
Talking Books

Jeremiah 31:27-34; Psalm 119:97-104; 2 Timothy 3:14–4:5; Luke 18:1-8

One of my colleagues in ministry usually buys his books in audio format, where someone

(sometimes if you are lucky maybe someone famous) reads the books aloud and you get to listen.

That way he can be “reading” when he walks the dog or is travelling in his car or raking leaves in the

back yard. It is not how I like to “read” but it works for him. On the shelf in my office I have an old

plastic case filled with cassette tapes (I am sure most of you here know what they are!) that contain

the entire New Testament in the NIV which I may have listened to once or twice in the 30 odd years I

have had them. Here in the church, we hear the word read aloud each Sunday, some folks like to

follow along in their own Bible if they have it with them as it is being read or they might pick up a copy

of the Bible from the back of the church as they enter.

Now from what I can see from here, most of you have been here before. This is not your first

rodeo, so far as church is concerned. But try to imagine that this is your first visit to church, the first

time that you have ever heard anyone open up this strange book—the Bible—and read from it.

I daresay the first thing you would say—upon hearing a story like the one in today’s Gospel

that features a disreputable judge—is, “Wow ! That’s weird! What a strange story! I came to church

expecting to be morally improved, spiritually pumped up, and you tell me about a sleazy judge who

can’t stand God and despises people. A poor widow begs this no-count judge for justice night and

day, harassing him until, beaten down by her pleadings, in order to shut her up, the judge finally gives

her the justice she’s due.”

“But when the Human One comes,” Jesus concludes the story, “will he find faithfulness on the

earth?” (Luke 18:8 CEB).

So . . . what is that supposed to mean? No explanation. Seemingly deliberately exaggerated.
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Is this about pestering judges, or about how hard it is to get some justice out of the judicial system?

Or is this about prayer? Or about faith? Does Jesus mean for us to take this seriously? In past

Sundays we’ve been talking about faith. Last Sunday we heard Jesus praise the faith of an outsider.

This Sunday’s Gospel ends with “will he find faithfulness on the earth?” Do any of you who were

present for previous sermons on faith know what that means?

The story begs for interpretation. It’s strange. Its meaning is not readily available to us.

Which brings us to our other lesson for this Sunday. Paul writes to Timothy, telling his young

protégé that scripture can be a great help to him in his walk with Christ. It’s rare that scripture turns

aside from whatever it’s talking about in order to talk about scripture itself , but here is a major

moment:

“Since childhood you have known the holy scriptures that help you to be wise in a way that

leads to salvation through faith that is in Christ Jesus. Every scripture is inspired by God and is useful

for teaching, for showing mistakes, for correcting, and for training character, so that the person who

belongs to God can be equipped to do everything that is good” (2 Tim 3:15-17 CEB).

Every scripture is inspired by God? What about the Psalm (137) that states: “Happy shall they

be who take your little ones and dash them against the rock!” Are the mind numbing lists of family

history in the first several chapters of Chronicles inspired? And what about today’s gospel: Are even

strange little stories about sleazy judges and nagging widows inspired? Paul says that among the

purposes of Bible reading are leading, teaching, showing mistakes, correcting, training character, and

being equipped for good work. 

But let’s be honest. Reading the Bible or listening to the Bible being read can be challenging.

The Bible is old. The newest parts of scripture are two thousand years old. Nothing in the Bible was

written in English. All of scripture arose in cultures quite different from ours. You wouldn’t just pick up

2Talking Books.ser.wpd



a work by Homer or even Dostoevsky, even one of their books translated into English, and think that

you could easily read it and immediately understand it.

Maybe even more important is that the Bible is literature that wants to do more than simply

convey some historical information to you. It wants to do more than give you some accurate

descriptions of who God really is and what God is up to the in world.

Scripture wants to change you, transform your world, and commandeer your life. As Paul told

Timothy, scripture’s goal is to make you a different person than you were before you listened to these

ancient texts. Scripture wants to say something to you that you cannot hear anywhere else, and, in

saying that special word to you, scripture wants to transform you, even more to enlist you to follow

Jesus.

Think of church as lifetime training in how to listen to scripture read and preached and then

how to interpret and live scripture in your daily discipleship.

So when we open the scriptures here in our congregation on a Sunday morning, everything

becomes hushed, attentive, and quiet. We must come to church, block out all of the informational

distractions of our technological age, assume a posture of listening and openness, and expect to be

encountered by the word of God. It can be a strange word sometimes, therefore you have someone

like me called by the church to interpret and proclaim the word, to attempt to come up with helpful

analogies and metaphors, illustrations and connections that can be illuminating in this ancient biblical

word becoming God’s address to you.

I like that way of thinking about scripture: address. It’s not just information, even potentially

useful information. Scripture is address. The theologian Karl Barth said that when we listen to

scripture, we should not first of all ask ourselves, “What can I do to understand this text? How can I

do research on the original historical context of this biblical passage? How is this text useful or
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relevant in my daily life?” 

Rather, says Barth, we ought to ask, “How might God be calling me to change through this

text? How is every text a summons, a vocation, a call to conversion?”

Thus Paul advises Timothy that scripture is not only “inspired by God” but that it is “useful.”

Not necessarily useful for getting what I think I must have for my life to work out well, but rather

“useful” for God to get what God wants out of me! Thus we are bold to believe that right here in our

church, almighty God in the power of the Holy Spirit utilizes these ancient, sometimes hard to

understand, strange writings called scripture “for teaching, for showing mistakes, for correcting, and

for training character.” Why? “So that the person who belongs to God can be equipped to do

everything that is good” for God.

Understanding scripture doesn’t require that you learn New Testament Greek. Nor does sound

biblical interpretation require that you make a scholarly study of Christian history. It does require that

you cultivate a humble willingness to let scripture penetrate your soul, that you be open to hearing

your name called in the reading of scripture, and that you listen for God’s summons to you, your

assignment delivered through these ancient texts that, by the power of the Holy Spirit, become the

voice of God here, now.

One of the great things about being a preacher is in those wonderful moments when I (who

have given much of my life to understanding scripture) am surprised that some of you understand

scripture better than me.

I’m not going to say who, but on Sunday about a month ago, I preached on Jesus’s parable of

a really questionable rich man and his thieving servant. As I recall, I preached this odd little story as a

problem of interpretation. How ought we think about this text so that we can better understand it? (If I

may say so, I preached that sermon with great creativity and insight!) I think I helped some of you
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understand a very difficult passage of scripture.

One person later that week said, “I’ve been examining my life, particularly the way I spend my

money. I really think, as you said in your sermon, sometimes we attempt to shield ourselves from

God through our savvy financial dealings. We start thinking that we’re better than others who have

less because we have more. Well, I’m making some decisions that I think will make me more

faithful.”

Now aside from the fact that I don’t recall saying that anyone should do any of that in my

sermon (I chalk up such insightful moments among my listeners to the uncontrollable work of the

Holy Spirit), the main thing I felt was humility. Here I am, a St. Andrew’s trained biblical interpreter

who heard no such claim from this biblical text. I had not readjusted my spending habits or anything

else in my life after listening to that scripture. In fact, maybe my biblical training effectively insulated

me from hearing any claim upon my life in that text!

A layperson had thus understood scripture better than I. A so called “untrained” layperson had

participated in the miracle of God not only speaking but also powerfully transforming a life better than

me. Ain’t that something!

Sometimes, it’s very humbling to be a biblical preacher who’s preaching to people like you,

ones whom the living Christ means to speak to, in a sermon! Thanks be to God! Amen.
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