting: Name a person (in your head) Discuss in what situation it is helpful to share the Gospel with them?

How did you decide the ‘who’? And what is your motive – the why?

The explanation of the parable of the sower is an interesting one here. (Matt. 13:18-23) 

We have no idea where a person is, deep down in their heart, with God. 

We can listen, pray and watch for signs and questions that are clues to a person’s hunger for Jesus. 

HOW :  
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“Christianity is not just about what we believe; 

it’s also about how we behave.”  

                                                                                                 John Stott. Basic Christianity
“By their fruit you will recognise them” Matt.7:16”

· As shrewd as a snake and innocent as doves (Matt.10:16)

· With gentleness and respect (1 Peter 3:15)

· With fruitfulness: The LICC talks about the 6 M’s

1. Modelling godly character

2. Making good work

3. Ministering grace and love

4. Moulding culture

5. Being a Mouthpiece for truth and justice

6. Being a Messenger of the gospel

WHERE: when we think about Jesus’ interactions with people, he meets them where they are: up a tree looking on; around the dinner table; at the well; on a walk; when in pain, anguish or grief-stricken. Can you remember where you were when you first met Jesus?

Study

Acts 17:23 – Paul starts with their unknown God. 

Acts 8:26-40 – Philip meets the Ethiopian on his journey

John 4:1-26 – Jesus is waiting at the well for the Samaritan woman

Luke 24: 13-35 – Jesus joining Cleopas and friend on the road to Emmaus

What do you notice about our “6 honest friends” here?

WHAT: Here is the very good news; you don’t need to beat people over the head with Bible verses that you’ve learned by heart! It’s not contextually sensitive.

It is wise to learn and hold in your heart the word of God but that’s for you and your growth in the love of the Lord. It is not for showing off to others. To be able to ‘stand on the Word’ as my Pentecostal spiritual mother taught me.

Jesus used to say, “It is written…….” when referring to the word of God. 

How might we learn from that in our everyday language?

What we share will depend upon the context:


Discussion about films 


Facebook entries


The Twittersphere


Newspaper article


Book you’ve read


Sporting context 

What we share will also depend upon our relationship with that person.

“We should not ask, ‘What is wrong with the world?’ 

for that diagnosis has already been given. 

Rather we should ask, "What has happened to salt and light?"” John Stott
Here are some items that came up in the past two weeks for me. The first three are all Facebook entries and led to some fascinating engagement……..
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HEALTH WARNING: We aren't to read into or out of the Bible but we can listen carefully
fir nuances that surround us. (Rev. 22:19) These nuances can create openings for dialogue.

WHY: Of course, there’s the biblical imperative that we must make disciples. (Matt 28:19-
20) But if our heart isn't in it, sharing the Gospel will become an act of works rather than
love and is likely to fall on deaf cars.

This is #hont yonr,motive: (don’t be tempted fo stray from a straight WHY question)
—To brag or impress at Church?

—
‘o prove 'm right / safe/ true?
- Discuss: why do you want to share the Gospel?
\  [Be prepared to share your jargon-free, heart-felt thoughts even if they are
e\

those of dis-inclination, fear, energy or other emotions

WHEN: Timing is everything: Always! (1Peter 3:15) Another health warning!

When you're not judging (Matt. 7:1-5)
When Christ is sct apart as Lord in your heart (1 Peter 3:15-16)
When you have listened to God (prayer, Bible, wisdom, quict, in twos) Acts 16:6-10

Jesus also knew when NOT to share the Gospel message
Don't cast pearls among swine (Matt.7:6) Shake the dust off your feet (Matt 10:14)
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Prof Stephen Hawking's former wife says he will 

now be enjoying 'well-earned peace'.
What will that mean to an atheist?  Discuss
Other subjects that arise regularly for me and I have to think about biblically are:

Items in The Big Issue

A link that was sent as a direct message about a BBC report on abuse in the church

A Quaker, philosopher friend asking “How was God today?”

A girl I didn’t know sobbing in the loos at work.

A conversation with a neighbour about Jimmy Savile. 


Me: Savile thinks he’s got away with it. He’s in for judgement like the rest of us.

Neighbour: You don’t believe all that do you


Me: Yes

Two of my close coaching peers like my ‘decent doubt’ and talk a lot about religious myth. This is my current BIG challenge as I haven’t stood up to some of their comments yet……..

FROM TODAY: what will you differently as a result of this Lent course?

3) Last word
We have thought about how to understand God’s word and how to share it.  Those can’t be our only aims.  It is vital that we seek to know Jesus better through the Bible ourselves.  Further, it is fundamental to the Bible’s purpose that it change our lives – we must live by what we understand and share.  It means nothing to be a Bible-teaching or Bible-believing church unless we are also a church that knows the Lord Jesus and obeys him in our lives.  

Paul says, “Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly” (Colossians 3:16).  It’s a command to the whole church.  It happens as we, “Teach and admonish one another with all wisdom…”  I hope you have been led deeper into the riches of God’s word, more enthusiastic to mine them for yourself.  I hope you feel more confident that you can teach and admonish others.         
“I need a dog!”








