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I was just a kid the first time I was inspired by the Bible. Twelve years old. I
was in the middle of a seven-week trip away from home. I was traveling with
two families and then three of us “extras” who had been invited along. It was
a long time away from my family.

But it wasn’t seeking solace for my homesickness that opened scripture to
me. It was as a result of the group of us preteens and teens arguing among
ourselves. We were picking and picking at one another for minor infractions
like whose turn it was to sleep on the top cot in the big tent we all shared, or
who would sit by the windows. Who was being the bossiest or the most
unkind. Our solution was for all to become bossier and meaner.

At the end of one particularly awful day, one of the parents on the trip
(whom I now in retrospect realize had been having a far worse day than we
were) called us to the campfire. She picked up the Bible and began to read.

It wasn’t words of honor for your father and mother, although that might
have been really appropriate. It wasn’t about how we would all suffer
weeping and gnashing of teeth if we didn't behave. Instead she read the
words of the Apostle Paul, written in 1 Corinthians 13. It is known as the love
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chapter. I have read it at more weddings than I can count, including our son
Ray’s to our new daughter-in-law Isabel just two days ago.

There was something in these words of Holy Scripture that inspired me at
that young, vulnerable age to want to be better and to do better with the
relationships around me. Listening, thinking about the impact of my words
on the people around me, about the harm my words could cause. I
remember that my heart melted a bit, and then the tears came. Yes, I was
only 12. Yes, I was just a kid. But also yes, I was inspired, and to this day,
decades later, these words still move me.

Inspiration. In his book Making Sense of the Bible, Adam Hamilton uses Scott
Barry Kaufman’s definition of this word:

Inspiration awakens us to new possibilities by allowing us to
transcend our ordinary experiences and limitations. Inspiration
propels a person from apathy to possibility, and transforms the
way we perceive our own capabilities.

There is very little controversy in the statement: the Holy Bible is
inspirational. Christ followers of all different flavors, all across the world,
agree on this point. United Methodists share a common book of
discipline—the book of rules that define the structure of our denomination
and the roles and duties of clergy like me. In the book of discipline is written:

As we open our minds and hearts to the Word of God through the
words of human beings inspired by the Holy Spirit, faith is born
and nourished, our understanding is deepened, and possibilities
for transforming the world become apparent to us.
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Today, millions of people around the globe will turn to the Bible’s pages and
seek inspiration. Ancient words will be read in a multitude of languages, and
they will encourage people to move forward in life despite their present
circumstances. People will read and hear passages that will console a broken
heart, bring peace to a troubled relationship, calm an anxious being.

And today, someone will read of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and
be inspired to live under his Lordship. Someone will renew their commitment
to follow him. Someone will make a better decision as they read the Bible, as
they become open to the power of the Holy Spirit to correct, teach, and lead
them. Someone will come to understand that they are beloved of God, and
that no human has the right to harm them.

The Bible is inspirational. The Bible is the story of God from its beginning to
its end, told through the voices and experiences of generations of people.
The Bible contains history, poetry, wisdom, prophetic writings, letters, and
the four Gospels that reveal the love of God in Jesus Christ.

If we can all agree that the Bible inspires us and we could stop there, that
would make this whole series simpler. But we need to push further, because
where we struggle and disagree far too often—and far too loudly—is not the
acceptance of the Bible as inspiration, but as the acceptance of the Bible as
being inerrant. Inerrant is defined as infallible, totally true. The word inerrant
means, simply, without error.

For at least the first 29 years of my life, I didn’t give this a second thought. I
didn’t need to. The Bible I grew up reading and taught to my children did
everything it needed to for me. I loved it and the stories it contained. It
confirmed for me the love of God in Jesus Christ, the Son of God. It taught me
about God saving Noah and the animals and the promise of the rainbow.
How David stood up to Goliath and took him down with a slingshot when
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others were afraid. It taught me that Queen Esther saved her people from
annihilation by speaking up to the king. And the Bible taught me many, many
other lovely stories told through the lens of success and victory. So when
someone told me this was the infallible word of God? Okay.

But then some things began to fall apart for me as I began to study. Not,
thanks be to God, that Jesus is the Son of God. Not the gospel story. The
good news has been the good news ever since Jesus lived it.

But inerrant? Without any error? That notion fell apart when I went deeper
into scripture. Noah? If God is love, did everyone need to be annihilated to
prove a point? Or, were ancient people explaining the way in which a massive
flood destroyed much of the world as they understood it? David led massive
armies that killed women, children and men. Is this God’s way of love, or is
this a people who understand blessings and curses, victories and defeats as
the sole providence of God? Queen Esther? Major manipulation and beauty
queen victory there, but really is that story totally true? More essentially,
does it need to be literally true to reflect the survival of the Hebrews against
great oppression and overwhelming circumstances?

And then it gets really messy when we look at patriarchy, misogyny, slavery,
and genocide. When we dissect the laws of Moses and try to fit them into our
life today. When you and I set about trying to decide what is clean and
unclean, or worse, who is clean and unclean. It would be easier if we could
just say “That was the God of the Old Testament, part of the old covenant.
That doesn’t apply anymore, right?” But friends, this scripture comes up
again in the New Testament and creates controversy and division.

Throughout the Bible, God uses fallible, flawed humans and inspired them to
write down the world as they understood it. God did not dictate it to them,
and fallible humans cannot write infallibly. Flawed humanity cannot write
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flawlessly. God used imperfect people to explain himself—the Creator,
Redeemer, and Sustainer of all life. And these imperfect people described
God in terms that made sense to them, in ways that—for generations to
come—would move people—still moves people—to follow God.

And despite those human imperfections, despite the human
misunderstandings, the Holy Bible has shaped, and continues to shape, the
lives of untold millions of people around the world each day. We hold it as
our highest authority to understand God throughout history. And it brings us
the best way for us, as fallible, flawed, imperfect people ourselves, to know
the God of love, justice, mercy, and grace as revealed in Jesus Christ.

There it is. Rather, there Jesus is. That’s how we can make sense of the Bible.
It is through Jesus, the Word of God. I am going to borrow much from Adam
Hamilton’s book—chapter 18 today—and I would invite you to consider
buying the book just for this one chapter. Let me first read from the Gospel
of John chapter one.

1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things
came into being through him, and without him not one thing
came into being. What has come into being 4 in him was life, and
the life was the light of all people. 5 The light shines in the
darkness, and the darkness did not overtake it.

Now, moving to verse 14.

14 And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have
seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and
truth. 15 (John testified to him and cried out, “This was he of whom
I said, ‘He who comes after me ranks ahead of me because he was
before me.’ ”) 16 From his fullness we have all received, grace upon
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grace. 17 The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth
came through Jesus Christ. 18 No one has ever seen God. It is the
only Son, himself God, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has
made him known.

Jesus Christ is the infallible, inerrant Word of God. Hamilton writes:

All other words about God are mediated through human beings.
But in Jesus, God wrapped his message, his character, heart, and
purposes in human flesh. Jesus is the decisive, definitive
unmitigated word of God.

Each week, we close our worship with the same song. Brian found it after
searching for years, determined that we needed a way of going out into the
world, beyond our walls, carrying Jesus with us. A song to reflect who we are
as The Downtown Church. It contains the words of Jesus found in Matthew:

Matthew 22:35
35 and one of them, an expert in the law, asked him a question to
test him. 36 “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the
greatest?” 37 He said to him, “ ‘You shall love the Lord your God
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’
38 This is the greatest and first commandment. 39 And a second is
like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 On these two
commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.”

Hamilton borrows from a colleague of his when he says that these two
commandments serve as a colander or a kitchen strainer. They hold what is
essential and let go of what need not be contained. We allow those verses,
those that do not fit with what we know to be true in these two fundamental
commandments, to become open. Open to discussion, open to questions,
open to exploring more fully the context and history in which they were
written.
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Hamilton goes on to suggest that a broader, more important colander is
Jesus Christ himself. Jesus shows us the will and character of God. Jesus
demonstrates clearly to us the heart of God in his birth, life, death, and
resurrection. When we read scripture that is in conflict with Jesus, the actual
Word of God, it is the witness of Jesus that we hold on to. We read through
him. We seek to understand through him.

In the book of Galatians, you will find an example of the Apostles wrestling
with the balance between Jewish law and the character of Christ. Gentiles
had heard the Gospel proclaimed, new churches were coming together
among these people who were not Jews, had never been Jews, and would
never become Jews. They were Christians.

So did the law that required all Jewish men be circumcised apply to them?
Must they go through this ritual? After debate, it was decided that no, this
ancient law was no longer needed. Church leaders decided instead that the
law was a stumbling block to spreading the Gospel that salvation is in Christ.
Following him was the mark of discipleship. It would be years before some
other restrictions would be removed, but this debate demonstrates that even
the Apostles were open to making new decisions. They too filtered what they
had learned from Jesus and looked beyond the letter of the law, looking
more deeply to better discern what it means to love God and love neighbor
in the way of Christ. Peter—the rock—struggled with this balance, just as he
struggled throughout the gospel with faith. Remind you of anyone? Kinda
reminds me of me.

Centuries of debate continue among Christians as we consider scripture that
does not align with what Jesus taught, what his life showed, and what his
sacrificial death on the cross demonstrated. Knowing that salvation is in
Christ, that his resurrection defeated death, that there is nothing God did not
do to redeem humankind, we open all of scripture and read it through the
lens of Jesus.
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We know slavery is wrong. We stand against war and the harming of others.
We speak up for the marginalized, and we work for the vulnerable. I serve as
the pastor of The Downtown Church and preach today—as do other women
in our denomination—because leadership filtered scripture through love.
They asked questions of words—scripture—that did not align with the
revealed character of God in Jesus Christ, and they chose love.

To make sense of the Bible, we bring who we are to the table, we bring our
experiences. We bring the traditions of our faith. We bring our ability to think
and reason. We seek to know the history, context, and culture of the writers.
And most importantly of all we hold the Word of God, Jesus Christ, as our
source for how to live and how to make sense of scripture, letting the Holy
Spirit inspire us anew.

Let me close with these words from 1 Corinnthians 13 that the 12-year-old
Lori found inspiring and the 65 year old still does.

4 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or
arrogant 5 or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not
irritable; it keeps no record of wrongs; 6 it does not rejoice in
wrongdoing but rejoices in the truth. 7 It bears all things, believes
all things, hopes all things, endures all things 8 Love never ends.

13 And now faith, hope, and love remain, these three, and the
greatest of these is love.

Let’s pray: Almighty God, we give thanks for the Bible. It challenges us,
shapes us, gives a foundation for living and brings us to know your love
revealed in Jesus Christ. It holds within it the way of salvation and gives us
knowledge of your mercy and grace. O Lord, inspire us anew by the power of
the Holy Spirit, to do as you command: love God and love neighbor. In the
name of Jesus we pray, Amen.
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