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August 16, 2015   

Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-8  Weird Things Presbyterians Do: #4 Read the Whole Bible 

2 Timothy 3:14-17      

 

I remember very clearly the day I was given my Bible at church. It was 

red. It had my name on it. And it had like, a million tissue-paper-thin 

pages that I could wrinkle during worship. I was so excited to get that 

Bible. And what was even more exciting to me was that it had pictures 

in it. There were only about a dozen of them interspersed through the 

whole Bible. They were modern photographs of Bible places. The Sea of 

Galilee. The city of Jerusalem. The spot in the Jordan River where Jesus 

was baptized. The supposed tomb of Lazarus whom Jesus raised from 

the dead. I loved those photographs because they connected me to 

another world. Another time, another place that in those pictures became 

real to me. 

The Bible with or without pictures is very important to us as 

Presbyterians. We believe it is the inspired Word of God. It offers us 

instruction for life, comfort for our sorrow and hope for our future. The 

Bible gives us answers to life’s questions and questions to life’s 

answers. Most of all, the Bible is the story about God. It is about God’s 
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desire for there to be life. And it is about God’s will to love us and be 

with us no matter what. No matter what time or place or how much we 

have messed things up. This Bible, this story is God’s story. It is our 

story. 

The Bible has always been important to Presbyterians. From very early 

on, Presbyterians insisted that the Bible should be our focus. And that 

people should be able to read the Bible for themselves. As early as the 

seventeenth century, Presbyterians were promoting literacy and 

education. They built some of the first public schools. In Scotland, 

Presbyterians established a whole network of schools to teach rich and 

poor alike.1 Education was critical for everyone, the Presbyterians 

insisted. Because everyone should be able to read the story of God and 

know for themselves that God loved them and desired them to have life 

in Jesus Christ. 

Still today, the Bible is very important to us. And we see it every Sunday 

in worship. There is a big Bible on our pulpit—and that’s because what 

                                                           
1 Nick Frost, Child Welfare: Historical Perspectives, p. 157; John P. McKay et al., History of Western Society, p. 595 
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we do here is based on the Word of God. Throughout worship, scriptures 

from the Bible keep popping up. Our Call to Worship, our assurance of 

pardon, our benediction they come directly from the Bible. Look at your 

bulletin. You’ll see that the reading and preaching of scripture is at the 

center of worship. And most often we read passages from many places 

in the Bible, Old Testament and New Testament. And being good 

Presbyterians, there are Bibles in our pews so that we all can read the 

Bible for ourselves.  

This Bible is important because it is the story of God. And it’s important 

for us to read it often and with the best understanding that we can. And 

with the best scholarship and the best translations and the best 

information about the real lives of the people involved, their social and 

cultural context. This is our story. And this is God’s story. The story of 

God’s mission to be with us. And we want to know all there is to know 

about it. Not just the easy quotable parts. But the weird difficult parts. 

Not just the New Testament stories about Jesus; but the ancient Old 

Testament parts about the people of Israel. We want to know the whole 
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story. And on the list of Weird Things that Presbyterians do, that’s #4: 

We read the Whole Bible. 

Now reading the whole Bible sounds, well, it sounds weird. Especially 

when you consider that the Bible is so big and so full of so many 

different things. And so many of them don’t seem to have much to do 

with us: there are boring genealogies and over-the-top purity laws, and 

passages that you would never ever want to read to your kids, like the 

part where God calls Israel to kill every living thing in a Canaanite 

village. Or the very adult love poetry of Song of Songs. Or the weird, 

weird, weird antics of prophets like Ezekiel and Jeremiah. But as 

Presbyterians we think all of that is important and we want to read it and 

study it for three reasons: #1: Because the Whole Bible has a Whole 

Story to tell us. #2: Because we are part of that story, as strange as it 

may seem. And #3: This whole Story in its entirety is good news for all 

of creation.  

First, the whole Bible has a Whole story to tell us. Usually we focus on 

little pieces of it. The Bible covers a lot of time and space and it’s hard 

to take in the whole story at once. So, we stick to the stories that pack 
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the biggest punch. Like the ones about Jesus. And his life and his 

teachings and his death and resurrection—those are a crucial parts of the 

Whole story for us. The Bible is the Word of God, but it’s Jesus in the 

flesh who shows us what it’s all about. Jesus reveals who God is. He 

shows us God’s desire and God’s intention to love us no matter what 

better than any Bible verse ever could.  So, we might be tempted to just 

focus on Jesus and push aside the rest of the Bible. “I mean, the Old 

Testament is old, right? We don’t need it anymore, right? We don’t need 

all the Jewish stories and histories and laws. Jesus and the New 

Testament; just give us that and we’re good.” We might be tempted to 

think that. But if we want to know the whole story about God AND 

about Jesus, then we’ve got to read the whole Bible. Jesus’ God is the 

God of the Hebrew scriptures. And Jesus’ promises are the promises 

God made through a specific people, the people of Israel. It’s a story that 

began at the creation of the world and continues all the way to its very 

end. If we just read one part of the story, we won’t see how much more 

to the story there is. 
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I remember middle school. Maybe you do too. I remember how hard it 

was; not because of the class work, but because of how hard it was to fit 

in. It was tough to find yourself and figure out who liked you and who 

didn’t and how to survive the drama at school. Of course my parents 

didn’t understand. I remember one kind adult at church who saw I was 

struggling and knew all about these kind of things. And she were lots of 

people who had gone to middle school and survived and so would I. 

This wasn’t the end of my story. There was much more to come. The 

Bible is like that friend that tells us there is more to our story. And that 

God is with us in every part of it. Through seventh grade and high 

school and adulthood and old age. Through the wilderness and the 

Promised Land, through exile and homecoming, through persecution and 

suffering and life and death, God is always with us. Wherever we are in 

the story. We have our beginning in God and at the end we will relax 

into God’s arms. 

Second, we are part of this story, as strange as it may seem. This story 

here is ours. Yours and mine. As strange as it may seem. And it should 

seem strange to us. I think often we forget that our Bible was written in 
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languages other than English by people from other in times very 

different from this one. Remember those pictures of the ancient places of 

the Bible? They remind me of the real people who had real lives and 

came from a really different time. They had different customs and 

different family structures. They spoke different languages: Hebrew, 

Greek, Aramaic. We should expect the Bible to be a real product of 

those real people who wrote it. And we should expect it to reflect their 

emotions and traditions and even their prejudices. The Bible was written 

by people. It did not drop down from heaven. So we should expect the 

Bible to be human AND inspired. Because that’s part of the story too. 

That God put the story in the hearts and minds of people we have never 

met. But we will have to work to understand and interpret it.  

In seminary we had to learn Greek and Hebrew and people would 

complain about having to do it. Why do we have to take these dead 

languages? How is this going to be useful? But one of our professors 

said, “Look, you have to learn the languages because everywhere you go 

you’ll have to learn the language. You’ll have to figure out what other 

people are really saying and what they really mean. They might be from 
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other cultures or generations or even other family members. Just wait 

until you have teenagers in your house.” As strange as it may seem the 

story of the Bible is our story. And we read it with humility and curiosity 

always trying to understand what God is trying to tell us. In so many 

ways, in so many languages. We are always trying to interpret God’s 

word to us, just like the people of Israel in our reading from Nehemiah. 

We are always trying to get the sense of this strange and wonderful 

story. And the beautiful thing is that through the stories of others, God 

finds a way to speak to us. To say to you and me and him and her and 

them over there. This story is their story and it is your story. Wherever 

you are from. Whatever language you speak. God’s love and God’s 

desire for you to have life is real. 

Third, the whole entire story of the Bible is good news for all of 

creation. The letter of second Timothy says that all scripture is inspired 

and it is useful, so that everyone who belongs to God may be equipped 

for good work. The last part of that sentence is key—equipped for good 

work. Some Christians want to argue about the first part of the sentence. 

About scripture being inspired and how others don’t think it’s inspired 
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enough and that it should be inspired to the point of inerrancy. But the 

second part of that sentence that’s where the meat of this is. That 

Scripture is there to equip us for good work. 

My mom once told me the story of a game her youth group used to play 

with something called the Woo-Woo bat. It was a version of tag and the 

person who was It had a little foam bat. And the goal was to sneak up on 

people, shout, WOO-WOO and hit them with the bat. Sometimes it 

seems like people use the Bible like a WOO-WOO bat. They sneak up 

on unsuspecting folks and then whack them with a scripture. The Bible 

becomes a weapon. Instead of a tool for good work. And the Bible, and 

its whole story, is good news for the world. It’s good news. Not bad 

news. And not just for us but for all of creation. 

This week, we had a little forum in the fellowship hall to talk about how 

to better serve young people in our community. We gathered lots of our 

little Midway churches with one idea in mind: to do a good work for 

God.  To hear our young people, to see our young people, to learn their 

language and let them know that God’s story includes them. The good 

news is that God loves them and is with them wherever they are. That no 
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matter how big or small or weird you are, you matter to God; and so 

does all of this beautiful world that God made. This story is their story. 

It’s our story. And it is good news for all of creation. 

This Bible is God’s Word to us.  As strange as it may seem. It is the 

story of life. It is the story of love. It is the story of God with us. 

Wherever we are in our story. We are part of the story of God reaching 

out into the world to each and every one of us no matter what our place 

or time or language. To reclaim us and redeem and restore all of 

creation. And that is good news.  

 


