What is biblical?

· “Where do you read about interns and elders-in-training in the Bible?  They are just not in there.  Let’s get rid of all such unbiblical practices.”

· “Statistics and accountability are biblical; it says in Luke 9:10 how Jesus got a “report” from the apostles.”

· “Unity is biblical, so let’s get behind our leaders.”

· “Biblically, elders are appointed by their congregations.”

· “Why not restore the biblical role of Deacon?”

· “Biblically there is only one model for the churches and that is ….”

· “Jesus said new wine into new wineskins.  Biblically the right way forward is to sack all the staff.”
How do you react to these?  These are all real statements I have heard or read.  If the hurt behind them can be laid to one side (as well as the hurt caused by them) we may be able to consider which (if any) of these statements deserves its claim to be biblical.

The purpose of this paper is to urge caution and care in moving forward in the present climate of change.  It also challenges everybody to think biblically.  It recognises that not only did we not arrive in 1979 or 1988 or any other time, but that we are not about to arrive now either.  We will always be God’s work in progress.

There are several parts.  We need a biblical paradigm through which to look at current issues
 in the ICOC.  The starting points (this paper) give some angles on context and some tools to help us approach our task.  They are

1. The dangers of living in a famine

2. Lessons from Luther

3. How to assess if something is “biblical”

1. The dangers of living in a famine

Throughout the history of God’s people, attempts have been made to claim authority for one’s position.  Some sources of legitimacy are more valid than others.  Here are some that have been used or are in use:-

1. use of Greek or other biblical languages

2. use of chapter and verse

3. force of numbers

4. seeing your view held by well-known heros or movements of church history

5. dreams or visions

6. moral superiority (e.g. ascetic lifestyle)

7. possession of a relic e.g. saints’ bones, the staff of Moses or Elisha

8. angelic source e.g. book of Mormon, Islam, 

9. link with an apostle (leading to the apocryphal pseudepigrapha like the Epistle of Barnabas or Gospel of Thomas)

10. No link with an apostle (argument used by Paul in Galatians)

In countries with a tradition of non-conformist religion like Britain
, the most commonly used claim is to “chapter and verse”, i.e. is it biblical?  Claiming to have the biblical high ground is a way of ensuring people listen to you.  In a church like ours there has been a good deal of spoon feeding.  I remember asking a previous leader of a large church if there could be more “meat” in Sunday sermons in general.  The answer was, “That’s not the purpose of the sermon.  If that’s what you want, go and feed yourself.”  In a top-down structure such as we have had, such an attitude on the part of the leader actively discourages deep biblical study, if only by omission.  It has not been unheard of for a minister to say, “Interesting point you raise, but focus back on your heart again.”  Again, “This is a smokescreen for the fact you just don’t want to accept what I am telling you.”  Or “Don’t worry, I’m sure you can’t be the first to think of that, but this is God’s church so I’m sure someone has the answer for it.  Just don’t worry.”

Famines of the word of God have not been unknown in history.  

  AM 8:11 "The days are coming," declares the Sovereign LORD, "when I will send a famine through the land-- not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the words of the LORD.

  AM 8:12 Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the LORD,  but they will not find it.
In times of famine, do we mourn hopelessly, or do we turn to God, knock and receive?  In parts of the world where famine prevails, many injustices and abuses take place.  Black markets emerge.  In a place of spiritual famine, injustices, abuses and black markets also emerge.  It is fertile ground for false prophets.  Consider the following (real) situation in Israel during the time of Josiah and Jeremiah.

  JER 23:33 "When these people, or a prophet or a priest, ask you, `What is the oracle of the LORD?' say to them, `What oracle? I will forsake you, declares the LORD.' 34 If a prophet or a priest or anyone else claims, `This is the oracle of the LORD,' I will punish that man and his household. 35 This is what each of you keeps on saying to his friend or relative: `What is the LORD's answer?' or `What has the LORD spoken?' 36 But you must not mention `the oracle of the LORD' again, because every man's own word becomes his oracle and so you distort the words of the living God, the LORD Almighty, our God. 37 This is what you keep saying to a prophet: `What is the LORD's answer to you?' or `What has the LORD spoken?' 38 Although you claim, `This is the oracle of the LORD,' this is what the LORD says: You used the words, `This is the oracle of the LORD,' even though I told you that you must not claim, `This is the oracle of the LORD.'

Of course in today’s parlance, nobody uses the phrase “the oracle of the Lord” to bolster their position.  But many may use the phrase “biblical” to strike fear into the hearts of opponents and bolster their own arguments.  

I am not against biblical argument or deep Bible study.  Quite the reverse!  But I would warn against accepting everybody’s argument to be biblical unless the matter has been properly researched, discussed and considered.  Papers written by the ICOC’s Teachers over the last decade are now freely circulating.  I would encourage you to read them!  Yet, as in the spirit of the NT, test everything, including what the Teachers have written, against each other and against the Word, the only inspired work God has ever published.  (1 Thess 5:21, Acts 17:10, 11)

Those who feared change have sowed a fearsome backlash which they are now experiencing.  I want to cite some evidence for malnourishment.  (Famine is too strong a word, rationing is only for emergencies and so cannot be justified, but our people are suffering from either undernourishment or malnourishment.)  I will exclude a lot of examples as I do not want be unkind by causing any more hurt than is necessary to make the point.  

· Too little use in Midweek classes of local mature Christians with good Bible knowledge in favour of staff.  (I accept the need for training of younger staff.  But the virtually exclusive use of staff begs the question of whether we really trust the Bible.  Has there been a fear of losing control?  Who would fear the Bible being expounded by Christians in some cases 10 years old or more?  This resonates with other phases of church history!)

· Potential teachers being “set aside” for the Evangelist function – only if they fail at that can they be considered for other uses such as teaching.

· Expository preaching by staff only valued as a means to the end of church growth

· Evangelists restricting or qualifying reading material available to our Christians and staff even when supplied by our own teachers!  (Now there’s a contradiction!)

There have been some moves to improve the situation over recent years.

· The requirement in our World Sector since 1995 to have more indepth staff teaching and examination (MTP), fully supported here in the UK.

· An expository midweek series on Romans in the last quarter of last year based on the DPI book Romans: the Heart Set Free.

My own view is that these are welcome, but were not enough to change the culture and provide the bedrock of security that our Christians should be falling back on now.  With the changes following the Unity meeting in LA, I have immediately opened the door of MTP (what the staff have been taught) to all church members (the DBS
 course).  A group of future teachers is being identified, encouraged and directed.  Articles written by Andy Fleming, Gordon Ferguson and Douglas Jacoby on church governance are now freely available for anyone to read.

In an atmosphere of malnourishment people will eat almost anything.  If I am right about a kind of malnourishment evident now that things are changing, a healthy rounded diet is needed now.  For example, 

1. personal digging into the Word

2. copious teaching of the Word by the maturer disciples (whether on or off staff, appointed teachers or not).

3. Expository preaching

4. Reading or re-reading spiritual classics

5. Extreme caution about strong or extreme claims, even if biblical support is claimed.

6. Be careful before going live with your own “biblical” insight.

Many an insight has turned out to be an oversight, and remember that souls can be harmed by reckless words.  (Jer 23:32, Prov 12:18, James 3:1)  It is a good practice to bounce ideas off strong, mature, biblically sound Christians first – and it may save you some embarrassment.

2. Lessons from Luther

One of the most abusive institutions (at the time) was the Catholic church of the Middle Ages.  During this period, the Bible was the preserve of the privileged few.  The original languages, Hebrew and Greek were either unread or dead.  The next best translation, Latin, was also dead and unread in Western Europe, save by a privileged few.  There was a famine of the Word of God.  The English King, Alfred the Great began a translation of the Psalms from Latin into English for the sake of his people, the first person I am aware of to attempt this.  He was 500 years ahead of John Wycliffe, the Morning Star of the Reformation.  Wycliffe himself was a radical, but not reactionary.  He translated the Bible from Latin into English in 1382.  For this and other “crimes” his body was exhumed and burnt by the Catholic church.  Such was the fear of the Catholic church of putting the Bible back into the hands of the people.  

They were right to be afraid – not just because it spelled the beginning of the end for their authority as an institution, but because some no doubt knew that the world was not ready for this and that ordinary men and women would suffer as a result.  Protestant nations and factions fought against each other, all in the name of the Bible!  If you go from being a controlling organisation with little free debate on biblical matters, people will find it very difficult to handle, debate and recognise truth without having something of a crisis.  Across such biblically barren lands strides Martin Luther, claiming the biblical high ground for his positions.  David Bercot had a problem with Luther’s claim to be the one Scriptural voice.  In reality, Luther’s was one interpretation among many.  Because Luther did not seem to be able to see his own weakness in this area he became unable to see the merit in others’ arguments, and this trend in Protestantism has been the cause of many splits.

“So Luther’s motto of ‘sola Scriptura’ was only a myth, since he himself took great pains to make certain that Christians didn’t hear the Scripture alone. In the final analysis, it wasn’t Scripture that was the sole source of Reformation authority; it was Luther’s or some other man’s interpretation of Scripture.  As someone once observed, ‘Before the Reformation, there was only one Pope.  After the Reformation, every person with a Bible in his hand became a Pope.”… The tragic result is that today there are over 22,000 denominations, sects and independent churches – all teaching different things, yet all claiming to be teaching ‘ only Scripture.’

There are a number of lessons we can learn from Luther.  

a. He was courageous about demanding biblical reform from the inside

b. He failed to reform the church because it would not be reformed.

c. The new movement he started failed to reach its potential because of the hardening of his heart.  

When he initially began his complaints in 1517 against the way in which indulgences were sold (ironically he did not object to the sale of indulgences per se!) he expected to get papal support.  He thought the way it was done was bringing the church into disrepute and that the pope should be informed so he could correct the matter.

Over the last decade there have been calls for reform from inside the ICOC of increasing volume and urgency.  Recent calls are building on the shoulders of others who have gone before.  I remember sitting in Luther’s chapel in Wittenberg in Germany in November 2001 and hearing Doug Jacoby speak on “The ongoing need for reformation.”  This was shortly before Kip McKean’s sabbatical.  I was shocked when the announcement came because, in common with most people I think, I had been totally unaware of the debates that had been going on for years.  Those speaking up then and now are to be commended for their courage.  We will always need such people.

Luther’s example of refusing to stifle his conscience and the Scriptures has been emulated by an increasing number of brothers who will earn the thanks of future generations as we now give credit to Luther.  This is how he addressed the most powerful council in Europe in his day:

“Since your Majesty and your Lordship, ask for a plain answer, I will give you one without either horns or teeth.  Unless I am convicted by Scripture or by right reason (for I trust neither in popes nor in councils, since they have often erred and contradicted themselves) – unless I am thus convinced I am bound by the texts of the Bible, my conscience is captive to the word of God, I neither can nor will recant anything, since it is neither safe nor right to act against conscience.  God help me. Amen.”  (Luther at the Imperial Diet of Worms, 1521)

He always pushed for a debate of the issues – while remaining a loyal servant of the church.  He was courageous about demanding reform from the inside.

However, the Catholic church handled it badly.  It pushed for Luther to accept their authority, even if he disagreed.  He was in an impossible position.  Although known as the embodiment of the Reformation, and 1517 is the date most commonly given for it, he actually ended up reforming little for the simple reason that the church would not let itself be reformed.  How different is the present situation!  Apologies are being made (which never happened in Luther’s case), the issues are being discussed (which Luther, Erasmus and others longed for but never got), senior leadership has resigned (not something which Luther ever particularly wanted) and things incorrectly labelled as ‘divisive’ a year ago are being said in the open (there is still such a thing as divisiveness, unless Gal 5:20 has changed).

I hope we will not get to this stage.  So far as I am concerned, no would-be Luther has been put out of the church and change is occurring.  We are going through the reform that the Catholic church would not do.  What a loss to the Catholic church that they did not listen to a loyal son who had the Scriptures on his side!  (He was incidentally a Professor in his own right and a rector of an influential university.  His was no “cottage” theology.)

Sad to say, the new movement foundered.  If he was not divisive before, he became so now as he considered many of his contemporary reformers like Erasmus and Zwingli not even to be saved for disagreeing with him.   Here are some comments about Luther by contemporaries and his own views on them.

This is what Erasmus wrote to him. “The whole world knows your nature… The same admirable ferocity… you now use against my book in spite of its courtesy.  How do your scurrilous charges that I am an atheist, an Epicurean and a sceptic help the argument?”  When Erasmus died, Luther wrote that he died “without light, without the cross and without God.”

Zwingli wrote a treatise to Luther called “A Friendly Exegesis of Christ’s Words”, in which he said, “You have produced nothing on this subject worthy either of yourself or of the Christian religion, and yet your ferocity daily increases.”  There seems to be quite a contrast in reasonableness of the two men.  Luther wrote about his relations with Zwingli in a letter to his wife.  He said of Zwingli’s circle that “we would not call them brothers or members of Christ, although we wish them well.”

Luther claimed to be tolerant of others on all points except those which concerned the preaching of the gospel.  However in practice he made into matters of gospel all points of biblical interpretation on which others differed from him.  For him therefore, neither the Catholic church, Erasmus nor Zwingli were preaching the gospel.  He abused the word “biblical” or “gospel” in his argument.

How did Luther’s heart harden?  I am sure it had a lot to do with the overwhelming pressure of taking on the monolithic Catholic church, disappointment with its response and even the persecution it heaped on him.  He developed a siege complex.  His head was so full of his own loud voice that he became unable to listen to the softer but equally reasonable voices of others.  His inability to co-operate with others set a trend that has plagues Protestantism ever since.

What Bercot says about the needs of the church in the 16th century may also have relevance to us:

“What the western church needed at the beginning of the 16th century was a humble, reasonable man of God who could wisely lead the church down the right path of reformation.  It needed someone who could calmly and cautiously separate the Roman [i.e. Catholic] chaff from the original apostolic…wheat.

“…But Martin Luther was not that kind of man.  To be sure, he was a devout man of faith with enormous courage.  Yet, he was also impulsive, hot-headed, and egotistical…  He over-reacted to the errors of the Roman Catholic church, throwing out, not only many Roman-made doctrines, but also many of the apostolic teachings of the early church.”

What are the lessons we learn from Luther?

1. When things are not changing, have the courage to speak up

2. If the church shows itself willing to change, you are not in the same position as Luther.

3. Once change is occurring, be careful how you build and who you entrust the reforming to.

4. Check before assuming your views are biblical and everyone else is wrong.  There may be more than one interpretation on some matters.

3. How do you assess if something is biblical?

There is an old chestnut about the man who wanted to find God’s word to him on one particular day.  He flicked through his Bible at random, put his finger somewhere on the page and read.  First, he read Matthew 27:5, “Judas went away and hanged himself.”  Thinking there must be some mistake, he performed the same exercise and found Luke 10:37 at the end of the Good Samaritan.  “Go and do thou likewise.”  Worried, he tried one more time and read this in John 13:27, “What you have to do, do quickly.”

We may not be this arbitrary but there are other errors to fall into.  One man I met on a walk in Derbyshire got talking to me about Genesis and had a view about dinosaurs that I had never heard before.  I remember the details less than his method of reading the Bible.  “God has made it clear to me,” he said, and “God is his own interpreter.”  Do you just wait until you feel convinced you know the meaning?  How do you determine what is biblical?

All staff in the BCWS are taught 10 basic principles of correct exegesis
.  I want to look at just three aspects here.

a. Descriptive or prescriptive?

b. The nugget of truth

c. Church practice or biblical principle?

a. How to assess if something is biblical: Descriptive or prescriptive?

If you have not already read it, I would recommend the book “How to read the Bible for all its worth”
 on this topic.

This is really quite a simple point when you think about it.  Just because something is written in the Bible does not mean it is for us to follow today.  It may just be descriptive.  This is the problem with building arguments from the book of Acts.  It is essentially a descriptive book with some sections of teaching.  Here are some examples from Acts 2.  

41 Quick baptisms on one day

42 Devotion to the fellowship

43 Many wonders and miraculous signs done

44 A common pooling of all possessions

45 Selling possessions to meet church needs

46 Daily meetings

Now answer the following questions

· Should we follow all of these today?  

· Are you?  Can you justify your answer?  

· What would you say to someone who said you were unbiblical and therefore not a Christian if you did not do all these things?
You can extend this to cover the speaking of tongues that accompanied the baptism and hand-laying of Acts 19 (so did I not receive the Spirit at my baptism?), the selection of an apostle in Acts 1 by throwing dice (was this a sign of weakness, or an example for us?), the meeting in an upper room (is it required/more spiritual?), letting the Eunuch return to Ethiopia without a church (a foolish oversight or sign of faith?) and so forth.  Every group has its pet issue or passage it likes to use/hates to be challenged on.

The OT has more of these things.  There are several cruel things done by Kings in the Old Testament, including King David.  Are these quoted with disapproval by the prophet/author of the books of Samuel/Kings, or being quoted with approval, or neither?  When Gideon put out his fleece, should we do the same, or is this something done by those with weak faith and therefore not an example for us to follow?  When Abraham slept with his servant girl, it is not condemned.  Nor is David for having multiple wives, nor Solomon (although the marrying of foreign wives is condemned by implication – they led him astray.)  Can I marry as many Christian women as I like?

For every silly illustration that we laugh at there are many which make us uncomfortable if we build our faith on them.  Naaman’s “baptism” in 2 Kings 5 of course was no such thing.  It only illustrates the working together of faith and actions.  It is not proof of anything at all.  Psalm 23 is a good attitude for us to follow, right?  So what about Psalm 137?  “Happy is he who… seizes your infants and dashes them against the rocks.”  There is nothing in the context to say which is for us to follow and which is not.  They are both in Psalms, both in the Bible, both recognised by Jesus as Scripture, and yet I do not consider the sentiments of Psalm 137 to be pleasing to God if I have them.  On what basis?

One brother brought up some great points about using more than one person to preach.  His digging into the Word and willingness to think outside the box is not something enough people do.  He brought up the following two passages.

“Believers' prayer in context Acts 4:23-35 Acts 4:31.  “After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.”

Orderly worship in context 1 Cor. 14:26-40 1 Cor. 14:26 “When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these must be done for the strengthening of the church.”

He saw from these passages that Paul appeared to trust people more than we do to be able to have good instruction.  It is hard to say we have no clergy/laity divide when a staff person wants every study brought to them and when an entire year goes by with only staff teaching every Sunday sermon and midweek lesson!  The brother took it a bit further to say that every service we should hear from a variety of brothers.  I take this to mean more than the communion, i.e. sharing the Sunday sermon slot.  He wrote,

“In other words, the church forum concept is straight out of scripture (except for the women "sharing" bit - more research needed) and we need a variety of brothers to preach EVERY meeting, a nice little slot each on a spiritual strength or area of conviction in their lives so that we can all learn from each others gifts.  This is God's plan, not this cult of personality we've now got.”

I agree with that we have been willing to overlook (until recently) many flaws if a leader had personal charisma.  Applause and standing ovations after every sermon do seem a bit more reminiscent of “our dear leader” in North Korea than the suffering servant.

Having said this, the basic claim was that a variety of brothers should preach at every meeting and that this was “God’s plan”, implying that other ways were less biblical than this way.  The heading “Another compelling biblical principle we've missed”  was consistent with this claim.  He may be right, but he may have overstated it a little.  Acts 4 is clearly a special meeting and the speaking was done afterwards in evangelism.  We already do have more people involved in our services than the typical denominational church, as you will find out if you ask friends who go.  1 Cor 14 may be describing a typical Sunday service in Corinth, but was every service in the early church like this?  If the passage is taken literally, EVERYONE is supposed to get up to the front at some point.  Isn’t this a bit more than just getting several brothers to do the lesson?  Moreover Paul seems to have dominated the meeting somewhat at Troas in Acts 20.  Was he breaking his own rules?

It is sad if we are unable to learn from each other.  I want to learn from this brother.  My perception is that with recent events people are digging into the Word more than ever before which is a cause for rejoicing!  He was incredibly humble when I said where I thought he might have overstated things and I think he is a great example.  Very humbly he admitted  “ there is a very real possibility that the verses I quoted may have been descriptive… Apologies for running ahead before gathering all the facts.”
What’s the point?  Please be careful about claiming to be biblical just because you find a passage in the Bible that relates in some way and perhaps says what you want it to say.
  Consider the following examples

i) “Autonomy is biblical.”  It may be, even if the word does not occur.  But even if the evidence is that every NT church functioned autonomously, which is not clear to everyone (e.g. Acts 16:4), would this be binding on us today?  I am not going to give an answer.   I only want to demonstrate the importance of not accepting something unquestioningly because someone has claimed it is “biblical.”

ii) “It is biblical to make your goal, because Jesus said he would make his” (Luke 13:32)  Is it?  Was Jesus making any statement about our need to make evangelistic or dieting contacts?  There are stronger passages about not breaking vows you make and not making foolish vows (Ecc 5:5)

iii) “Calling for all staff to resign is biblical because Jesus said new wineskins for new wine.”  What did Jesus mean?  How do parables work?  Did Jesus ever try to remove anyone?  No, quite the reverse.  He told his disciples to obey the corrupt authorities (Matt 23:3) and himself made sure Peter paid his temple tax.  He said Pilate’s power was given from above.  I wonder who is acting biblically – the one who cancels his contribution because he thinks he knows better, quoting wineskins, or the poor widows among us who do not understand what all the arguments are about in the church and continue to give sacrificially?  I am not going to answer the question.  I merely want to challenge the assumption that a comment is biblical because you can find a verse that matches your feeling.  Even Satan could manage that!  (Matt 4:6)

b. How to assess if something is biblical: finding the nugget of truth

Different types of literature require different methods of interpretation.  When Robert Burns said his love was like a “red, red rose,” he did not mean it was seasonal, or that it had thorns.  Laughing one’s head off means nothing of the sort.  

Parables, poetic and wisdom literature are all examples of different genres (types) of writing in the Bible.  You do not read them literally, because they are not meant to be taken literally in most cases.  This is not a con, nor is this being clever, it is just a recognition of what we all do every day in language.

How do you read them?  The golden rule is that there is a nugget of truth in each parable or saying which must be found.  You do not go beyond the nugget because the author (God and the human agent) never intended you to!

Here is an example from a parable.  What is the nugget of truth in story of the Lost Coin?  It is that God cares about sinners and so should we (see Luke 15:1-2 for the context).  The fact the women had 10 coins, not 12, is not hidden support for the decimal system (why else did Jesus choose 12 apostles?!).  It means nothing at all.  It is just part of the story Jesus told to get his nugget of truth across.  The theologian Augustine made a meal (wrongly, surely) out of the Good Samaritan story.  Do you want to know the things Jesus wanted us to understand?  The man is Adam, half-dead is alive physically but dead spiritually, the Good Samaritan is Christ, the inn is the church and Paul the innkeeper etc.
  Actually, Jesus meant nothing of the sort. He wanted an expert in the Law to grasp that you could not be fulfilling the Law if you showed prejudice to anyone.  It takes work, but by meditating on these parables and reading the context you can generally figure out the nugget (2 Tim 2:7).

Here is an example from poetry.  “Surely I have been sinful from birth, sinful  from the time my mother conceived me.”  (Psalm 51:5)  No verse offers clearer support for the doctrine of original sin than this one.  Roman Catholics and Presbyterians alike are correct biblically on this, are they not?  You will have to concede them this point if you fail to recognise the “nugget” principle.  It actually just means he has been sinning as far back as he can remember and is incredibly convicted by it.  What is the evidence that this passage should not be taken literally?  A few Psalms later, the Psalmist writes, “From birth I have relied on you.” (Psalm 71:6)  Apart from its messianic overtones, did the Psalmist really think that an infant less than one year old has any concept of God or relying on him?  I have one, and such concepts are quite meaningless to her I can assure you!  In this case, he actually gives us the nugget the verse before: “You have been …my confidence since my youth.” (Psalm 71:5)  Now that I can grasp.

Proverbs is an example of wisdom literature.  Here is a misinterpreted Scripture:  PR 22:6 Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.  I have heard this verse preached as a promise from God that if you are a good disciple of Christ and do everything right at home (who can?) that your child will be a Christian.  This sounds very “biblical”, does it not?  Isn’t it a lack of faith to doubt this promise?  The fact is that it is not a promise at all.  How could it be, when salvation is a matter of personal choice?  It is a wise saying.  What is the nugget of truth?  “Starting young is the best way to influence your child’s future.”  I may not be saying it exactly right, but I think you get the point.

It is hard to think of a clearer example of the “nugget” principle than these two apparent contradictions from Proverbs.

  PR 26:4 Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you will be like him yourself.

  PR 26:5 Answer a fool according to his folly, or he will be wise in his own eyes.
“Give an answer to someone who makes a foolish argument”, the first one says.  “Do not descend to answering someone who has a foolish argument,” the second one says.  Which one is right?  They can both be right and biblical if you take each one as containing a “nugget of truth”, a statement of biblical truth couched in an epigram (wise saying).

This principle does not apply so much to straight teaching, be it by Jesus, Paul or anyone else, but must be remembered when making points from parables or poetry.  I do not want to water down the message of any passage – but we must make sure that we have got the message right before claiming the passage in support of our “biblical” position.   “The blind leading the blind”, “new wine into new wineskins” and the parable of the Sheep and the Goats all fall into this kind of literature.

c. How to assess if something is biblical: Church practice or biblical principle?

There are many other principles of sound biblical exegesis.  If you have read Fee and Stuart, another good book is DA Carson’s “Exegetical Fallacies.”  This cites many classic errors made by ministers.  The most classic one is sadly unintentional.  On the last page, the author sympathises with us that we are probably fearful about making mistakes, having read all the fallacies in his book.  He ends with the encouragement from 2 Tim 2:15 “Be careful to show yourself as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.”  Unfortunately this scholarly work ends with the mistaken reference “1 Tim 2:15” – it’s encouraging that the best of us can make mistakes sometimes!

This second distinction is vital to the question, “What is biblical?” and will help restore much confidence in what we are about as a church.  When I was a new Christian, one of the books we loved to read was by Alvin Jennings: “Traditions of men vs the Word of God.”  It was a collection of knock-down arguments against other religious groups, and I have to admit I enjoyed it (perhaps a little too much in hindsight).  In some ways, this section is about traditions of men which are allowed by the Word of God.  If this sounds a contradiction I must explain.

In the church we have many traditions.  To avoid any negative spin, I will use the word “church practice” instead.  Church practice includes things like having a midweek meeting, having a discipler, having a service structure, even having daily bible reading.  (How could early Christians read the Bible daily when the only copies were in the synagogues/churches?  The Eunuch was a rich exception in having a private copy of Isaiah.  This helps explain the lack of exhortation to read the Scriptures daily in any letter, but the encouragement to Timothy to be active in reading Scripture publicly. 1 Tim 4:13, Col 4:16)  Although none of the above are expressly commanded, they are all biblically based and I am happy to have all of them in my life, and I believe they are helping me to be a better Christian.

The key passage we have used to condemn traditions is in Matthew 15

MT 15:1 Then some Pharisees and teachers of the law came to Jesus from Jerusalem and asked, 2 "Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders? They don't wash their hands before they eat!"

    MT 15:3 Jesus replied, "And why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition? 4 For God said, `Honour your father and mother' and `Anyone who curses his father or mother must be put to death.' 5 But you say that if a man says to his father or mother, `Whatever help you might otherwise have received from me is a gift devoted to God,' 6 he is not to `honour his father' with it. Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your tradition. 7 You hypocrites! Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you:

  MT 15:8 " `These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.

  MT 15:9 They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.' "

Jesus called the crowd to him and said, "Listen and understand. 11 What goes into a man's mouth does not make him `unclean,' but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him`unclean.' "

This passage mentions two of the Jewish traditions at the time of Christ: ritual hand washing and the practice of Corban
 – making donations to the temple who would then take over care for your parents on your behalf when they needed help.  Perhaps it is the earliest example of critical illness insurance taken out for your parents’ benefit.

This passage illustrates a number of features of traditions:

1. Keeping them can break the clear command of God and render our worship totally vain.

2. They often start life as a good way of implementing a biblical command

3. Somewhere along the line the command gets forgotten and the tradition becomes a powerless human rule.

Let me emphasise that the traditions were not bad in themselves.  They were bad because their hearts were no longer being in the practices.

Ritual hand washing
 started as one of many grand ways under the Old Covenant to remember the holiness of God.  We wear “Sunday best” clothes, put time into making the music special and want flowers and neat rows for the same reason, don’t we?  But can’t those things become a distraction and even a source of competitiveness?

Likewise the practice of giving money to the temple to care for family was an example of good and shrewd foresight.  (Some of us could take a lesson from this in our own forward planning for our own parents.)  However, it is often easier to give a cheque than to give your heart.  Jesus challenged them that giving Corban was no substitute for real costly honouring of your parents.  No doubt this was a topic of discussion in 1st century Israel at the time, and there was no doubt where Jesus stood on the matter.

Here are the traditions and the biblical commands which they were designed to implement

	Ritual hand washing
	Ex 40:30, 2 Chron 4:6, Lev 15 (10 examples)

	Corban
	Honour your father and mother Exodus 20:12


Since tradition is an emotive word, let us call our church practices what they are, church practices.  The same features apply as to traditions.

1. Keeping them could break the clear command of God and render our worship totally vain.

2. They often start life as a good way of implementing a biblical command

3. Somewhere along the line the command gets forgotten and the church practice becomes a powerless human rule.

Let me endeavour to list some of our church practices and the biblical commands they are endeavouring to help us implement.  Again, let me emphasize that the church practices are not bad in themselves – only when they do not help us with the original biblical basis from which they grew.

	Current Church Practice
	Biblical basis

	Discipling
	Help each other to maturity, Col 1:28-30, the one-another passages

	Morning Quiet Times
	Mark 1:35, Jesus made it a priority

	Chariot Rides
	Ethopian Eunuch learnt it all on one journey, Acts 8:26-40

	Blitzing
	They preached everywhere Acts 8:4

	The Dream (evangelise the world in one generation)
	Col 1:23 (exegetically incorrect to prove it happened in 1st century)

	Three weekly meetings
	Love each other John 13:34, 35, be devoted to fellowship, Acts 2:42

	Daily Bible reading
	Matt 4:4, man lives on every word from God’s mouth

	Giving at least 10% of gross
	OT principles, in keeping with income 1 Cor 16:2, sacrifice Luke 21:4

	Guard the Gospel
	Make disciples Matt 28:18-20, core teaching Eph 4:21


I agree with all the above practices of the church and do them all myself.  Personally I try to do them in a way that fulfils the command (e.g. not legalistic discipling times, varying my Bible Study, doing additional studies to the prescribed conversion series). I encourage everyone to embrace the principles behind them and do them.  I accept that some people may fulfil the commands and not be able to keep all the above practices.  I accept that I may forget the purpose of them and become a Church-of-Christer who just goes through the motions and burns out.  However, I do not think I have forgotten the purpose of them now.

It would also be possible to be saved and do NONE of the church practices listed above and still be faithful to all the commands on the right.

Church practices may be established either by current norms (i.e. they just happen) or by church leadership.
  Every family has its own little practices that make it work.  It may include a Saturday morning breakfast, a devotional on one night of the week or certain traditions at Christmas.  None of these are evil.  They are expressions of love and commitment.  None of them is a command.  All of them may and will change with time.  That does not mean they no longer love each other!  When I grew up, I no longer wanted to be kissed by my dad.  (Ugh!  What a thought!)  I am glad he did not insist on the practice.  He still believed I loved him even after we stopped.

Authority is good and of God. (Abuse of authority is bad.)  Parents or church leaders help us with rules and practices that make things function.  Several years ago an elder in the UK produced a very useful list of four areas in which we are accustomed to give instruction.  They were 

A. A direct biblical command,  

B. A biblical principle

C. An instruction from church leadership and  

D. A matter of human opinion.  

The level of authority and therefore conviction and adherence we should expect from disciples decreases from A to D.  At the time I found these distinctions helpful and I still do.

Can church practices be changed?

There is a time and a place for reviewing church practices and asking if they still help us fulfil their biblical basis.  In some cases we may modify our discipling structure.  We already have some churches where parents alternate coming to the midweek meeting.  In all our churches the leadership is responsible for listening to needs, considering the bible and then providing the leadership by adapting, withdrawing or introducing new practices to help the church develop along biblical lines.  

Why all the fuss?

After 1988 we separated from the mainline church of Christ, and introduced the standard terminology of disciple and kingdom to refer to church members and the ICOC.  In an effort to emphasize areas we were different from (and better than) others I think we increasingly taught church practices with the same force as biblical commands.  We should not now be surprised that church practices are being attacked on the grounds of being “unbiblical”. We should never have claimed they had that authority.

  PR 30:6 Do not add to his words, or he will rebuke you and prove you a liar.
What does this mean for us?

1. Practices such as having elders-in-training or discipling have been described as “unbiblical”.  If they (or any other church practices) have been described as being commanded by God when they are really areas where we have freedom, then this was wrong.  However, if they are allowed and in accordance with biblical principles it may not be entirely wrong to call them biblical.  In this sense I would say it was biblical to have a daily quiet time.

2. The status of church practices is such that they can and should be reviewed every few years to see whether or not they are helping achieve their aim.

3. Please speak up about ways to change them or make them more meaningful

4. Never do anything that goes against Scripture or your conscience.

5. Please be supportive about things we do together as a family.

What do we mean when we say something is biblical?  Is it commanded by Scripture?  Allowed by Scripture and in line with biblical principles? Allowed by Scripture?

Sometimes we have to ask what we mean by words like ‘biblical’.  I have covered some “starting points” before looking at questions of current interest in the ICOC like “How biblical is authority?”, “How biblical are deacons?”, “What is biblical “contribution”?” and “How biblical is autonomy?”  These are to follow d.v.

James Greig

Oxford, February 2003

� Some issues like discipling are already being well and biblically discussed.  Papers by Charlie Fordham and Dr Rowland Kao come to mind.  Other questions on which I hope to provide some material for discussion are “How biblical is authority?”, “How biblical is autonomy?”, “How biblical are deacons” and “What is biblical contribution?”  My wife Emily is writing about “How biblical is the womens’ role.”  As a housewife, she is finding it hard to make time!


� Perhaps it is something to do with being an island, but in my impression Britain has a tendency to behave a little independently.   Henry VIII (and England) were looking for an excuse to break with Rome before Luther came along.  We had a republic (under Cromwell) a century before France.   The average British village will have a variety of religious meeting places in addition to the state church (Anglican in England and Wales, Presbyterian in Scotland) or Catholic presence –  typically one or more of the following: Brethren, Baptist, Methodist, Wesleyan Methodist, URC, Church of Christ, Evangelical Free, Presbyterian, Free Presbyterian Congregationalist etc. 


� 12 months ago the DPI book Golden Rule Leadership was withheld from circulation in the UK.  It has been apologised for, and the apology accepted, but the fact that this could even happen shows the old culture felt able to “starve” the congregations and staff too in the name of what was “good” for them.


� Diploma in Biblical Studies and Related Fields.  This consists of 8 course units on topics such as New Testament, Apologetics, Holy Spirit and Church History taught in 3 terms per year.  Each unit is taught over three Saturdays, one per month, with an exam in the fourth month.  


� David Bercot, Will the real heretics please stand up?, Tyler 1989, p. 139


� ibid., p. 134


� Principles of biblical exegesis


Take every verse in context. “A prooftext out of context is a pretext.”


Ask who is writing to whom.


Ask what the circumstances are and what is the nature of their previous relationship.


Ask, “Is there a command for us or just a principle we need to search out and apply?”


Read section-by-section, not verse-by-verse.


Get to know the flow of every book in the New Testament.


Harmonize whenever possible. E.g., 1 Sam 31 + 2 Sam 1, Matt 27 + Ac 1... (Somewhat different with the Gospels)


Understand the OT background. E.g., Heb 4.12, Matt 27.46.


Become aware of the strengths and weaknesses of different translations.


Determine the meaning of the passage by careful study, not by feelings!


� Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart, How to read the Bible for all its worth, Scripture Union.  It is required reading on the MTP and DBS courses.  Gordon Fee is arguably the leading Pentecostal scholar alive today.  He is Canadian, and his daughter Cherith (OT name of river) did a PhD at King’s College, London while staying with my mother.  You can imagine my surprise one day to come back from London and find the man himself out on my mother’s patio!


� Reading what you want a passage to say back into it is called “eisegesis” and is not a good thing!  Determining the meaning of a passage is called “exegesis”.  This should be followed by the consideration of the extent to which it applies today.  This also has a name – “hermeneutics.”


� For more, see Fee and Stuart’s chapter on the Parables.


� I was just given a book yesterday called The Habits of Highly Effective Churches.  The author, George Barna has two daughters, one called Corban!  (What was he thinking when she was born?!)


� This is most likely what Bathsheba was doing at the time of the evening sacrifice when David saw her.  The image of skinny-dipping in the penthouse swimming pool in full sight of the palace is wholly inconsistent for OT culture, not to mention architecture.  Why would such a godly man as Uriah have married such a loose woman (or so negatively influenced her)?  If she was performing a ritual of holiness when David lusted after her it makes his sin so much worse.


� At the present time our churches are wanting an increased role for official church benevolence.   I am against Corban.  Let the present church policy on benevolence stand.  As a matter of description, the early church sacrificed and sold fields and met needs.  There was no social security at the time.  1 John 3:16 lays responsibility for benevolence on us individually.  “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. 17 If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? 18 Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.”


James is even more forceful.  “JAS 2:14 What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him? 15 Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. 16 If one of you says to him, "Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed," but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? 17 In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.”


I have heard allegations of a lack of benevolent help from one part of the church being used a bit like a footballs to score goals against the leadership of that part of the church.  I do not know enough of the facts to say if they were at fault.  I do know that on more than one occasion when I struggled financially I have been helped by voluntary donations coming to hundreds of pounds, once from a large church sector in 1988 and once from an individual.  Neither of these times was the giving “in the budget”, but a response to a need.  Now I try to do the same for others.  I think those I help are more likely to go on to help others.   Is this not real discipling of Christlikeness going on?


The church in Rome in 251AD had no evangelists listed on its payroll and 1,500 widows.  Before jumping to conclusions is it not worth finding out more about this church and its priorities?  Is this an example for us today?  They were also a substantial property owner and employed 42 people to light the candles.  Even though this is not in the Bible, it is worth considering whether emotionally we find facts like this prescriptive when they are merely descriptive.


� HEB 13:17 “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.”


As long ago as the early 1990s the ICOC apologised for the erroneous prior teaching that leaders in Hebrews 13 included all leaders down to any discipler.  He restated the generally accepted view that this refers to established leadership positions mentioned in places such as Ephesians 4:11, Evangelist, Pastor and Teacher.





PAGE  
1

