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When we began this series Making Sense of the Bible, I asked this question in
the groups that I’ve been leading: What is the one thing about the Bible that
has troubled, perplexed, or confused you? And although there have been
several different answers, the most common one was the paradox between
the violent God of the Old Testament and the teachings of Jesus. How do we
reconcile the stories of vengeance, war, and genocide with the mercy, love,
and grace of Jesus?

For many of us, myself included for many years, we didn’t even try to deal
with those stories. I ignored them. Put them over there, somewhere out of
sight, and told myself they aren’t relevant because that was the old covenant,
the old God of the Old Testament. When Jesus came, all that old stuff could
be ignored because… well, just because it was easier to do it that way.

But ignoring the violence, that isn’t really an answer, is it? We are called in
Psalms to defend the weak and aid the oppressed, and shouldn’t that be for
both the present and the past? Choosing ignorance is not helpful in making
sense of this most important, foundational book of our faith. It requires a lot
of mental gymnastics to flip over these stories of violence, to leave them
face-down and only keep in mind what we want to know. Particularly people
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who are truly eager to study and know the story of God as contained in the
Bible.

Yet, when you delve into all of the Bible, these stories are glaringly real. There
are words from Holy Scripture, contained in the Old Testament, that have
been used for thousands of years to justify the oppression and killing of
God's people, young and old, rich and poor, believers and nonbelievers
throughout the world. There are words used to blame and categorize people
into those “worthy” of living and those who are easily removed from the face
of the earth because they do not conform, they make mistakes, they go
against God’s law. Or rather, they go against one particular rigid,
sharp-edged, and cruel interpretation of scripture.

Just for a moment, look with me at the story of Moses, the defining story of
the Hebrew people, and therefore the defining story Jesus grew up learning.
We don’t want to forget that Jesus was a Jew who held the Old Testament as
his Bible. When Jesus quoted scripture, corrected or enhanced an
understanding of scripture, or fulfilled the meaning of scripture, it was the
Old Testament to which he referred.

Moses. There is so much in the first five books of the Bible, also known as the
Pentatuch, the Law, the Books of Moses, that we want to learn and know.
And it is not until you read ALL of his story that the paradoxes become
increasingly evident. The story is filled with murder. Yes, we love that Moses
was placed in the bullrushes by his mother to save him from the Egyptians
seeking to murder all Jewish babies, but what do you do with God allowing
any babies—ever—to be killed? We read of Moses, after 40 years of growing
up in Pharaoh’s household, escaping to the desert after he commits murder.
Another 40 years pass, and then Moses is called by God to return to Egypt
and set the enslaved Hebrews free.
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And he does that, but at the expense of the lives of the Egyptians’ firstborn.
How do we reconcile that? Or the parting of the Red Sea, a great moment in
the movie The Ten Commandments, but at some point do we wonder about
the Egyptian men annihilated when Moses lowers his arms and the water
closes over them? Or do we just cheer that the evil people are dead?

The most difficult part of this story for me, I glossed over for years until I
couldn’t any longer. It’s when Moses comes down from Mt. Sinai, holding the
ten commandments given to him from God. And then he discovers that his
brother Aaron has allowed the people—newly freed from enslavement, who
have lived under Egyptian rule—to pool their gold and make an idol, a golden
calf. I don't like Exodus 32. Matter of fact, when I did a series on Moses a few
years ago, I just skipped over this part. The part where God’s wrath is burning
against the people. It is the part when God sees the sin and is ready to
annihilate them all except for Moses. It's the part where Moses intercedes for
the people, and instead of killing everyone, Moses has those of the tribe of
Levi kill a mere 3,000 people. And then:

Exodus 32:27
He said to them, ‘Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, “Put your
sword on your side, each of you! Go back and forth from gate to
gate throughout the camp, and each of you kill your brother, your
friend, and your neighbor.”’ 28 The sons of Levi did as Moses
commanded, and about three thousand of the people fell on that
day. 29 Moses said, ‘Today you have ordained yourselves for the
service of the Lord, each one at the cost of a son or a brother, and
so have brought a blessing on yourselves this day.’

How do we make sense of this? For the past few weeks, we have been
looking at the humanity and divinity of the Bible. We have talked about the
complexity of the words that were written through the lens of ancient
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people, with the knowledge they had at the time, to explain God and the
world around them. Inspired, yes. But inerrant? Infallible? No.

And honestly, there have been times in my life when the violence of the Old
Testament was explained away to me with words like: It was necessary for
God to be this vengeful in order to separate God's people from the rest of
humanity. It was important for God to keep people in line through genocide.
God could exterminate whomever God wants because, well… God is God,
and all authority of life and death is in the hands of God.

But these explanations are dangerous. They are the same ones used to
justify the crusades, the Salem witch trials, the Holocaust, slavery. Some
people are worthy of life and others are not. Some are worth saving and
others are easily ignored, or cast aside.

Let me offer Adam Hamilton’s words to help us reflect on another alternative
to making sense of this violence:

But if we recognize the Bible’s humanity—that it was written by
human beings whose understanding and experience of God was
shaped by their culture, their theological assumptions and the
time in which they lived—then we might be able to say, “In this
case, the biblical authors were representing what they believed
about God rather than what God actually inspired them to say.” If
we use Jesus’ words, and his great commandments, as a colander
we will see that these violent passages in the Hebrew Bible
contradict not only these great commands, but the very life and
ministry of Jesus who was God’s unmitigated word.

You and I come to the reading and interpretation of scripture through our
own lens. We have been formed by our culture, the theological assumptions
we were raised under, the traditions of our faith, our education, and our life
experiences. We cannot read the Bible, or anything else for that matter,
without the complexity of our own lives coming into play. Do you come with
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the understanding of God as a strict judge, only allowing you a nearly
nonexistent margin for error? Do you come with the belief that we must not
question scripture; either we accept it at face value or find ourselves on a
slippery slope on our way to eternal damnation? Or maybe you come with
the freedom to question all of scripture because it has been used against
you, or against people you love, and you are nearly ready to be done with it
all?

Let’s revisit this idea about the great commandments of Jesus serving as a
colander. For some, this explanation doesn’t seem to be sufficient, and I
understand that. But maybe simple can be helpful. Simple can be honest and
authentic. Simple principles can help us navigate other complexities.

Jesus, the Word made flesh, came to this earth to demonstrate with his life,
death, and resurrection the character of God. He came that we might have
life—and have it abundantly—both now and eternally by following him. His
words in Matthew form the crux, the heart, the colander of who he is and
who God is calling us to become.

When asked by the religious leaders of the day which commandment is the
greatest, Jesus begins by quoting from the Law of Moses:

Deuteronomy 6:4
“Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. 5 You shall love
the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and
with all your might.

Leviticus 19:16
You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your
people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.

Let me read this now in the familiar words of Matthew 22, Jesus is speaking:
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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.

Letting these commandments be the colander through which we filter the
words of scripture, holding what aligns with loving God and loving neighbor
and allowing the other words to be open to questions and exploration, this
helps us to make sense of the Bible. Strapping on a sword and annihilating
3,000 of your brothers—does this fit with what we know to be true about
loving God and loving neighbor? No? Nor will Joshua storming the city of
Jericho and committing genocide. Nor will evicting people from their homes
in order to seize their land and resources. Nor will the enslavement of others.
Nor will stoning someone caught in adultery. Nor will casting someone away
because of mental illness, or excluding someone from a fellowship with
Christ followers because of their past.

Then why read the Old Testament at all? Why not put it away and pay no
attention to these thousands of years of writings? Because as followers of
Jesus Christ, these are our words too. From Genesis to Revelation and
everything in between, is important. Because this is the story of God and
God’s relationship to humanity as told to us through the inspired words of
God’s people. Because within them are truths we must learn from.

Let’s go back to Moses once again. Do you see, in that story, how all stories
are skewed through the lens of the victor? How absurdly easily people
willingly pick up a sword against their brothers when convinced it is the will
of God? How easily we will create idols to worship and forget there is One
God?

And the truth is that God does not want anyone enslaved. That God calls
people at 40 and 80 to serve and lead people. That God makes a way where
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there seems to be no way. God parts the Red Sea, rains manna from heaven,
brings water to the thirsty, and ultimately fulfills God’s promise to bring us
home once again. Those truths are easily held in the colander of the
commandments of the unmitigated Word of God, Jesus Christ.

Simplistic? Maybe. Yet, I ask you today, and in the coming week, to think
about how these words: love God, love neighbor, could help you make sense
of the Bible, and perhaps your own life.

Before I end this message I need to take a minute to address that the irony
and pain is not lost on me that this is Memorial Day weekend when we honor
those who have died serving on behalf of our country in the military. Violence
and war have been part of the human condition since time. We know that
and I am grateful for the thousands upon thousands who have given their
lives for the sake of us all. Please hear my gratitude.

And we are gathering on a Sunday following another school shooting where
at last count 19 chlldren and two adults were murdered in Uvalde, Texas. Just
the week before, ten people were murdered as they grocery shopped in
Buffalo, New York. There was an article in the New York Times Wednesday
from which I am quoting:

By now, the story of American gun violence is unsurprising. Mass shootings
happen frequently. The list from just the past decade includes supermarkets in
Buffalo and in Boulder, Colo.; a rail yard in San Jose, Calif.; a birthday party in
Colorado Springs; a convenience store in Springfield, Mo.; a synagogue in
Pittsburgh; churches in Sutherland Springs, Texas, and in Charleston, S.C.; a
Walmart in El Paso; a FedEx warehouse in Indianapolis; a music festival in Las
Vegas; massage parlors in the Atlanta area; a Waffle House in Nashville; a gay
nightclub in Orlando, Fla.; and a movie theater in Aurora, Colo.

Even school shootings happen often enough that we know some of the names:
Sandy Hook Elementary School, Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School, Oxford
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High School, Santa Fe High School, Columbine High School. Robb Elementary
School in Uvalde has joined this horrific list.

If American gun violence is no longer surprising, it still is shocking. On an average
day in the U.S., more than 35 people are murdered with a gun. No other affluent
country in the world has a gun homicide rate nearly as high.

As followers of Jesus Christ, we have the privilege and responsibility to
address gun violence. The unchecked possession of far too many firearms in
far too many hands. The fact that our children and grandchildren have to be
taught active shooter drills led by educators who literally gave their lives to
protect those they had come to teach is unbearable. The way everyday life in
America can be destroyed in the flash of a gun cannot continue, and yet it
does. We pray, yes. And we act in whatever way you feel called to address
what has to stop. Please. Choose wisely and boldly to speak, lobby, walk,
stand against this horror of death.

Let’s pray: Almighty God, The violence attributed to you as the Lord and Giver
of Life must grieve you. The pain humanity causes one another will never
align in your will. Holy One of Peace, God of Justice and Mercy, you have
given us the great capacity to love through Jesus Christ and by the power of
the Holy Spirit. Empower us to use it to transform the world.In Jesus Name,
Amen.
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