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   Pentecost 14

Late summer stretch: reading a “honeysuckle Bible”

[Amos 8:11-13;  2 Timothy 3:14-4:4;  John 8:31-32 NLT]

In the beginning…

“You are what you eat.”

The foods you consume shape your body…


determine how you look.

The books you digest shape your heart and mind…


determine how you live.

Martin Luther, Martin Luther King Jr, Malcolm X and Adolf Hitler – 

all had one thing in common:

they were avid readers.

Luther read the works of Augustine, 

a theologian who focused on the grace of God.

Martin Luther King Jr was influenced by Mahatma Gandhi,


an Indian who advocated non-violent change.

Malcolm X started reading while in jail,


and was captivated by the writings of a Black Muslim leader, Elijah Mohammed.

Adolf Hitler came under the spell of Frederick Nietzsche,


a German who formulated the “will to power” philosophy.

So it goes.

Each of us is shaped by the books we read and re-read.

“You are what you eat.”

In the Bible, God uses eating 

as an image of reading the word he has given to us.

In the Old Testament, 

the prophet Ezekiel is told to eat God’s word before he proclaims it. [Ezekiel 2:8; 3:3]

In the New Testament,


an apostle named John sees a scroll on which God’s word is written,



then is commanded to eat it. [Revelation 10:10]

For the past few weeks, we’ve been learning some exercises –


exercises to help us battle chronic spiritual fatigue.

The exercise we learn today, though, is more of a diet plan.

You see, this morning we’re going to focus on eating – eating God’s word.

We’re going to evaluate how we eat,


examine what parts we eat,



then explore why we eat.

Along the way, we’ll also consider if we’ve become addicted to a “honeysuckle Bible”.

Reading a “honeysuckle Bible”?

(You are what you eat)

1)  How do we eat (God’s word)?
First of all, how do we eat the word God has given us?

As I mentioned, God uses eating as an image for reading the Bible.

The Ethiopian emperor Menelik II took this image literally.

Whenever he fell ill, he would eat actual pages from the Bible.

He thought this would cure him.

He died in 1913 after consuming the entire book of 2 Kings.

I once mocked this silly superstition…


but not today.

Why? because today I see us doing the very opposite.

Today, I see many people – at times including myself –


who are sick because of an absolute refusal to eat God’s word.

Curious times, these.

On the one hand, we have a glut of God’s word.

On the other hand, we have a famine of God’s word.

Let me explain…

Today we have more translations than you can count;


the KJV, the RSV, the NIV, the NLT.

We have the “Preacher’s Bible”, the “Worshiper’s Bible”, the “Spirit-filled Believer’s Bible”;


soon we may even have the “bald, left-handed gypsy fiddler’s Bible”.

The food is out there…and we’re buying it.

We’re putting it on our shelves,


but we’re just not eating it.

So amid the glut of God’s word,


there also is a famine –

a famine of God’s word.

I wonder: could it be the famine that God predicted through his prophet Amos?

The time is surely coming, says the sovereign Lord, when I will send a famine on the land – 

not a famine of bread or water but of hearing the words of the Lord. … Beautiful girls and fine young men will grow faint and weary, thirsting for the Lord’s word.
[Amos 8:11,13]

In our country – even in our churches -- there seem to be colonies –


large colonies of spiritual anorexics…



men and women who are sick because they refuse to eat God’s word.

I would like to think 

that most of us here this morning are not members of those colonies…


that most of us have an appetite for God’s word written.

How, though, are we consuming that word from God?

Do we have a preference for quick meals, prepared by others?

I know that I myself enjoy such meals;

I enjoy reading short devotions in booklets such as these. [Portals of Prayer]

But is our appetite limited to such “processed food”?

Dr Klaus Bockmuehl was a professor at Regent College,


a Christian college in Vancouver, Canada.

A short and stubby German, he had a towering intellect.

He had a love for God that was passionate and paradoxical:


at times, he was brash like a warrior;



he also could be as meek as a child.

Students loved his classes.

Even more, they loved the 10 minute devotionals he gave before each class.

Those devotionals were based on Bockmuehl’s Bible reading for the day.

Like a Trappist monk, he often read only one short passage,


then meditated on it throughout the day.

One morning – instead of his usual devotional – 


he read a letter he had received from a former student.

It went something like this:


Dear Dr Bockmuehl

I wanted to thank you for all the devotionals you gave.  I now see that your devotionals kept my faith alive.  The other studies somehow depleted me.  Only your times of sharing filled me.  In some ways, your devotionals saved my faith.

Most teachers would be flattered by such a tribute;


I know I would.

But Klaus Bockmuehl became furious.

He slammed the letter down on his desk,


then looked at the class with eyes that were wet and wild.

“Why,” he asked, 

“Why is it possible for a student to almost lose his faith at a Christian college?

Why did he depend on my devotionals to feed his faith?

Why did he need to eat from my hand?

Why couldn’t he gather food and eat with his own hands?”

Good question: why didn’t he?

And why don’t we?

This morning, I want to advocate 


that you and I learn to eat the Bible raw –



just as it comes from God himself…




not processed or prepared by another.

Eat the Bible raw, folks.

Yes, some parts mat be hard to chew.

Others may take longer to digest.

But we’ll get it just as God gave it.

2)  What do we eat (of God’s word)?

You and I need to re-evaluate how we eat God’s word.

We also need to re-examine what we eat –

that is, what parts of God’s word we consume.

In 1998, Barbara Kingsolver told the story 

of an American missionary and his family in Africa.

The title of her novel The Poisonwood Bible is based 

on a mistake made by the main character, missionary David Price.

He regularly bungled the Congolese language:


instead of saying “Jesus is Lord”,



he proclaimed that “Jesus is poisonwood” –




an African plant that induces a stinging rash.

Kingsolver used that silly mistake 

to highlight the serious damage that Christianity caused in Africa:


how – as Christians emphasized select teachings from God’s word –



the Bible became poisonwood in Africa;




it hurt rather than helped them.

Many Christians feel that Kingsolver has attacked Christianity in her novel.

She probably has…

but she has also exposed an error that we commonly make:


how we “pick and choose” teachings from the Bible 

to emphasize in our own lives.

We seem to view God’s word as a smorgasbord:



we select – we eat – the parts that we like



and avoid the others.

There are parts of the Bible that bore us –


the endless laws in Leviticus…the endless genealogies in Chronicles.

There also are parts that bewilder us –


the brutal wars…the senseless deaths.

And what, after all, are we to make of a God who tells us


that he hardens Pharaoh’s heart…and then punishes him for it?



that he anoints Saul as king…and then repents of it?




that he loves David…

then shows – in lurid detail – how unloving David can be?

We have trouble digesting those parts of God’s word, don’t we?

No wonder we so seldom eat those portions!

We prefer to eat only what we can stomach.

The result?

In Africa, Jesus was poisonwood…and so was the Bible.

But not here.

Here we seem to have developed a sweet tooth.

In this land, we tend to read a “honeysuckle Bible”;


we tend to proclaim a Jesus who is “sugar and spice and everything nice”.

That pastor named Paul told us that this would happen.

A time is coming – wrote the good pastor – when people will no longer listen to right teaching.  They will follow their own desires and look for teachers who will tell them what they want to hear.  They will reject the truth.  [2 Timothy 4:3-4]

So what can we do?

Why not try what the pastor suggested?

Why not remember 

that all Scripture is inspired by God…


that all Scripture is useful for us? [2 Timothy 3:16]
Useful for what?

Useful for learning ancient cultures and classical languages?

Useful for devising and then defending our own theological systems?

That’s not what the pastor tells us.

Paul simply says that all the Bible is useful for shaping us all…

shaping us to become all that God designed us to be.

Listen:

All Scripture – says the pastor – is inspired by God and is useful to teach us what is true and to make us realize what is wrong in our lives.  It straightens us out and teaches us to do what is right.  It is God’s way of preparing us in every way, fully equipped for every good thing God wants us to do. [2 Timothy 3:16-17]

If we’re not using all of the Bible for all of that, we’re misusing it.

This morning, then, I not only want to advocate 

that we learn to eat the Bible raw.

I also propose that we learn to eat it uncut – 


that we start chewing the tough parts…

start swallowing the bitter bits.

I propose that we eat the entire thing…


that we get in the habit of reading the Holy Bible whole.

Muslims, you know, call us “people of the book”.

Let us strive to be known as “people of the whole book”.

3)  Why do we eat it?

Why would we do that?

Why should we eat the Holy Bible whole?

That pastor has already given us a clue;


he strongly suggests that he we need such a diet.

Paul reminds us that 

the Bible is not a textbook on philosophy…with profound thoughts to ponder.

It’s more of a manual -- showing us what to do…how to do it.

We could call it a “survivor’s manual”.

We often forget that the world is not my oyster.

By the way, it’s not yours either; it’s God’s.

He designed it; he programmed it.

He understands how the world operates, 

why it malfunctions, 

what repairs it needs.

And in his word, the designer tells you and me 

how to survive in his world.

He reveals the secret for staying out of trouble


and staying on course 

to successfully complete the journey on planet earth.

All Scripture… – says the pastor –

is useful to teach us what is true…  It straightens us out and teaches us to do what is right.  [2 Timothy 3:16]
We could call the Bible a “survivor’s manual”.

We could also call it a “thriver’s manual”.

We not only can forget what the world is;


we also can forget who we are.

We can forget that each one of us is a “designer child”,


specially created by God



with a special part to play on planet earth.

In his word to us, our Creator reminds us of just how special you and I are.

He then reveals not only how to survive – but also how to thrive – in his world.

He reveals how we can become all that we were designed to be.

Scripture… – says the pastor

is God’s way of preparing us in every way, fully equipped for every good thing God wants us to do. [2 Timothy 3:17]

God’s word is a manual, showing us what to do.

But it’s more than that.

It’s also a message, telling us what’s been done.

For example, God – in his word -- tells us what we’ve done.

He tells us that we have failed…


that we have not lived up to the standards he set for us –



that we have not made loving God a priority…




that we have not made loving others a passion.

This is bad news;


no, this is bitter news –



and it’s really hard to swallow, isn’t it?

But, in his word to us – in letters writ large –


God tells us that we all have turned away from him; all have gone wrong  [Romans 3:12].

Thank God, then, that he not only tells us what we have done;


he also tells us what he has done.

It’s a love story, folks –


this good news of what God has done for us.

It’s the story of a Father who could not let us go.

It’s the story of a Father who sacrificed the best just to secure the worst.

It’s the story of a Father who stopped at nothing 

to make the wayward and the waylaid – to make us --

whole and wholly his again.

It’s that old, old story of a God 

who so loved the world that he gave his only Son, 

so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. 

[John 3:16]

It’s a sweet story, too – 

especially sweet if you’re fed up with failing…



especially soothing if you’re sick of striving to make things right again.

No wonder the pastor directs you and me to remember that story.

No wonder he urges us to read and re-read the book in which the story is told.

You must remain faithful to the things you have been taught…  – says the pastor –

You have been taught the holy Scriptures…, and they have given you the wisdom to receive the salvation that comes by trusting in Christ Jesus.  [2 Timothy 3:14-15]

At the end…
Those who study our culture claim that we are living in post-modern times.

In these times – they say – there is no absolute truth;


basically, you can believe – and do – whatever you want.

Sounds appealing…looks like freedom.

What appears to be freedom, though, is anything but.

Just look around.

So many people are adrift today,


not knowing what to believe…what to do.

As a result, they’re quickly captivated – then captured – 

by the next fashionable trend that comes their way.

Their only freedom is the freedom to fall –


fall for the next good-looking sweet-talker they meet.

Jesus offers an alternative.

He says that with a steady diet of God’s word…

he says that if you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.  [John 8:31-32 NIV]

 -- set you free to live the life God designed for you as his child in his world.

That’s quite a promise…

and I’d love to stop here, but can’t.

You see, there’s no blessing in just knowing the truth.

Jesus said that; Jesus said:


Blessed are all who hear the word of God and put it into practice.  [Luke 11:28]
Practice…

Ah! this must be where the exercise comes into the diet plan.

Practice.  Practice what?

Practice latching onto the Word – the Son – God gave for us…


then living by the word that God gave to us.

Blessed are all who hear the word of God and put it into practice.  [Luke 11:28]
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