The 3rd Sunday after Epiphany
January 24, 2010
Text:  Luke 4:14-21
Before the reading of the Gospel.

At this point in our worship I am going to do something strange.  Problem is, you have seen me and other preachers do this so often that it no longer strikes you as strange.  I am going to lead you in a radical, countercultural, subversive activity.  I am going to go into that pulpit and I am going to preach.  And before I do, I’m going to do something just as strange:  I’m going to read from an ancient book.  Let’s get ready for that now.  Let’s sing our Gospel verse, Arise, Your Light Has Come.
The reading of the Gospel
Sanctify us in your Truth, O Lord; your Word is truth. 

Several years ago on a Sunday morning in a large downtown church, the minister had read the scripture lesson and was taking a deep breath before launching into the sermon when suddenly a man, a stranger, stood up in the balcony.  “I have a word from the Lord!” he shouted across the startled congregation.

Heads swiveled upward to see the source of this interruption.  What “word from the Lord” did this man bring?  No one will ever know, for ushers bounded like gazelles up to the balcony and, before the man could say another word, they had escorted him down the stairs and out of the building.

Strange, isn’t it?  Sunday after Sunday countless preachers in pulpits around the world spread out their sermon notes, clear their throats, and start to preach, saying – or at least implying – that they have a word from the Lord.

But no one tenses.  No heads swivel in alarm.  No ushers suddenly leap into action.  Instead, people crease their bulletins, silently check their watches, and settle in for the sermon.  What are we expecting?  A sermon?  I suppose.  A word from the Lord?

In our Gospel story today, where Jesus has gone to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, Jesus reads from the Scriptures – from the prophet Isaiah – and then he preaches.  The same thing that I do every Sunday – right?  Well, maybe not quite the same thing.

Jesus begins his sermon by saying, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  Jesus is making a personal claim that I could never make.  Here’s what Jesus is saying that I can’t say.  Jesus says, “I am reading from the Word of God….and I myself am the Word of God.”  Needless to say, that last part I cannot claim for myself.  
But do you see the remarkable similarities between Jesus and these Scriptures that tell of him?  They are both called the Word of God.  Jesus is the Word of God made flesh, the Word of God in human form.  These Scriptures are the Word of God in written form.

But there’s another similarity as well:  Holy Scripture is like the unity of God and human in Jesus Christ.  Remember how we have talked about that?

· Jesus is not just God only, nor is He just human only.  He is not 50% God and 50% human; He is 100% God and 100% human.

· So too these Scriptures.  They too are both divine and human.  Not that it’s 50% divine and 50% human.  You can’t go through this book and say, “This is human and it doesn’t count; this is divine and it does count.”  No, like Jesus Himself, it’s 100% divine and 100% human.

The book is human.  It was written by human beings.  So when we talk about this book we don’t use words like “infallible” or “inerrant.”  That whole business about inerrancy of the Scriptures arose back in the 1700’s.  It was that misguided talk about the inspiration of the Bible as dictation….the idea that the Holy Spirit was moving the mouths and the hands of the apostles as they were writing, snatching away from them their own thoughts and only implanting in their minds the thoughts of God.

Do you see what heresy that is?  It is the heresy of docetism, denying the humanity of the Bible:  that is, that the Bible only seems to be human, but it is not really.  It’s the same heresy attached to the being of Jesus Christ:  that he only seemed to be human, but he wasn’t really.

It was a misguided attempt which mistakenly tried to place Scriptures on a higher pedestal, but what it really did was to bring Scriptures under human control.  The doctrine of the inerrancy of Scripture basically said that human beings can have the knowledge of God by their own power, through this book, without the free grace of God.  Not so.

This book holds the Word of God.  These Scriptures bear witness to the Word of God, they become the Word of God when we encounter Christ through them!  Our own Martin Luther once said:  Holy Scripture is the garment which our Lord Christ has put on and in which He lets Himself be seen and found.

This book holds the Word of God.  Now…..how does this book become the Word of God for us?  Well, first of all, the Word of God for us is not a thing….it’s an event.  An event which involves us, the book, and the Holy Spirit….all under the free grace of God.  It’s an act of God, an event very much like the event in our Gospel this morning where Jesus opens up the Scriptures to his synagogue audience.

Those synagogue folks had probably heard the Old Testament Scriptures their whole life…the law of Moses, the prophets, the psalms…they drank that in with their mother’s milk!  But they never saw Christ in the Scriptures!  Not until Christ himself opened up the Scriptures to them!

These Scriptures, human and divine at the same time, are a witness to the revelation of God.  We do not master it; it masters us.  We do not lay hold of it; it lays hold of us.  The Church did not form the canon of these Scriptures finally in 400 A.D.; it only confirmed and established these Scriptures as something which had already been found and given.  These Scriptures are not to be judged by us; we are to be judged by the Scriptures.

That’s been a particular problem for us in our modern world.  For example, Rudolf Bultmann was a German theologian from the last century who felt that our modern age of science does not allow us to believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus.  Here’s an infamous statement of his which we would do well to reject:

It is impossible to use electric light and radio equipment and, when ill, to claim the assistance of modern medical and clinical discoveries, and at the same time believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles.

That’s been our problem in these modern times.  The modern world rummages about in the bible trying to tell us what is possible and what is permissible to believe.  Bultmann laid his grid of modern science over the bible and he filtered out anything that didn’t conform to his modern prejudices.

Robert Schuller does the same thing with a different filter.  Noting that Americans are in the market for self-esteem, Robert Schuller sifts the Bible through that particular sieve of positive thinking and he turns Jesus into some kind of Leo Bascaglia!

That’s not the way it works, folks!  

· It is not the right human thoughts about God which form the content of the Bible, but rather the right divine thoughts about humans.

· The Bible does not tell us how we should talk with God, but rather what God says to us.

· It is not about how we find the way to Him; but rather how He has sought and found the way to us.

· It’s not about how we must place ourselves in the right relation to Him, but rather about the covenant which He has made with all who are Abraham’s spiritual children and which he has sealed once and for all in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
To call this book the Word of God is to call it the Word of God.  It is an event which is not under human control.  It’s an event of God, an act of God, which rests on God’s free grace.  My major task as a preacher is to create a congregation which is bold enough to hear the Word of God without killing me for speaking it!  Every time the Book is opened and the words come tumbling out, the adventure begins.  The Word of God is given freedom to roam about in your life, and for the billionth billionth time in our history, God’s Word has its way with us human beings.

The Word of God is right there in the Bible; as Luther said, “It holds God’s Word.”  We don’t have to penetrate past the biblical texts to the facts or the history which lies behind the texts.  No, the Word of God is an event which consists of us, the book, and the Holy Spirit.

You and I are freed from having to make differentiations in this Bible.  We don’t read it, separating the human part from the divine part…we don’t have to distinguish the infallible portions from the erroneous portions…and thereby imagine that we can create for ourselves encounters with the genuine Word of God in the Bible.

Rather, God uses this human and fallible Word, this Bible, to speak the Word of God to us.  When you and I open this book, we cannot force the Word of God to be present to us.  We simply dare to trust that God will make it present.  
The door to the Bible can only be opened by God from within the Bible itself.  You and I only knock at the door; we only wait for the door to be opened.  But, of course, it will never happen if we never knock and wait.

These Scriptures have the power to create a new world for us.  You don’t think words have that kind of power?  Of course you do!  When two people stand up in church and say things like, “I take you as my lawfully wedded husband…” a world is created that did not exist before, a new world no less real simply because it came into being through words.

The doctor ushers you into his office and says the words, “Your cancer test came back…and it’s negative.”  If that human word has the power to create a new world…and who of us would doubt that?....how much more the Word of God?

On Sundays you and I come together to play a peculiar kind of language game, the first rule of which is to assume that the Bible knows more than we do.  Now we only play the game for an hour on Sunday mornings, but the hope is that in that hour you and I will become so disoriented from our modern world view that we will leave here thinking that the Bible just might know more than we do.
