SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 15, 1985

"THE BATTLE OF THE BIBLE”

HEBREWS 1:1-4
MATTHEW 16:13-23

THERE IS A LOT OF DEBATE ABOUT THE BIBLE
THESE DAYS! NOT ONLY IS THERE DEBATE, BUT

THE BIBLE IS BOTH USED AND MISUSED IN A
VARIETY OF WAYS. SEVERAL WEEKS AGO., THE

WALL STREET JOURNAL CARRIED A FRONT-PAGE

STORY WITH THE HEADLINE--"BIBLICAL PETROLEUM,"
THE STORY WAS ABOUT A GROUP OF PEOPLE FROM
AMERICA'S BIBLE BELT WHO ARE INVESTING

MILLIONS OF DOLLARS IN ISRAEL WITH THE HOPE
OF FINDING THE WORLD'S LARGEST DEPOSIT OF

OIL. INSTEAD OF SEISMOGRAPHIC STUDIES, THESE
PEOPLE RELY ON OLD MAPS OF ANCIENT TRIBAL
LANDS AND ON READINGS OF THE SCRIPTURES.

THEY HAVE TAKEN CHAPTER 33 OF THE BOOK OF
DEUTERONOMY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT WHERE MOSES
GAVE HIS FINAL BLESSING TO THE 12 TRIBES

OF ISRAEL, WHICH ARE NAMED AFTER THE 12 SONS
OF JACOB, AND IN THEIR READING OF THA
CHAPTER, CLAIM THAT IT SPEAKS OF RICH
PETROLEUM DEPOSITS TO BE FOUND IN THOSE
ANCIENT TRIBAL LANDS. AS MOSES BLESSED THE
TRIBES OF ZEBULUN AND ISSACHAR, HE SAID,




"THEY SHALL CALL PEOPLE TO THEIR MOUNTAIN;

THERE THEY OFFER RIGHT SACRIFICIES; FOR THEY
SUCK THE AFFLUENCE OF THE SEAS AND THE HIDDEN
TREASURES OF THE SAND.” (DEUTERONOMY 35:19).

THE BIBLE BELIEVERS WHO ARE DRILLING FOR

OIL CLAIM THAT THESE VERSES ARE ACTUALLY
TALKING ABOUT OIL, “THEY SUCK THE AFFLUENCE
OF THE SEAS AND THE HIDDEN TREASURES OF THE
SAND., ”

THERE'S ONE MORE VERSE IN DEUTERONOMY 33,
(VERSE 24) WHERE THE TEXT READS: "“BLESSED

ABOVE SONS BE ASHER; LET HIM BE THE FAVORITE
OF HIS BROTHERS, AND LET HIM DIP HIS FOOT

IN OIL.” THUS SAY THE OIL DRILLERS, OIL

IS MENTIONED, SO THERE MUST BE OIL IN THE
ANCIENT TRIBAL LAND OF ASHER.,

BUT, TO DATE, NO OIL HAS BEEN FOUND, "I

JUST THANK THE LORD AND PRAY FOR THIS PROJECT
BECAUSE IT COULD REVOLUTIONIZE THE FULFILLMENT
OF BIBLE PROPHECY.,"” PAT ROBERTSON, THE HOST

OF CHRISTIAN BROADCASTING NETWORK'S '70C
CLUB,' TOLD HIS TELEVISION AUDIENCE AFTER
BEING ADVISED BY ONE BIBLE OIL DRILLER THAT
"WITHIN DAYS HIS DRILLERS WOULD TAP INTO

THE LARGEST OIL FIELD EVER DISCOVERED,”

BUT INSTEAD OF DISCOVERING OIL, THE DRILLERS
GOT HOPELESSLY STUCK 21,428 FEET BELOW THE
HoLY LAND AND ABANDONED THEIR WELL TWO YEARS




AGO. TODAY, DESPITE ALL THE PRAYERS OF THE
INVESTORS, THIS 13 MILLION DOLLAR HOLE APPEARS
TO BE JUST ANOTHER OF THE MANY DRY HOLES
DRILLED BY THESE PEOPLE IN ISRAEL.,

SOME OTHERS OF THESE ”BIBLE OIL DRILLERS”

CLAIM THAT THE HOLES HAVE BEEN PUT IN THE
WRONG PLACES. ONE OF THEM IS CERTAIN THAT
THE OIL DOESN’'T LIE IN THE LAND OF ASHER

AT ALL, BUT IN THE LANDS OF ZEBULUN AND
[SSACHAR., MOSES, AFTER ALL, SAID THAT THESE

SONS WOULD "“SUCK THE AFFLUENCE OF THE SEAS,”
AND THERE'’S A BIG DIFFERENCE BETWEEN JUST

DIPPING YOUR FOOT IN OIL AND SUCKING AN
ABUNDANCE OF IT OUT OF THE SEA.

HERE'’S AN EXAMPLE OF A COMPLETE MISUSE AND
MISUNDERSTANDING OF THE BIBLE., IT's A
PERVERSION OF THE HOLY SCRIPTURES INTO SOME
KIND OF TREASURE HUNT. PEOPLE CAN INTERPRET
THE BIBLE ANY WAY THEY WANT, BUT IT BECOMES
ABUSIVE WHEN IT LEADS PEOPLE TO DECLARE WAR,
TO THROW AWAY THEIR LIFE SAVINGS AND TO DRILL
OIL WELLS IN ISRAEL. ALL TOO OFTEN, THESE
PROPHETIC PROJECTS BECOME GET-RICH-QUICK
SCHEMES FOR THEIR PROMOTERS.

INCIDENTALLY, MOST RESPECTED BIBLICAL SCHOLARS
SAY THAT THIS PASSAGE FROM THE BOOK OF
DEUTERONOMY, CHAPTER 33, WHERE MOSES GIVES

HIS BLESSING, IS AN ANCIENT POEM OF UNKNOWN
AUTHORSHIP, AND HOW THE POEM CAME TO BE




PLACED HERE IS UNKNOWN, IT IS ENTIRELY
UNRELATED TO THE NARRATIVE CONTEXT EITHER
BEFORE OR AFTER IN THE BIBLE. THE PROBLEM
IS TAKING THE METAPHORS OF POETRY AND NOT
SEEING THEM AS POETIC METAPHORS.

HIS EXAMPLE POINTS UP ONE OF THE MAJOR
ISSUES IN THE "BATTLE OF THE BIBLE.” ON
THE ONE SIDE IS THE NOTION OF WHAT THE
BIBLICAL FUNDAMENTALISTS CALL “INERRANCY,”
THE BELIEF THAT IN ITS ORIGINAL MANUSCRIPTS,

THE BIBLE CANNOT INCLUDE ERRORS EVEN IN
MATTERS OF GEOGRAPHY AND NATURE AND HISTORY.

THIS POINT OF VIEW IMPLIES THAT IN THE BIBLE,
GOD DICTATED SOMETHING ABSOLUTELY PERFECT--
DROPPED LIKE A ROCK INTO THE WORLD., AND

WE'RE NOT EVEN SURE THAT WE HAVE ANY OF THE

ORIGINAL MANUSCRIPTS. BIBLICAL FUNDAMENTALISTS

ARE SAID TO BE TAKING THE BIBLE LITERALLY,

ALTHOUGH I THINK THIS IS A MISTAKEN USE OF
THE WORD "LITERALLY.” MORE ABOUT THAT IN

A MOMENT .

THUS, THE BIBLICAL FUNDAMENTALISTS ARE THOSE
WHO USUALLY FAVOR TEACHING THE CREATION
STORIES IN GENESIS, THE FIRST BOOK OF THE
BIBLE, AS BEING SCIENTIFICALLY TRUE. THEY
EVEN NOW CALL IT “SCIENTIFIC CREATIONISM.”
ACTUALLY IT SHOULD BE CORRECTLY CALLED
"RELIGIOUS CREATIONISM,"” FOR THE BIBLE NEVER
INTENDED TO BE A BOOK OF SCIENCE OR NATURE

OR GEOGRAPHY., IT DOES CONTAIN SOME HISTORY.,
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AT ANY RATE, SCIENTIFIC CREATIONISM MAINTAINS

THE EARTH WAS CREATED IN SIX Z24-HOUR DAYS.,
AND THAT ADAM AND EVE WERE THE FIRST TWO
HUMAN BEINGS AND THAT THE EARTH IS A MERE
10,000 10 20,000 YEARS OLD., (TODAY MOST
SCIENTISTS ESTIMATE THAT THE EARTH CAME INTO
BEING FOUR AND A HALF MILLION YEARS AGO.)

INCIDENTALLY, THE IDEA THAT THE BIBLE IS
FREE FROM ERROR AND IS TO BE TAKEN WORD FOR
WORD AS IF DICTATED BY GOD IS A RATHER RECENT

ONE. THE EARLY CHURCH NEVER UNDERSTOOD THE
BIBLE THAT WAY. FURTHERMORE., IT DOESN'T
SOLVE ANY PROBLEMS. BIBLICAL FUNDAMENTALISTS

AMONG THEMSELVES SHARPLY DISAGREE ON WHAT

A PARTICULAR PASSAGE FROM THE BIBLE IS
SAYING--WHICH MEANS IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO READ
THE BIBLE WITHOUT INTERPRETING IT IN SOME
WAY ,

IT WAS ONLY AFTER THE 16TH AND 1/TH CENTURIES
FOLLOWING THE PROTESTANT REFORMATION THAT

THE BIBLE BEGAN TO BE CONSIDERED BY SOME
CHRISTIANS AS BEING FREE FROM ALL ERROR AND
AS A COMPLETE ANSWER BOOK TO ALL QUESTIONS,
INCLUDING SCIENTIFIC ONES.

IN FACT, WHAT WE COMMONLY CALL “FUNDAMENTALISM"
IN THIS COUNTRY IS A MODERN AND LARGELY AMERICAN
PHENOMENON IN CHRISTIANITY, GROWING OUT OF

THE ANTI-MODERNIST MOVEMENTS OF THE LATE
19TH AND 20TH CENTURIES., THE NAME ITSELF
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HIS BIRTH, DEATH AND RESURRECTION AT THE

CENTER OF QOUR FAITH., WE WORSHIP JESUS CHRIST
AS THE SAVIOR, NOT THE BIBLE. AS THE BoOK

OF HEBREWS IN THE BIBLE PUTS IT--"IN MANY

AND VARIOUS WAYS GOD SPOKE OF OLD TO OUR
FATHERS AND MOTHERS BY THE PROPHETS; BUT
IN THESE LAST DAYS, GOD HAS SPOKEN TO US

BY A SON.” THE GOSPEL OF JOHN SAYS THE SAME
THING IN ANOTHER WAY--"THE WORD BECAME FLESH
AND DWELT AMONG US.”

JESUS CHRIST IS THE MOST COMPLETE REVEALING
OF GoD THERE 18. FOR SEVERAL HUNDRED YEARS.

THE CHURCH DID NOT EVEN HAVE THE NEW TESTAMENT
OF THE BIBLE., WHEN THE NEW TESTAMENT SPEAKS
OF THE SCRIPTURES, IT IS ALWAYS REFERRING

TO THE OLD TESTAMENT. LATER, THE CHURCH

PRODUCED THE NEW TESTAMENT. STORIES THAT
HAD BEEN REMEMBERED, THE TEACHINGS OF JESUS,

THE PARABLES, THE HEALINGS THAT JESUS
PERFORMED--ALL THESE INCIDENTS WERE
GRADUALLY WRITTEN DOWN AS REMEMBERED., AS
TIME PASSED, 2/ DIFFERENT WRITINGS CAME TO
BE ACCEPTED AS THE NEW TESTAMENT. THEY ARE
A SELECTION OUT OF A LARGER BODY OF WRITING,
SOME OF WHICH HAVE COME DOWN TO US WHILE
OTHERS WERE LOST,

THE IMPULSE TO ACCEPT THIS COLLECTION OF
WRITINGS BY THE EARLY CHURCH CAME ABOUT
BECAUSE AFTER SEVERAL HUNDRED YEARS THE
CONTINUITY OF THE CHURCH WAS THREATENED BY




EXTRAVAGANCES AND ECCENTRICITIES OF BELIEF
AND PRACTICE WITHIN, AS WELL AS BY PERSECUTION

FROM WITHOUT. IN RESPONSE TO THESE DANGERS,
THE CHURCH SET OUT TO CONSOLIDATE ITS OWN
LIFE AND BELIEFS, THESE 2/ WRITINGS HAD
GRADUALLY, THROUGH USAGE AND TRADITION,
BECOME THE NORM OR STANDARD OF CHRISTIAN
FAITH AND LIFE, SO IT WAS NATURAL THEY CAME

TO BE CONSIDERED AS THE NEW TESTAMENT,

2. SECONDLY, IN OUR TRADITION WE BELIEVE

THAT THE WORD OF GOD, IN ADDITION TO COMING
TO US MOST COMPLETELY IN JEsus CHRIST. ALSO

COMES TO US THROUGH THE BIBLE. IN THE BIBLE,
WE HAVE A WRITTEN RECORD OF GOD’S REVELATION
IN HISTORY; IN THE OLD TESTAMENT, WE SEE

GOD WORKING THROUGH THE HEBREWS, AND IN THE
NEW TESTAMENT IT IS CONTINUED THROUGH THE
CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY. THE BIBLE IS THEREFORE
AUTHORITATIVE AS THE RECORD OF THE SAVING
EVENTS BY WHICH THE CHRISTIAN FAITH WAS
BROUGHT INTO BEING, AND IT IS ALSO THE
RECORD OF HOW THE CHRISTIAN FAITH HAS ITS
BEGINNINGS IN THE LIFE AND FAITH OF I[SRAEL,

3. THIRDLY, IN OUR TRADITION, WE BELIEVE

THAT THE BIBLE EXISTS PRIMARILY TO TELL US
ABOUT (GOD, ABOUT GOD’S SALVATION AND LOVE
AND ABOUT THE INTERRELATIONS BETWEEN GOD

AND US, IT IS A RELIGIOUS BOOK, AS I SAID
EARLIER, NOT A BOOK ABOUT HOW TO FIND OIL
WELLS, OR ABOUT ASTRONOMY, OR ABOUT ANY KIND




OF SCIENCE AS WE DEFINE SCIENCE TODAY.,

YET HOW OFTEN THE BIBLE IS MISUSED FOR OTHER
PURPOSES, I READ ABOUT A MAN WHO SAID THAT
THE DIMENSIONS OF NOAH'S ARK ARE THE PERFECT
DIMENSIONS FOR ALL BOAT BUILDING, IMPLYING
THAT THE ART OF BOAT BUILDING WAS A MATTER
OF DIVINE REVELATION. I KNOW NOTHING ABOUT
THE PROPER DIMENSION OF BOATS, BUT IF THIS
MAN'S JUDGMENT IS TRUE, I SHOULD ATTRIBUTE
IT TO THE FACT THAT EITHER NOAH, OR WHOEVER

WROTE DOWN THE STORY, WAS A SKILLED BUILDER
OF BOATS.

OR THINK OF WHAT A NEEDLESS STRUGGLE WAS
SET UP IN THE DAYS OF GALILEO BY TURNING
THE BIBLE INTO A BOOK OF ASTRONOMY., PEOPLE
CLAIMED THAT THE BIBLE SAID THAT THE EARTH
WAS THE CENTER OF THE UNIVERSE, NOT THE SUN,
AND EVEN MORE RIDICULOUS, A CENTURY AGO.
JOHN HAMPDEN WAS DEFENDING “THE CLEAR AND
UNMISTAKABLE FLAT-EARTH TEACHING OF THE
BIBLE,” AND INSISTING THAT “NO ONE CAN
BELIEVE A SINGLE DOCTRINE OR DOGMA OF MODERN
ASTRONOMY AND ACCEPT SCRIPTURE AS DIVINE
REVELATION,"”

NOTE THE VERY SIMILAR WORDS OF CREATIONIST
HENRY MORRIS IN DEFENDING SIX LITERAL AND
RECENT DAYS OF CREATION: "THE CREATION
ACCOUNT IS CLEAR, DEFINITE, SEQUENTIAL AND
MATTER-OF-FACT, GIVING EVERY APPEARANCE OF
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STRAIGHTFORWARD HISTORIAL NARRATIVE.”

THE POINT SUCH NOTIONS MISS IS THAT THE
CREATION STORIES IN GENESIS (AND THERE ARE
TWO, NOT ONE, AND THEY DIFFER ONE FROM THE
OTHER) CONTAIN A RELIGIOUS MESSAGE AND A
VERY IMPORTANT ONE--NOT A SCIENTIFIC MESSAGE.

AND HERE’S WHERE I BELIEVE THAT WE TAKE THE
BIBLE MORE LITERALLY THAN DO THE BIBLICAL
FUNDAMENTALISTS--WE TRY TO DISCOVER THE

ORIGINAL MEANING OF WORDS AND STORIES. THE
BIBLE 15 BOTH LANGUAGE AND LITERATURE. As

LANGUAGE, IT MUST BE READ IN THE LIGHT OF
WHAT ITS ORIGINAL WORDS MEANT, NOT WHAT WE
THINK THEY MEANT, OR WHAT WE WOULD LIKE TO
HAVE THEM MEAN., AND AS LITERATURE, IT MUST
BE INTERPRETED AT EACH PARTICULAR PLACE IN
ACCORD WITH THE TYPE OF LITERATURE WITH WHICH
WE ARE DEALING. WE CANNOT INTERPRET POETRY
AS PROSE, DRAMA AS HISTORY, PARABLE AS
DETAILED THEOLOGICAL WRITING, OR STORY AS
HISTORY. NOR CAN WE INTERPRET THE BIBLE
ALLEGORICALLY UNLESS WE ARE DEALING WITH

ALLEGORY,

TO STUDY THE SCRIPTURES IS NOT TO BE AFRAID
OF HARD QUESTIONS, TO BRING THE BEST CRITICAL
AND HISTORICAL SCHOLARSHIP AND DISCIPLINE,

TO TRY TO SEPARATE THE VARIOUS KINDS OF
WRITING.

AGAIN, TAKE AS AN EXAMPLE THE CREATION STORIES



11

IN THE BOOK OF GENESIS. THE WRITERS USE

THE COSMOLOGY OF THAT TIME., PEOPLE OBSERVED
THE SUNRISE AND THE SUNSET--ALTHOUGH TODAY
WE STILL USE THE TERMS, WE KNOW ABOUT THE
EARTH'S ROTATION. WE STILL SPEAK OF SENDING
A ROCKET UPWARD INTO SPACE OR REFER TO THE
AUSTRALIANS AS LIVING “DOWN UNDER.”

THE ANCIENTS IMAGED THE UNIVERSE IN TERMS
OF FOUR DIRECTIONS, OR QUARTERS HORIZONTALLY,
LAID OUT RELATIVE TO THE SOCIETY DOING THE

MAPPING, WITH THE CENTER OF THE WORLD LOCATED
IN THE HoLYy CITY AND/OR CAPITAL OF EACH NATION

IN TURN, THERE WERE ALSO THREE MAJOR ZONES
VERTICALLY--WITH THEIR SUBDIVISIONS, THESE

REPRESENTATIONS OF THE COSMOS WERE NOT BEING
QUESTIONED IN THE BIBLE OR EVEN DISCUSSED.,
THE BIBLE SIMPLY USES THE SAME GENERAL
COSMOLOGICAL PATTERNS FAMILIAR TO ALL IN

THE WORLD AT THAT TIME.

SO IN THE CREATION STORIES, THE CONCERN WAS
TO MAKE THE POINT THAT ONE -- GOD WAS, AND
1S, THE CREATOR OVER ALL. ALL THE SURROUNDING

COSMOLOGIES IDENTIFIED THE MAJOR REGIONS
OF THE COSMOS WITH THEIR VARIOUS GODS AND
GODDESSES. [HE CREATION STORIES IN GENESIS,
OVER AGAINST THIS VIEWPOINT, AFFIRMS (1)
THAT THERE IS ONLY ONE GOD; (2) THAT THIS
GOD IS NOT IDENTIFIED WITH OR CONTAINED BY
ANY REGION OF NATURE; (3) THAT THE PAGAN

GODS AND GODDESSES ARE NOT DIVINITIES AT
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ALL, BUT CREATURES, CREATIONS OF THE ONE
TRUE GOD; AND (4) THAT THE WORSHIP OF ANY

OF THESE FALSE DIVINITIES IS IDOLATRY. THIS
IS WHAT IS BEING TAUGHT AND CELEBRATED BY

THE CREATION STORIES--IT IS A STRONG RELIGIOUS
MESSAGE, NOT A SCIENTIFIC ONE., IT’S A MESSAGE

FOR TODAY, AS WELL AS THEN!

THE IMPORTANT THING TO REMEMBER IS THAT THE
BASIS OF OUR FAITH IS NOT THE FACT THAT THE
BIBLE CONTAINS NO DISCREPANCIES, OR ERRORS

IN GEOGRAPHY, OR ASTRONOMY, OR CERTAIN OTHER
FACTS. OUR FAITH IS BASED ON THE SAVING

ACT OF GOD IN JESUS CHRIST AND THE INWARD
TESTIMONY OF GOD’S SPIRIT. THE HISTORICAL
EVENTS OF THE BIBLE, WHICH ARE ACCESSIBLE
TO SENSE PERCEPTION, ARE THE OCCASION, BUT

NOT THE FOUNDATION OF FAITH. AMEN,

Now THE COMMERCIAL: IF YOU WANT TO LEARN

MORE ABOUT THE BIBLE--REMEMBER THERE ARE

TWO BIBLE STUDY GROUPS THIS FALL, ONE, WHICH
BEGINS THIS TUESDAY MORNING, SEPTEMBER 17/,

AT 9:30 A.M. 1S LEAD BY JOHN SMELTZER. THE
SECOND, WHICH BEGINS ON WEDNESDAY EVENING,
OCTOBER 2, WILL BE LED BY ME, YOU ARE INVITED
TO TAKE PART IN ONE OR BOTH OF THESE
OPPORTUNTIES,




