Following the Word

Discerning the Word of God

Method

      The best part of our heritage is its constant appeal to the New Testament as the central source of authority for the collective life (and individual lives) of the church.  While I didn’t appreciate it at the time, the weekly recitation of 2 Timothy 3:16 “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness” sunk in-- pretty deep.  I believe more profoundly today than I ever have that the words of Jesus regarding the Psalms in John 10:35 are true. “…and the Scripture cannot be broken.”  Most of us grew up with a healthy sensitivity to what Jesus’ said was the sin of “nullifying the word of God by your tradition.”  When the Law of Moses said, “honor your parents,” Jesus didn’t cater to those who wanted to get out of that honoring by hiding behind other religious rules.   There is a kind of rebelliousness that wants to reduce any authoritative word to just another opinion.  “That’s your opinion.”  What people mean by this is “I’m entitled to my opinion no matter what the church says.” We live in a culture where more and more people live as if all there is “just opinion.”  That’s one reason it has been a source of health that we can cite the words of 2 Peter 1:20-21, “above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet's own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.

      Though when Paul told Timothy that all scripture was inspired he may not have had in mind that there would even be a New Testament canon, but he was affirming that Old Testament Scripture should shape life.  Jesus says the Psalms can’t be broken, and he calls Moses’ Law the “word of God.”  2 Peter reminds us that the prophets are even more certain now that we know their fulfillment in Jesus Christ, and he says those words come because men were carried along by the Holy Spirit.  2 Peter criticizes Paul’s letters saying that they are hard to understand.  But the fact that they are cited indicates that the early church came to hold Paul’s epistles with reverence as Holy Scripture.  John tells us that his vision in the book of Revelation is both the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.  (Revelation 1:2)  The Scriptures are authoritative.  They are in this sense the “words of God.”

     And so when we attempt to follow the Word, (the subject of this seminar) we make our appeal to the Bible as Holy Scripture.  We try to identify God’s Word the way the Scriptures, containing many inspired words, identify it.  It is to this task that we now turn.

Preliminaries:

     There are two words that are translated “word” in the New Testament: logos and rhema.  While logos can sometimes mean a “saying,” (John 4:37) very generally speaking logos refers to a larger body of truth. “With many similar parables Jesus spoke the word to them, as much as they could understand.  He did not say anything to them without using a parable.” (Mark 4:33)  The word in this context is the body of parables of the kingdom Jesus wanted to teach.  Luke 1:1-3 “Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word. Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning.”  Here the word is testimony about the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth.  To carefully guard and perpetuate that teaching is to be a servant of the word.   

        On the other hand rhema generally speaking indicates a particular assertion, testimony or word.  The shepherds told about the angels and the Christ-child in Luke 2:17-18. When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, 18 and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.  This presentation doesn’t deal with instances of “word” when the meaning is “I’ve got a word or message for you.”  We are mostly concerned here with instances of “word” where it has a technical meaning-- that of God’s over-arching revelation to us. 

Luke/Acts: The Word as Embodied Proclamation

      The first thing we must fix firmly in our minds as we interpret the phrase “Word of God” is to remember that the first century church did not have a New Testament book.  It had not been written.  Even after the books now in our New Testament were all written, it was centuries before churches everywhere had all of the books in our set of scriptures.  It was also centuries before other very precious and instructive writings were deemed by the church not to have the Spirit’s lasting mark and applicability for all time. In other words some churches had books in their bible that we do not have in ours.   It’s debatable whether the New Testament writers even dreamed of such a thing as a New Testament book.  Rather, the Gospel of Luke begins by speaking of an oral tradition (from paradidomi, things handed down) things handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word.  The “word,” then, in the vast majority of cases did not mean a written word at all.  The word is the tradition handed down about Jesus.  Jesus as a teacher had particular messages which are all individual words of God. (Luke 5:1) The parable of the Sower contains the phrase the “word of God,” and I think most of us would agree that it is the seed, in our context is the life-changing message of Jesus.  In Luke the “word” is the account of Jesus’ life and teaching, his death and resurrection.  

      This word is embodied and repeated in the life of the early church.  Just as the Spirit filled Jesus at baptism, the Spirit fills the church at baptism.  Just as Jesus’ in his passion prays forgive them they don’t know what they are doing—so Stephen at his death also embodies this same prayer.  Just Jesus’ suffering brings life, so also the suffering of the church expands the word’s reach.  The words of Jesus after his resurrection are heard in the proclamation, the kerygma, of the church.
      The first occurrence of “word” in Acts is in chapter 4:29 and 31 in the church’s prayer upon Peter and John’s release from prison.  The result of the prayer was that they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the “word” boldly.  What is the “word” that they were speaking?  Any reader has to assume that the Word here (also in chapters 6 and 8) has to be the message that had been proclaimed in Acts 2 and more recently in Acts 3:11-23.  Jesus is identified as the author of life. The God of the Fathers had glorified Jesus.  Jesus then is creator, someone worthy of being exalted by God himself, who was yet vulnerable enough for the sinners in Jerusalem to have killed.  This happened that he might be raised to life and healing become available in Jesus’ name.  Repentance is possible in him. Forgiveness and times of refreshing come from him. He is coming to restore all things to perfection just as the prophets said. He is the predicted prophet and teacher to whom we must now listen to or be cut off from God’s people.  The Word of God is the preached Word of Jesus Christ and his saving work.

     In Acts 11:1 the gentiles receive the word of God.   Again we ask what was it that they received?  It can be none other than the preaching which precedes in Acts 10:34-43.  Peter had proclaimed that God did not show favorites, but Jesus was Lord of all, the giver of the Holy Spirit to Jew and Gentile alike.  He was the one who could heal those under the power of the devil.  He was crucified and risen, the one God appointed judge of the living and the dead.  And everyone who believes in him will receive forgiveness of sins in his name.  That is the Word of God in Acts.

     Throughout the Old Testament scriptures the formula for the prophets was to announce the prophetic message with the exhortation, Hear the word of the Lord.  In Acts 13:44 we have the only example in the New Testament writings of this phrase.  We are told that the whole city of Antioch gathered to hear Paul and Barnabas’ prophetic word.  They gathered to “hear the Word of the Lord.”  And what did Paul proclaim?  That Jesus, in the prophet Isaiah’s words, was a “light to the gentiles” and the one who would bring “salvation to the ends of the earth.”  This was the Word that they brought to them.  

    So, throughout Acts the “Word of God” means the gospel proclamation, the kerygma, the proclaimed Word.  The last instance of the word “word” occurs in Acts 20:32 where Paul says good bye to the Ephesian Elders, “Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.”  The Word is the proclamation of God’s gracious unmerited power in Jesus Christ to repent, be renewed and rebuilt, to live in forgiveness, healing and joy because of the death, resurrection and assured coming of the one for whom Israel had always longed. 

Paul: The Word of Faith

    The “Word” in Paul is even more closely related to the gospel.  In Luke the word may have a slightly more instructive dimension—it at times seems to encompass Jesus’ own teaching of the kingdom.  But in 1 Corinthians 15:2-6 we read Paul saying, “By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in vain.  For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 5 and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve.  First, we have to understand that the gospel is not all of New Testament teaching.  It is precisely the good news enumerated as of first importance right here.  And while the “word” may be a broader concept than the gospel, in Paul word and gospel are very, very closely related.  Eph 1:13 reads, “you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation.”  The same can be said of Col 1:5-6 where Paul says, “faith and love spring from the hope that is stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel that has come to you.”

At the center of the Paul’s gospel is the cross.  1 Cor 1:18 “For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”  The word message, here is logos.  Paul says the “word of the cross is foolishness…”  I understand it may be better conversational English, but this “word of the cross” is the same as the word of God, the word of life, or the word of truth” in other contexts.  The proclaimed message for Paul is to preach Christ crucified.  1 Cor 1:23.  

    But this expression to “preach Christ” suggests that the content of what is proclaimed is a person not a set of facts.  There are gospel facts that are part of the word Paul proclaims.  But there is another dimension to this proclamation that I want now to explore.  Look at the account of his Paul’s preaching to the Thessalonians.  1 Thess 1:5-6 “Our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction. You know how we lived among you for your sake. 6 You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit.”  Notice what Paul is saying.  There are some messages that change us with words.  Static, data can change your life on one level.  You may read in the Newspaper that there is going to be a change in the tax code and you rearrange your financial situation to take advantage of it.  You are blessed by information.  You read a Steven Covey book on how to be a better leader in your business.  That information contained in the dead letters in a book or the wind which carries information from a person in a seminar can change your life with words.  But Paul’s word is something more than mere words.  The word that confronts us is not a static datum.  The kerygma, gospel proclamation, is something that carries with it the power of a Spiritual presence.  It is an embodied message that comes from a spiritually different soul deeply changed by the Holy Spirit so that as you imitate those who tell you the good news you are imitating the Lord who lives in them.  And the Holy Spirit makes this joyous change possible in the context of shared life—close community-- where people are deeply known.  The word is a spiritual presence in the community of the saved.

    This is further illustrated by Colossians 1:25-27 where Paul says, “ the word of God in its fullness[is namely] 26 the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the saints. 27 To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.”  To receive the word of God in its fullness is to receive the living presence of Christ in your being.  To be confronted by the word of God is not simply to be handed a set of historical facts upon which you make a decision.  It is to be confronted by the mysterious presence which now resides in Jew and Gentile alike, making them one body.  Why is it a mystery? Because while its been revealed we cannot fully rationally comprehend it.  It is like the mystery of how a husband and wife become one flesh.  To receive the word is to be spiritually united –one flesh with Jesus. And this spiritual union is itself the hope of our glory.

    With this in mind we turn to one of the most important passages in the history of Churches of Christ, namely Rom 10:17. “Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.”  Here there is a distinction made between the message, or the report of information and the word of Christ.  Faith comes by hearing the information of the report, but the report is processed and heard through the word of Christ.  What is this word of Christ?   In the preceding verses beginning in 10:5 Paul describes two different kinds of righteousness that exist in the Old Testament scriptures.  The first kind of righteousness he describes is illustrated by Leviticus18:1-5, “The LORD said to Moses, 2 "Speak to the Israelites and say to them: 'I am the LORD your God. 3 You must not do as they do in Egypt, where you used to live, and you must not do as they do in the land of Canaan, where I am bringing you. Do not follow their practices. 4 You must obey my laws and be careful to follow my decrees. I am the LORD your God. 5 Keep my decrees and laws, for the man who obeys them will live by them. I am the LORD.   There is, then, a kind of righteousness that comes by obeying Jewish nationalistic procedures—circumcision, Sabbath keeping, dietary laws etc.  A righteousness that is measured by how we are different from others.  

     Paul then goes on in Romans 10:6 to say that there is another kind of righteousness—the righteousness of faith which is exemplified in Deut 30:11-14  Moses said as he gave the law a second time, “Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach. 12 It is not up in heaven, so that you have to ask, "Who will ascend into heaven to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?" 13 Nor is it beyond the sea, so that you have to ask, "Who will cross the sea to get it and proclaim it to us so we may obey it?" 14 No, the word is very near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart so you may obey it.  Why should they not say the law was too difficult for them?  Because there was a Word in their mouth and in their heart that enabled them to obey the outward letters.   What was this Word?  Paul says it is none other than Jesus Christ the Word of faith he was proclaiming.  We confess with our mouth and believe in our heart that Jesus is present, and he, the living word makes keeping the covenant possible for everyone alike.  So Paul is saying that Jesus was the ever-present word that made covenant keeping possible in the days of Moses.  He’s still that living, present Word.  Trust in him is what now is required by the Law.

So we have said that in Paul the “word” is the gospel proclaimed in community by the power of the Holy Spirit which is communicating the resurrected presence of the divine person.  That is what is meant, brothers and sisters when Paul tells Timothy to preach the Word. (2 Tim 4:2) The Old Testament Scriptures can make a man wise for salvation because they point to the living presence of Jesus.  To preach the word is to preach Christ.  (Many of New Testament writings didn’t exist when Paul wrote this.)  Given this understanding of what the word is, I can’t leave Paul unless I touch upon, 2 Tim 2:15-16, Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.  First the word translated “rightly dividing” or “correctly handles” is the word orthotomounta.  It means make a strait shot across something.  It means cut strait through.  It means “Timothy, shoot strait with people.”  To preach the word is to confess the name of Jesus Christ as Lord, the God of the Old Testament.  Everyone who confesses the name of Jesus as Yahweh Lord must turn away from wickedness.  Comparatively, everything else is “godless chatter.”  To correctly divide the word of truth is to shoot strait with people about the gospel and  its call to repentance and new life in the risen Jesus.  That is what it means to correctly handle the word.  It has nothing to do with properly dividing it into dispensations or to parse words or argue from silences in texts.

John: The Word as Divine Person
In all of John’s letters and Gospel the Word is the Divine Person, the Light and Life which gives order to all creation.  John 1:1-4 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. 4 In him was life, and that life was the light of men.  Or again in1 John 1:1-2 That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched-this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. 2 The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us.The risen Jesus is the eternal word in Johanine literature.     

          To believe that Jesus is this Word for John is the whole duty of man.  John 6:28-29 asks, "What must we do to do the works God requires?"  Jesus answered, "The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent."  Receiving the word of Jesus is to believe that he is God’s final communication sent from God himself. John 5:24-25 "I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.  To trust in Jesus is to hear God’s word.  And conversely not to hear is to not believe.  In John 5:38 Jesus told others, “nor does his word dwell in you, for you do not believe the one he sent.” 

      Now John is not trying to say that all there is to hearing God’s word is just intellectually believing a fact.  No, it is believing that this Jesus is the personal divine truth that gives spiritual life.  Jesus is not a law. Jews knew that the Torah was the way, truth and life.  But Jesus insisted that obedience to the instruction now meant receiving his personal presence into your heart.  He is a person who taught and acted.  And Jesus’ individual words give shape to his person.  John 6:63 The words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life. In fact the way they knew the person of Jesus was through his individual words which he spoke with such authority.  John 17:7-9 Now they know that everything you have given me comes from you. 8 For I gave them the words you gave me and they accepted them. They knew with certainty that I came from you, and they believed that you sent me.   

      The word of God has nothing to do with a procedural handbook in John.  John is not the slightest bit interested about whether you eat cookies in the basement or not.  He doesn’t care one wit about whether you raise your hands in worship or not.  He does insist that you love the brother regardless of such practices.  That alone is John’s answer to whether or not the word dwells in a person.  He insists that the only way we can know God is to receive and imitate Jesus as a person of profound love.  1 John 3:23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us.  

Need I belabor that to receive the word is to receive Jesus?  I could remind us that Heb 1:1-4 says that “in the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven. 4 So he became as much superior to the angels as the name he has inherited is superior to theirs.”  The point is that God speaks through Jesus—not merely a book.  Jesus is the radiance of God’s glory and he is the superior messenger.  Need I remind us that the word of God is not a dead set of propositions on a page but living and active sharper than a double-edged sword?  Need I say that the word is not information on a page “but an imperishable seed, the living and enduring word of God.” (1 Peter 1:25).  Need I remind you that it was “by God’s word that the heavens existed.”  The Bible didn’t create the world.  Nor will the Bible destroy the existing order and bring in a new heaven and new earth—Jesus will.  He, his character, his saving work in dying and rising which is proclaimed within the church is the living presence that makes Christianity possible.  And this living presence and communication is the big W Word of God.

What then is the New Testament Bible?  

The Bible is authoritative testimony about that divine Word.  It contains different examples of how the early church reasoned from that Word about how they ought to live their lives in their different settings.  The Bible is a book that contains many different procedures that fit different particular cultures.  We too must discern the Word of God for us in our unique situation.  The obvious problem with a revelation that is the gospel and the living presence of Jesus is that it doesn’t give us pat answers about how to go about doing everything.  The Word calls for discernment.  We have wanted a procedural guide so detailed and so rigid that no discernment is necessary.  The Word has to be discerned.  And the Bible gives us examples of how we might learn to reason today. 

I am suggesting that there are three primary sources of Christian ethics.  One argues that something is right or wrong on the basis of what we know about the Creation, what we know about the gospel story at the center of which stands a Cross, and on the basis of the bonds of the Covenant Community which the gospel forms.  

Creation (also God’s new creation) Cross and Covenant Community.  Let me show you what I mean.  In 1 Corinthians 11:11-12 Paul says, “woman is not independent of man, nor is man independent of woman.  For as woman came from man, so also man is born of woman.” Do you see that he’s arguing about how we ought to live because of the way things were created?  Likewise, the gospel tells us that the world is going to be newly created and that the present order of things will not last. 2 Peter 3:11 says, “Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be?”  So its both the creation and the new creation we look forward to that teaches us what is right and wrong. The gospel is the good news that Jesus lived died and was raised.  Paul also says that sound doctrine conforms to the glorious gospel of the blessed God, 1 Tim 1:11.  In other words a teaching is healthy if you can see its roots in the gospel story.  For instance look at how Peter argues in 1 Peter 3:17-18. “It is better, if it is God's will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil. 18 For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.” We are called to suffer for others good.  Why?  Because that’s what Jesus did on the cross.  We learn to ask the ancient question, what would Jesus do as his character has been revealed to us?  And finally, The Bible argues from what I call “covenant community.”  Because of creation, re-creation and the message of the cross, we have obligations to one another because we have covenanted with one another “in Christ.”  Paul says Rom 12:5 so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.  Then he goes on to say, if a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it…  He argues for letting people use many different kinds of gifts and setting people free to use their unique gifts because the many different parts create a greater blessing to the whole.  That’s the way to argue from the word.

Conclusion

I’ve given you a method for doing personal and church ethics that does not require a procedural guide.  Don’t just go looking for a proof-text for a procedure.  The Bible is not the big W word of God.  Why do I say so? Because the inspired small w words of the Bible say so.  And understanding this changes the way you read the Bible.  Remember, the early church  had no New Testament Bible, and never did such a thing.  Rather, seek to understand whatever course of action you take by asking how it conforms to what we know about the present and future creations, and as a Community committed to the Jesus and his cross.  The Bible is our coach for how to go about reasoning from the Word of Christ’s presence--about how we ought to embody Christ’s new creation, cross and community in our new and changing setting.

