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BISHOP’S DREAM: Changing lives – transforming communities

GUIDING PRINCIPLE 2: “Reading, teaching and living in response to the Scriptures is a first order priority”
Our Bishop reminded us in his Synod charge how foundational the Scriptures were to the teaching and life of God’s Church.  It is the second guiding principle of the dream he has for our diocese.  What this means is that as our bishop prays and works towards encouraging our diocese to be a place where lives are changed and communities are transformed – the teaching of the Scriptures – that is, the Word of God- is an absolute priority. Everything that is conceived of, everything that happens in the months and years to come in our diocese, Bishop Stuart wants to fall in line with God’s Word.  Isn’t that encouraging?  In a world where so much is being watered down – even the Christian Gospel – it is good news that the Word of God will inform all that happens in our diocese. 

And so it should be in our own lives, and in the dreaming and planning we do as a local church.

The Bible is inspired by God. We know that. He reveals himself to us through it.  He convicts us of sin through it. He encourages us, guides us and changes us through it.

I became a Christian when I was 15, and I came from a completely non-Christian family.  I’d never been taught anything about God as I grew up, so when I was introduced to Jesus at an ISCF camp, and responded to the Gospel message, one of the first things I discovered was how much I didn’t know. 
For instance, I thought God and Jesus were two separate entities. I’d never heard of the Holy Spirit; or the Second Coming! I didn’t know the Bible had two parts – old and new.  I was puzzled to find the same story repeated four times in the ‘new’ part. I was so green.  But what an exciting journey I was on!
Once I’d been connected with the local church, one of the first things the ISCF leader did was to encourage me to get a Bible, and started me on ‘Daily Bread’ notes.  I began to read the Bible and pray every evening -  something which completely transformed my life. I joined a youth Bible Study and drove the leader crazy with all my questions. 

I got to know Jesus through reading the Gospels, and Jesus spoke to me through its pages. Even now – 40 odd years down the track, the Bible continues to challenge and change me.  I’m sure you’ve discovered the same thing.
Hebrews 4:12 tells us:

“…the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.”

The Bible is a living book, and an active book.  It lays before us the mind of God, and has the power to penetrate our insincerity and self deceptive thoughts, laying our true motives bare before Him. It’s not always comfortable!
The Bible is our plumbline to keep us in line with God’s will, both individually and as a community of faith. Through it, the Holy Spirit prompts us to repent and to be changed into his image. 

And the living nature of God’s word never wears out – like we do….  It continues to have that power in our lives, regardless of how long we’ve been a Christian, as long as we continue to expose ourselves to its scrutiny.  
Some people can unfortunately be somewhat flippant in their approach to the Bible.  Have you heard the story about the man who decided he’d like a bit of guidance from God about the direction he was about to take in his life?  He was fond of the ‘flip and point’ method of Bible study.  He’d take his Bible, say a quick prayer, and flip it open.  Then he’d close his eyes, and point to a verse.  He did so on this occasion, and when he opened his eyes, he read these words: “Judas went and hanged himself.”  A little unsettled by this, he decided to give it another go.  The next time, his finger landed on this verse: “Go and do thou likewise.”  Not the most reliable approach to Bible study.

We need to be careful that we don’t take the Bible for granted, letting it gather dust on the bedside table or in the shelf. If the Bible has become boring, perhaps we need to ask God to help us rediscover its life and power.  That’s a prayer he will most certainly answer. We need to pick it up, pray, and read it.  We need to ponder it. We need to get together with others of like mind, and study it together.
The most transformational experiences I’ve had as Christian have been in Bible study groups.  They have been places where I’ve delved into the Bible far more deeply than I would have on my own; they’ve been places where I’ve been challenged to change, and encouraged to hang in there. 

If you’re not currently in a Bible study group, perhaps think about connecting with one – or even starting one. If you’re looking for renewal and growth in your faith, gathering with others around the Word of God is a great place to do that.

We need to know the Scriptures in order to live by them, and as we seek to live by them, God will empower our life and our witness, both as individuals and as a church.

Now, we’ve been talking about the Word of God as the Scriptures.  In the New Testament, when we describe the expression of God in this way, the Greek term used for “Word” is logos. So the Bible is the logos of God.  The definition of logos is basically something that is said which includes the concept of both thought and reasoning. In the Gospel reading, when John says that in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God, the “Word” here is logos. Jesus was the ultimate expression of God!
However, there is another Greek term, used to describe communication from God, and that word is rhema.  It is applied mostly to the words Jesus says as he says them, so there is an active element to this communication.
For instance, when Jesus says, “The words that I speak to you, are spirit, and are life” (John 6:63) the Greek term for ‘words’ is rhema. Also, where Jesus says, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4), again the term used is rhema.
When we walk closely with Jesus, and have learned to recognise his voice, we will hear from God, not only through logos – the Bible, but also through rhema – God’s personal, active communication with us.  
Have you heard God speak to you in your spirit, or your heart? That’s rhema  - God speaking to you in person.  

However, we mustn’t think that we can separate logos and rhema. For Jesus himself is the logos – the thought and expression of the Father. Without the logos there is no rhema.
And practically speaking, unless we are very familiar with the heart and mind of God expressed through his logos – the Scriptures – we can be led astray by what we may be thoroughly convinced is the voice of God.

I had a very strange conversation with a friend a few years ago.  He was always one of those people who was just that little bit left of centre, so I would sometimes have to take what he said with a grain of salt!  One day he came to visit, and shared with me something he felt God had impressed upon him.  He wanted me to join him in prayer for his father. Now that would normally be a perfectly reasonable request. The only problem was, his father had been in the grave for four years!  He was convinced that God would answer our prayer, raise his father from the dead, and bring great revival because of this amazing miracle.
Now, this man was quite convinced God had spoken to him, but from what I knew of the Scriptures, I couldn’t share his conviction.  

Jesus said that his sheep would know his voice, and they would follow him. We can learn to hear the voice of Jesus, and indeed we must, but we need to be aware that that sometimes our own voice and the voice of the world can lead us astray.  It’s only as we know the Scriptures that we have a plumbline – something that we can line these personal words up with, to check that they really are from God.

However, when we hear Jesus speak to us personally, and we are willing to obey him, life gets exciting!
I remember the struggle I had when it came to discerning God’s voice about studying for the ministry. I was feeling an increasingly strong prompting to do some theological study, but wasn’t sure if it was God speaking, or if it was my own desires. It was certainly appealing.  However, I was involved to the hilt in my local church, I had four kids and a husband in the picture, I was teaching Scripture, and I was running a business!  I was really drawn to the idea, but wasn’t at all sure how I could fit it into my life.  
I prayed long and hard about it, and pondered what the Scriptures might have to say about my particular situation.  I also consulted with a number of people I trusted in my church at the time.  In the end, I decided to go for it – and the result was that I found a college where I could study by distance education, and I was able to begin, one subject at a time. I was able to fit that in! That was the beginning of one of the most exciting and fulfilling periods in my life. I’m still in it, and I can’t thank God enough for this great privilege he has called me to.
I hope that in the months to come, we will have the opportunity to seek God as a church family, and ask him how we might better serve him in our community, in this next chapter of our church’s journey. 

One of the greatest challenges the Anglican Church currently faces is how to communicate the Gospel effectively to the generations missing from our churches. Basically – anyone under 50! How can we do that when there is such an age gap between those who faithfully attend, and those we’d like to reach?  God has the answers.  He knows us, knows our community, and what will help us reach out to people.  He knows what we need for our own growth in him.
As we join in the diocesan dream, we need to listen for his voice.  We need to listen to him through his logos – his word to us through the Scriptures, and we need to listen for his rhema - his active, personal word to us as a church.

Let’s pray.
