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King Charles the Martyr: 19 October 2008
Psalm 139: The words of men and the Word of God 

Today is being recognised a Bible Sunday, a day when we think about the place of the Bible in our faith and in our life. Some of you may ask, ‘Don’t we do this every Sunday?’ Every Sunday we read three passages from Scripture; there is a sermon that sets out to expound their meaning; and our prayers and hymns are permeated with Biblical themes and language. All this is true …but what we are doing today is something different. We are asking a more fundamental question. WHY do we do all these things? Basically, WHY is the Bible so important? 

There is no doubt that the way in which the Bible is interpreted is at least one factor in understanding some of the tensions in contemporary church life. Most of the mainline denominations have deep internal divisions about what the Bible says about such issues as human sexuality and the role of women in the church  I say ’at least one factor’ because given the nature of these issues I suspect that we are likely to get more illumination  from Freudian psychology than biblical theology.

Be that as it may, issues relating to how we read the Bible remain. Put very simply the issue is this. Must we take the Bible literally, or can we take the Bible seriously without taking it literally. There are those who consider the Bible to be not just the word of God but the very words of God.  And there are those of us who believe that the Bible is a very human document, or rather a very human collection of documents, but is still the Word of God through which God still speaks today. How can this be?

Let me come at this sideways for a few moments. In a few minutes we shall stand and affirm our faith in the words of the Creed. We shall stand and say

We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ

The only son of God

True God from true God

Begotten, not made

Of one being with the Father; 

For us and for our salvation he came down from heaven

Was incarnate from the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary

And was made man

Do you understand all that?  I have to confess that I don’t.. but I do recognise why those who wrote this Creed said what they did. During the earliest years of the church there were two very different understandings of who Jesus was, both of which were felt to be wrong. On the one hand there were those  who said that Jesus was only a man, that he could not be God himself in our midst; On the other hand, there were those who argued the very opposite, that he wasn’t really a man at all but some God-like creature in our midst. No, said the early church. Jesus is both God and man, God in our midst, yet fully human. Dos this make sense? Almost certainly not, certainly not the kind of rational logical sense which will convince the Richard Dawkins of this world. But might it be true? Certainly ….if you accept that there are truths which go beyond logic and take us into the heart of the mystery which we call God.  
So just as we believe that Jesus was both divine and human, I want to argue that scripture is also both human and divine, the words of men, of frail  men with imperfect knowledge, but also the Word of God through which God speaks today.

How does this happen? Well the history of the church is the story of how God has spoken to individuals through the Bible and clearly they are too many to be even mentioned in a 10 minute sermon.

 I would like to look however at one passage of scripture which despite its difficulties may become the Word of God to us. Indeed I believe that is when we face the difficult bits of the Bible head on rather than avoid them that they speak most profoundly.

Psalm 139 which we read for our OT Reading is one of my favourite Psalms. I have found it personally re-assuring. I have read parts of it at the bedside of people who have been seriously ill and they seemed to find comfort in it.

Where can I go from your Spirit?


Or where can I flee from your presence?

If I ascend to heaven you are there


If I make my bed in Sheol, thou art there

Words of comfort and re-assurance, at least for the first 18 verses but listen to what happens at verse 19?

O that you would kill the wicked O God

Do I not hate those who hate you, O Lord

I hate them with a perfect hatred

Can these words, these awful words, these words of men, still be for us the Word of God?

In the fact that these awful words are part of this otherwise sublime Psalm, I find a strange re-assurance.  Because for me, it means that in our relationship with God we can be totally honest.  As I was thinking this through there sprang into my mind some words written by Noel Coward. In one of his plays he wrote

Though we all disguise our feelings very well

What we mean by ‘Very good’ is ‘Go to Hell’

These words are the very opposite of the sentiments of the Psalmist. For me the Word of God in this Psalm is that the grace of God is big enough to embrace and enfold our negativity, that the first step in dealing with those parts of ourselves that we rather not show to other people is to be open about them with God,  So even in the most unlikely places it is possible to find a word that speaks to us.

 That is why the Bible is still important. That is why we keep reading our Bibles in our worship and in our private prayers. We do not look for magical answers but experience teaches us that when we see the Bible in the context all the frail humanity which produced it, then the words of the Bible can become the Word of God to us 

