
Well, what shall we talk about today?

Beautiful church isn’t it? Autumn’s here at last.  I wish they’d shut the door to keep 
the draught out. I think we can all agree that it will be a good idea for at least the 
next twenty years not to talk about politics. Beautiful church isn’t it? Have you 
noticed how many angels there are? Who do you think that saint is?

The thing about regular conversations, the conversations you have with the same 
people in the same place at the same time week in week out is that you do tend to 
end up talking about the same  few things. This is  especially the case if the talking is, 
as in this instance, entirely one sided, just me, up here, holding forth and you, over 
there occasionally laughing (though not nearly as much as you should), mostly trying 
to perfect the art of sleeping with your eyes open and once in a while when you’ve 
inadvertently heard what I’m saying, heckling. But mostly it’s one sided- me talking. 
And if it’s true that most preachers are actually preaching to themselves then really 
you’re just eavesdropping on me talking to myself. Could my role be sadder?

But hey, what shall we talk about today? Beautiful ch…

Although it may not seem to be the case, although it appears that I get up here 
Sunday after Sunday and ramble vaguely amusing anecdotes and offensive political 
propaganda and then tack  a bit of unconnected religion on the end just for 
appearances sake, though it may seem that what I say has scant relevance to the 
Bible readings that immediately precede this slot in the service, that’s not the case, 
or at least not how the case starts. Each service has scripture readings set for it and 
I would hope that each sermon takes at least a part of those readings as a 
springboard hopefully once airborne to elevate our souls to higher things, at least for 
as long as feasible before bellyflopping back to the surface and reaching for the the 
comic canine caper story.

Glancing over the scripture readings for today looking for a hook on which to hang 
this homily I really was spoilt for choice. Do I go with Jeremiah sewing the seeds of 
humans and the seeds of animals (huh?) and try to work out what on earth the 
prophet was on about this time? Had he perhaps been left outside in a cistern in the 
sun a bit too long?  Or do I choose the gospel, one of those counterintuitive 
moments where Jesus compares the holy to something criminal, in this case likening 
God to a corrupt judge? Both are interestingly spiky jumping off points for thinking 
about the faith,  but in the end I plumped for that  excerpt from the Second letter to 
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Timothy— one of the last books of the Bible to be written— where, with a fitting 
symmetry, scripture appears to be talking to itself,  about itself.

All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 
training in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped 

for every good work.

Now this is a part of the Bible loved by the fundamentalist, because if you sort of 
squint a bit and hold it up this way and tilt your head just here, this  seems to be 
justifying an elevated and if you really screw  your eyes up- literal- view of the Bible. 
Look the Bible confirms what we’ve been saying all along. Heretic.

‘All scripture is inspired by God’. 

But read on and it’s immediately obvious that point the writer here is trying to press 
home is not how great scripture is or that all scripture is inspired by God— it says 
that certainly but that’s not where it’s trying to lead us. Where it’s leading is: All 

scripture is inspired by God ’therefore it’s useful so get out and use it. 

The Bible a is resource for Christians, it’s a springboard for our faith but it’s not an 
oracle. It’s where our pilgrim journey as God’s people begins but it’s not where it 
stays. It’s what we use to launch ourselves onto higher and greater things: a tool of 
faith, something to use. Like all tools, you need to know how to use it correctly and 
safely; you need to know which way is the right way up and which end is the end 
you’re supposed to hold and which is the bit you keep your fingers away from if you 
want to keep all of  them. You might need to practice using it and in order to get the 
job done you might need to use it in conjunction with other tools and implements: 
the vice of tradition, the workbench of reason.

What I want to do today is share some tips that I think are going to be useful to 
anyone thinking of getting to work with a Bible which, should be pretty much all of 
us. And I thought I’d give you three of them because that always seem to be the 
number this sort of sermon features.

So here goes.  First, make sure it’s plugged in and you’re holding it the right way up. 

Wrong manual. I’ll start again.
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Tip number one is that you should always treat the Bible with the utmost respect, in 
the same we that you should treat your grandparents with respect and in the same 
way that you should treat  a crocodile with respect.

You should listen attentively to what your grandparents have to say. They’ve been 
around a lot longer than you have, they’ve accumulated a lot of experience that you 
haven’t and might if you’re lucky, have picked up some wisdom on the way. So while 
you should always respect what your forbears have to say you should not necessarily 
follow to the letter any advice they offer you. Remember that their wisdom will have 
come from a particular time and place which will not be the same time as yours. 
Sometimes the advice is timeless, other times it’s stuck in yesteryears mud. Listen to 
what they have to say about heartache but turn off sermon-style when they start 
complaining about technology.  The Bible is like this. It’s a mix of essential wisdom 
and disposable anachronism; respect the Bible like it’s your grandparents. And a 
crocodile. Hopefully the need for respect is the thing only your granny and a large 
reptile hold in common, but you should treat a crocodile with respect because it is a 
powerful and admirable beast in its native habitat: and it is a potentially destructive 
beast that can do you a lot of harm if you enter unprepared into that habitat.  Come 
to the scriptures unprepared and you can do yourself- and more often someone 
else- incalculable harm, whether that is in this world or the next. Remember, the 
Bible is a tool and if it’s hurting while your using it, you’re probably using it in the 
wrong way, hammering your finger rather than the nail. If I speak in the tongues of 
mortals and angels but do not have love, I am nothing.

#1. Treat the Bible with respect. Tip number two: remember that the Bible was not 
written for us to read.  Just as none of us imagine anything we do say or write will be 
of any interest to anyone two thousand years in the future, so none of the people 
who wrote the Bible had any notion that what they were writing would still be being 
read long after the deaths of their great great great great great etc grandchildren. 
The scriptures were written with a particular right there right then audience in mind. 
Some of the books of the New Testament are letters sent to a handful of people.  Or 
just intended for an audience of one- Paul writing to Philemon for example.  So  
although we can and do try to read the universal from the extremely parochial 
mindset of the scriptures,  it does help us immensely if we try to know what the 
world was like back then and what the people were like back then in order to find 
what lessons there might be for us now, now, as often is the case the world has 
changed, our understanding has changed and so might the lesson. 
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A classic example is when we read in Exodus or Leviticus ‘an eye for an eye and a 
tooth for a tooth’. To us that sounds repulsively grim and primitive. But at the time, it 
would have been progressive and radical. The principle, be proportionate in what you 
do. If someone bumps into you in the market place, don’t run them through with 
your sword. If we want to find wisdom for ourselves, here and now we need to ask 
first what was the Bible saying to the people then and there. Take into account the 
time and cultures and then ask: what is this saying now? It might still be saying 
something important. It might be saying nothing at all. A bit like your grandparents.

#1. Treat the Bible with respect.
# 2 Remember the Bible was not written for us to read.

And finally.
#3 Be aware of your own bias as well as other people’s. None of us read the Bible in 
isolation. We all approach the scriptures in our own time and cultures; we all come 
to the Bible from a particular tradition of reading and understanding; all traditions 
focus more on some parts of the Scriptures than others, all traditions focus on some 
parts of the Bible and ignore others. Sometimes the shaping influence of our faith 
traditions is subtle- such as deciding what is read out at a Sunday service, when we 
start and when we stop. The Bible doesn’t contain instructions: read this on the 17th 
Sunday after Trinity and stop here. Our tradition tells us that.  Some times the 
tradition can be a good deal more clumsy such as when you might be told that ‘This 
bit of the scripture doesn’t apply to Christians’ (in which case, why is it in our 
Bible? ) or ‘the Bible is literally true, apart from those bits that aren’t’. Again the Bible 
doesn’t come marked with ‘this is literally true, this is myth’: those decisions are 
made by the faith tradition  you are in.  This is inescapable. We can’t take ourselves 
out of our times and places and cultures and traditions. But we can and should be 
aware of it.

There we go. That’s the end of today’s monologue. Just in case you have actually 
perfected sleeping with your eye open, here’s the bullet points, your three top tips 
for today:

#1. Treat the Bible with respect.
# 2 Remember the Bible was not written for us to read.
#3 Be aware of your own bias as well as other people’s.
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