Sermon for Bible Sunday by Mrs Linda West LLM - 25 October 2020

Theme: Why the habit of Bible reading is so important

Readings: 
Colossians 3.12-17, page 1184 Pew Bible; 

Matthew 24.30-35, page 993 Pew Bible

To a greater or lesser extent, we are all creatures of habit.  Even the most spontaneous amongst us will have gone through a routine this morning before logging into our service – morning tea, bath or shower, get dressed, breakfast, and the most organised will have even put the Sunday roast into the oven and prepared the vegetables.  

In our daily lives, we go through many habitual activities – for some it will be school, university or work; for others it will be hobbies, interests and charity work we’ve taken up in retirement.  

Socially our habits will include regular contact with friends and family.  And in our church we habitually meet together in services, study groups, church meetings.  

All of these habits provide rhythm and continuity in our lives   But over the past few months many of our habits have been disrupted and we haven’t been able to go to events we would normally go to, some of our hobby interests have been suspended, and we haven’t been able to meet up with all the people we normally would.  

Being adrift from our habits makes us feel unsettled, and with the clocks going back and the season of remembrance upon us, we probably wonder what the winter will hold in store for us.  

But you will notice, there is one habit which I have not mentioned, and it is the one which will make all the difference to the dark days of winter and our feelings of uncertainty.  Those of you who know me will probably be thinking it can be only one of two things, and if you have noted it is Bible Sunday, you will be right in thinking it is reading the Bible every day.  

There are many approaches to reading the Bible.  You could just pick it up, open a page at random and see what is there.  But this can lead to some very odd results.  I just tried it and I read ‘The couriers went from town to town in Ephraim and Manasseh, as far as Zebulun, but the people scorned and ridiculted them.’ (2 Chronicles 30.10).  Without knowing the context of the verse, I haven’t a clue who the couriers were or the purpose of their journey, and the fact they were scorned certainly doesn’t give me any inspiration for my daily life.  

So what else could we try?  When I retired from a busy career in the civil service with the intention of training for lay ministry, I decided that I really ought to get to know the Bible better and started reading a chapter a day in addition to my normal Bible readings.  I’ve kept it up and I think I am now on the fourth or fifth reading of the whole Book, or should I say 66 books, as the Bible comprises lots of different books – history, commandments and instructions, prophecy, poetry, accounts of the life of Christ and the early church, letters – all of which inspire encouragement and help to live our daily lives as Christians..  

But I certainly still don’t know everything and God is still teaching me lots from daily taking a chapter and using it much in the way we do when we dwell on the word in our services.  Currently I’m reading Jeremiah and he certainly had some stern words for me the other day.  I read about God’s disapproval of pastors neglecting their visiting duties and had no doubt he was talking to me.  OK, I can’t physically go and visit people in the current crisis, but I can certainly ring them up.  I started off very enthusiastically at the beginning of lockdown, but have rather lapsed in the number of calls I’m making each week.  So if I owe you a call, I’m sorry, and please do give me a prod.  

If you’ve never tried reading the Bible straight through and aren’t too familiar with it, I wouldn’t suggest starting at Genesis as it’s hard going through some of the books of the Old Testament.  Rather, start with the gospels and then go back and read the history of the Jewish people and God’s instructions to them.  We need to read the whole Bible in order to understand the context in which Christ ministered and to realise how often he quoted the old testament – as he does in the verse before our reading from Matthew today.  

Some of the Bible is difficult to understand at first reading and it is important to get help both through listening to sermons and attending study groups, but also in one’s daily readings.  Ever since I was a teenager, I have found it very helpful to use Bible reading notes, which give a short passage and a reflection or explanation of it from someone well-versed in the Bible.  If you haven’t tried this, Geoffrey will be only too happy to get you some notes – if you don’t know him, put a request on our web-site and we will put you in touch.  

Of course, at my age, I’m a bit old-fashioned in liking to have information before me in book form and I realise that many people prefer to access the Bible and commentaries electronically nowadays.  There are numerous sites giving the whole Bible, Bible reading plans, commentaries and notes.  If you can’t find one to suit you, Cassa or I will be only too happy to help you find one. 

Reading others’ comments can help us have a deeper understanding of a passage.  For instance, take our gospel reading today – Matthew 24.30-35.  It seems almost undoubtedly about the glorious day when we can look forward to Jesus coming back to take us to be with him for ever.  Personally, I noted with delight that Jesus is sending his angels to collect all his followers from the four winds – of course, this does not just mean those of us who happen to live in houses called ‘Four Winds’, but every follower from every nook and cranny of the earth and the heavens.  And we haven’t got to make the effort to be in the right place at the right time, the angels will collect us – what an act of love.

But, of course, we do need to be ready in our hearts and living our lives for Jesus. 

But reading Tom Wright’s commentary on this passage gave me a different perspective on how those who heard Jesus’ words at the time would have perceived it.  He says that it is not about the downward movement of Jesus from heaven to earth but the upward movement of the ‘son of man’ from earth to heaven.  ‘It is his ascension, his vindication, the thing which demonstrates that his suffering has not been in vain.’  This is demonstrated by three things – Jesus’ resurrection and ascension; the destruction of the Temple which Jesus prophesied; and that the news of his victory would spread rapidly through the world.  

Whichever way you wish to read the passage, it is certainly one of encouragement; a very good reason for reading our Bibles.  

In our passage from Colossians, Paul tells us to ‘let the word of Christ dwell in you richly’.  In order to achieve this goal, we cannot just rely on a couple of readings a week in our services.  We have to read it for ourselves, daily.  Paul goes on to say we should allow the word of Christ to dwell richly in us ‘as we sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in our hearts to God.’  Many of us are grieving being unable to join with others to sing God’s praises at present, but we can take comfort from the words of those hymns and songs which have helped us to let God’s word dwell in us.

But is the only purpose of reading the Bible every day so that that it dwells in us and encourages us?  It is a very important one, particularly in the times we are living in, but above all it is so that we can be Jesus’ messengers on earth until he returns.  

Our passage from Colossians started with a wonderful list of qualities with which we are to clothe ourselves.  They are all the qualities we want to have as people and as Christians, but ones which it is very easy to let slip off our shoulders like an ill-fitting jacket.  It is only possible to keep them on and buttoned up if we really do let the word of Christ dwell in us richly – surely that is the real reason for reading our Bibles daily, so that we can grow more and more like Jesus, and show him to others..  

I’ve concentrated on Bible reading this morning, but, of course, the other habit we should develop daily is a prayer time – not just giving God a list of our woes and wants, but letting him dwell richly in our hearts.  

May the word of Christ dwell in richly in all our hearts as we develop our daily Bible reading habits.  

We’re not allowed to sing in church at present, but, as Roger is recording this in our home, I can finish with a chorus I learnt as a child:

The best book to read is the Bible

The best book to read is the Bible

If you read it every day it will help you on your way

Oh, the best book to read is the Bible.

(12 mins)

Bibliography
Pfeiffer, C F and Harrison,  E F (1962), The Wycliffe Bible Commentary, London: Oliphants Ltd.

Wright, Tom (2002), Matthew for everyone, Part 2, chapters 16-28, London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge

