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Holy Trinity, Redhill – Sunday 20th March 2011 – Sermon notes
The Bible: Its Authority
It’s a long time since I have played Monopoly, but I can still remember the frustration of picking up that card which read: ‘Go directly to jail. Do not pass Go. Do not collect 200.’

Just at the point you were about to put a hotel on Park Lane you’re off to jail   …… unless that it is you are lucky enough to have a Get Out of Jail Free Card, in which case the work of board game capitalism could proceed unhindered. 

But why do I mention this? Simply that, according to Jesus, the Jews possessed a kind of spiritual Get Out of Jail Free card that they shamelessly used to avoid the challenge of God’s word.

It was called CORBAN

Here’s how it worked. Everyone knew that a good Jew had a pretty clear duty to look after their elderly parents. It says quite plainly in the Ten Commandments: ‘Honour your father and mother.’ 

But in the days before old age pensions and the welfare state it could be quite a strain on the family budget to look after mum and dad as well as the wife and kids, so they came up with an ingenious way to get round this troublesome bit of Scripture. It was called CORBAN

Here’s how it worked. You’ve got a field or a few sheep which really you should sell to keep the old folks in the manner to which they were accustomed, but you don’t want to give up that asset so you declare it CORBAN. Which meant that you dedicated it to God. It sounds very spiritual but Jesus thought it was idea which stank:

Mark 7. 9: And he continued, “You have a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe[c] your own traditions! 10 For Moses said, ‘Honour your father and mother, and, ‘Anyone who curses their father or mother is to be put to death.’ 11 But you say that if anyone declares that what might have been used to help their father or mother is Corban (that is, devoted to God)— 12 then you no longer let them do anything for their father or mother.

‘Sorry Mum and Dad, I’d love to help you,’ you could say, ‘but unfortunately that field, those sheep, they are devoted to the Lord. They’re not really mine at all now – they’re the Lord’s – so unfortunately there’s nothing I can do to help you.’ It was a simple as that. It was the perfect Get Out Of Jail Free card.

What was wrong with this, said Jesus, was that it involved a blatant setting aside of what God had said in his word by means of a man-made tradition:

VERSE 13: Thus you nullify the word of God by your tradition that you have handed down. And you do many things like that.” 
And that brings us to the heart of today’s subject: the Authority of the Bible

We heard last week about the inspiration of Scripture, how the value and power of the Bible lies in the fact that its authors were so inspired by the Holy Spirit that they wrote the very words of God. We heard how our belief in the inspiration of Scripture is expressed by the response to our Bible readings in church when we say together ‘This is the word of the Lord.’

But the question we are thinking about today is not just whether we value Scripture as something precious and wonderful, but whether it has authority in our lives, any weight, any impact in daily living

The Pharisees fervently believed in the inspiration of Scripture. They didn’t doubt for one minute that it was the very word of God, but Jesus pointed out that in practical terms it had been neutralised, nullified, and rendered utterly redundant in their lives.

In reality it had no authority. They got round it. They didn’t obey it. They didn’t allow it to shape or mould their thinking or living.
Traditions can be valuable but they mustn’t be used to nullify the word of God, because to do so is to dethrone God, and to place ourselves in the driving seat.

Theologians have pointed out that there are three main sources of authority that we use as Christians and as the church to make decisions

Scripture

Reason (our thinking and also our experience)

Tradition (ideas and customs that have been handed down)

Each of these is important. Of course we should use our minds. Of course our experience of God and his world is important. Of course there are many helpful things from church tradition that we can value and learn from (eg Lent). But these three sources of authority are not all equal. One of them must be supreme over the others: Scripture

Scripture

Reason 

Tradition 

Scripture stands over the others because it is God’s word, whereas tradition and reason are of human origin. This means that if there is a conflict between them, Scripture should trump the others

So if tradition says you can declare something ‘corban’ and keep it for yourself, but if Scripture says you must honour your father and mother, then Scripture should win. So if reason says if someone hits you, you should whack them one back, and if Scripture says turn the other cheek, you should follow Scripture.
The 39 Articles (see below) are the doctrinal statements that undergird the Church of England. They say that the Church may do all kinds of things but there are two things in particular it mustn’t do

1. It mustn’t ordain something contrary to God’s word.

2. It mustn’t use one part of Scripture against another.

In other words the church must submit to the authority of Scripture. It must not do what the Pharisees were doing, when they nullified the word of God with their traditions

So how does that apply to us?

The question for us as a church and as individuals is do we accept the authority of Scripture, not just in theory, but in practise?

Are we open to being changed by Scripture? Corrected by Scripture? Rebuked by Scripture? 
Or do we in fact nullify Scripture in practical terms in our lives? Do we each have our very own private Get Out of Jail card which we deploy whenever the challenge of the Bible gets a little too close for comfort?

In the Western Church this is most likely to happen in two particular ways and we might need to be particularly careful at this point:

1. When the Bible conflicts with the wisdom of the age, possibly in connection with sex or with money where our world may be insistently declaring values and principles that are at variance with God’s word
2. When the Bible conflicts with our inner feelings and our private religious convictions. Both our religious and secular culture has taught us to listen to the voice within, but it is perilous to suppose that this is the voice of God when it is at variance with what the Scriptures teach.
At that point we need to be very careful that we aren’t in practise following the way of the Pharisees who nullified the word of God by their own private opinions.

If God is to have real authority in his church and in our lives then he his word, faithfully taught and preached, must have authority, too.

A View from the 39 Articles

The thirty-nine articles were written at the time of the Reformation. They have a high view of the church (‘The Church hath power to decree rites or ceremonies and authority in controversies of faith’) but they teach that the authority of the church is to be exercised in submission to the authority of Scripture (‘it is not lawful for the Church to ordain anything contrary to God's word written’ – in other words the church may not permit what Scripture forbids). 

Also the church must handle Scripture faithfully, comparing Scripture with Scripture, but not using one part of the Bible to contradict another part:
Article XX. Of the Authority of the Church. 
The Church hath power to decree rites or ceremonies and authority in controversies of faith; and yet it is not lawful for the Church to ordain anything contrary to God's word written, neither may it so expound one place of Scripture, that it be repugnant to another. Wherefore, although the Church be a witness and a keeper of Holy Writ: yet, as it ought not to decree anything against the same, so besides the same ought it not to enforce anything to be believed for necessity of salvation.

