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Several weeks ago, I was traveling with my job and I found myself in Chattanooga week after week after week and it got to the point where I was getting tired of hanging out at the hotel by  myself so I decided I would go on a date with myself to the movies. If you have not seen The Patriot, spoiler alert! I got to the movie theater early, I thought. I took my time, got my ticket, got some popcorn and a Coke and I walked in and I was a little shocked because the theater was already completely dark and filled with people and the movie had already started. So I thought instead of being a few minutes early, I was a few minutes late. And the movie theater was packed so I was having to juggle my food and walk through a row of people. So I sat down and I thought I can’t be but more than a couple minutes late so I’ll be able to pick up on this story pretty quickly and figure out the characters and the story line. Well, five minutes pass and I am completely confused about what is going on in this movie. I knew it had something to do with the Revolutionary War but I had no idea what was going on. I couldn’t figure out the characters or their relationships with one another or the story line. Then there was this anticipation building, I can feel it in the audience and I didn’t get it. Then the moment where the music begins to crescendo and you know this is a clue in movies and Mel Gibson’s character is saying bye to some woman and that seems to be really significant. Then he walks away and then this little kid yells, ‘Daddy! Don’t go!’ and starts running towards him and he runs to her and they hug and everybody in the movie theater is crying and I don’t know what is going on!  And it occurred to me that maybe I wasn’t five minutes late, maybe I was an hour and five minutes late. And it slowly dawns on me that I was in the right movie but I was there at the wrong time. I was in the wrong theater!  So I left that theater and found the right theater and it was still in the previews so I got to see the movie from the beginning, although it was very anticlimactic when I got to that part! 
But there is a reason we don’t show up for movies half way through. There is a reason we don’t start a book half way through the story line. There is a reason we don’t show up at the theater at intermission. We miss the context. We miss the who and the what and the why and the how. We can’t really figure out what is going on. And I think sometimes that is true of our lives. We find ourselves here and now and we look around and we can’t quite figure out what is going on. Who is important? What is happening and why is it happening? Why are people crying?
Author John Eldridge said that for most of us, life seems like a movie we’ve arrived at 45 minutes late. We find ourselves in the middle of a story that is sometimes wonderful, sometimes awful, but often a confusing mixture of both and we haven’t a clue how to make sense of it all. It is like we are holding in our hands some pages torn out of book. These pages are the days of our lives, fragments of a story. They seem important or at least we long to know they are, but what does it all mean? If only we could find the book that contains the rest of the story.

I would submit to you this weekend that this is the Book that contains the rest of the story. It begins with God and it ends with God and we find ourselves somewhere in the middle. And when we recognize that this is the framework of our lives, everything begins to fall into place. When we realize who it begins with and how it begins, it brings meaning to our lives. We realize that we were created by something bigger than us for a story larger than our own.
When you hear the word ‘the Bible’ I don’t know what might come to your mind. Maybe what comes to mind is a big religious rule book. Maybe what comes to your mind is a collection of ancient morality tales. Or maybe you think it is just a very old, old text that has very little relevance to our lives today.  

But what the Bible is at its core is a story about a passionate God on a relentless pursuit of his people. It is the story of a Creator who watches his creation fall apart in front of his own eyes and decides to step into it to fix it and restore it to what He meant it to be. It is the story of a Father who goes running after his kid who has turned away. It is the story of a King who leads the charge in battle to protect the people He loves. It is a story of a God on a passionate pursuit of his people.
This is my goal this weekend, I want you to read the Bible. That’s it. It is that simple. I just want you to read the Bible.  If we think about history and society and culture has been shaped by the contents of this Book, then I would submit that you owe it to yourself to read for yourself what it is all about.  When you think about the laws that have been written in favor and against it, when you think about the wars that have been fought over it, when you think about the governments that have been build upon it and the people that have given their lives for it, don’t you want to know what is in it? 

I think that when you read it you will be shocked at what you find there and you will be shocked at what you don’t find there. And if I’m honest, I don’t want you to just read the Bible this weekend, I want you to love it.

Psalm 119:47 says

How I delight in your commands. How I love them. I honor and love your commands. I meditate on your decrees. 

I want us to not just read the Bible, I want us to love the Bible.  Now, I don’t know where you come in this weekend. You might be at a place where you say I am new to this church thing and new to Christianity thing and new to this Bible thing. You might not want to read the Bible because you are not convinced that it is true. You are not convinced it is something you should build your life on. You are not sure you are convinced of its authenticity and its authority and its accuracy. You are not sure it is true.  So let’s start there. Since when has something being true been the litmus test for why we read something? Why did you read Harry Potter? Why did you read the Hunger Games? You read them because they are interesting, they are fascinating. Often we read books because we are fascinated by the contents. So let’s just talk about the Bible for a moment because this is an incredibly fascinating Book. When you think about the fact that this is the best-selling Book of all time, despite the fact that it has had more enemies than any book ever written, that is fascinating! When you think about the fact that it is actually a collection of 66 different books written by about 40 different authors, kinds and peasants and political advisors and political revolutionaries and shepherds and farmers and poets. Then you think about the fact that they wrote it over the course of about 1,400 years and it was written in the wilderness and it was written by Jeremiah in a dungeon and it was written by Paul in a prison and it was written by Luke as he on a road trip taking the gospel around the known world. When you think about the fact that it was written in Africa and in Asia and in Europe, that is interesting That makes it a fascinating Book!  
From a publishing standpoint, this is a publishers dream. The works of Homer have been translated into 40 languages. The works of Shakespeare have been translated into 60 languages.  The Harry Potter series has been translated into 67 languages. The Bible has been translated in 2,400 languages! That is fascinating! 100 million copies are sold or given away every year. That makes the Bible something worth paying attention to. Not even answering the question yet of if we think it is true or worth basing our lives on it, it is just fascinating! The fact that there is history and poetry and letters and urgent exhortations from crazy prophets that all tell one story, that there is a God on a passionate pursuit of his people.  That is fascinating!
Maybe you are in a different category tonight. Maybe you have already said you believe the Bible is true and you want to base your life on it and you’ve got multiple copies in your house, but many of them are gathering dust or just sitting there because while we say that we base our lives on it, we are not really that sure what is in it. The Book that we would say has the most influence in our lives is the one that is perhaps the most neglected. And there are a lot of reasons why we might do that. We might say I don’t know where to begin. God seems pretty cool in Genesis and Exodus but then things get weird in Leviticus. Or you might say you don’t know when to make it a priority in your life or you don’t know how it is relevant that there is a shepherd living in Israel thousands of years ago. What did that have to do with your life today?

I had a small group leader a couple years ago who said, ‘I really hope I don’t get seated next to Obadiah at the marriage super of the Lamb because I’m going to have to say I’m really sorry I never read your book.’  And what’s crazy is that is probably not just true of Obadiah. I mean, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, all those guys that are somewhere in that weird middle of the Bible. What I realize is that they are just places we have a hard time navigating. You don’t know where to start or what it means or how to tackle it, yet these are the pages of our lives. 

Usually when we come together on a weekend, we open the Bible and we take a passage and we pick it apart and we talk about how it applies to our lives and maybe we take a topic like hope or patience or prayer and we go through the Bible looking for what it has to say about that, but this weekend we are going to do something very different. We are just going to zoom out and talk about how we read the Bible. How do we do this so that it is not just a matter of coming together on the weekend and having a person tell you what the Bible says, but you, with God, wherever you are, learning his truths and his character and his ways.  So this is going to be very, very practical.
The first thing you need to do if you want to engage the Bible and read the Bible and love the Bible, you have to get a Bible. Now, this can be a very overwhelming process. You go to the Bible and you think you are just getting the Bible and you get there and you find that there are lots of different Bibles! There are devotional Bibles and journaling Bibles and studying Bibles and Bibles for women, Bibles for men, Bibles for students, Bibles for children, Bibles for firefighters, and there are all these different shapes and sized and colors. Which Bible do you get?  Let me try to be helpful on this. The main issue when it comes to choosing a Bible is the issue of translation.

I’m going to go through this quickly, I know this sounds boring but stick with me. The Bible was not written in English. It was written in Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek. So, for our Bibles today, we have to go through a translation process and I've got a chart we are going to put up on the screen. There are two primary ways to translate Scripture from the original language to our current modern language. One way is word for word, meaning you translate each individual word from its Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek to its modern English equivalent, and in that it preserves a level of accuracy in the text. Another way to translate is thought for thought, idea for idea. And what that does is it preserves the level of readability. We can actually grasp it and tackle it better. So what we have up here is a spectrum of all these different translation. Which one do you get? Well, it depends on what you want to use it for. On some level, it doesn’t matter, but on some level, it depends on what you want to use it for. Are you reading? Are you memorizing? Are you studying? What are you trying to get out of your time with the Bible? Which one do I use? I’m glad you asked? I use, for the most part, the NIV because it hits right in the middle of readability and accuracy and it just seems like for most purposes, that is a great translation to go with. When I’m studying, when I’m digging in and I want to have something with a little bit more accuracy to it, I go with the ESV. When I am preaching, a lot of times I will use the NLT because the NLT was translated with the idea that the Bible was originally meant to be an oral tradition and so it was read aloud so the way the translators of the NLT translated it is that they wanted the text to hit the ears of the modern hearers in much the same way that it would hit the ears of the original hearers.  So a lot of times when I’m speaking from the Scriptures, vocally, I will use the NLT. So you can use a spectrum like that to figure out which translation to get. I would highly recommend NIV, NLT or ESV that combines accuracy and readability.
The second thing you’ve got to do is you’ve got to have a plan. You don’t want to just start because you will fade out or at least that’s what I do. What I want to encourage you to do, last week Pastor Mark said if you’ve never fasted, don’t embark on a 40 day fast. Start slow, start small. I would say the same thing with reading Scripture. If you’ve never really had a good daily habit of reading Scripture, don’t start with a through the entire Bible in a year reading plan. Start smaller. One of the best pieces of advice I can give on this is there is an app called YouVersion, or www.Youversion.com  YouVersion has plans already made for you and I actually use it all the time. There are dozens of translations, hundreds of different plans to choose from and I will go on there and pick a plan. For example, there is a 13 day reading plan on Elisha. There is a 4 day plan on how to love a friend and 7 days on fear and 7 days on dating and relationship. 7 days on how life is unfair. 7 days on job loss. 65 days on major people in the Bible. One year through the whole Bible. There are all these different plans. So you just go to www.youversion.com and grab a plan and then it sends you email reminders, banner alerts to let you know what you need to read that day and you can read it right on your phone. 
In a couple weeks, the discipleship team is coming out with a new magazine called Traction. We want to help you find traction in your relationship with God, and in it there is going to be a reading plan. So if you want to do one of those when that magazine comes out, pick one of those and do it.  Or come up with your own plan but have a plan, a time, a place and a strategy for what you are going to read.

Third, I would encourage you to do it within the context of community. Reading Scripture is, in my opinion, much more meaningful when you do it with friends and within the context of conversation so that when you hit something you don’t understand, you’ve got a group of people who can help you wrestle through that.  When there are things you don’t like, you’ve got a group of people who can hold you accountable to something you might not want to hear but you know needs to be true of your life.
So pick a Bible, have a plan and do it within the context of community.

Now, three primary ways to engage Scripture. Sometimes we want to read for story. Sometimes we want to read for study. Sometimes we want to read for transformation.  Let me take a moment to unpack all of these different ways to engage Scripture because in different times, for different reasons, we are going to want to read Scripture just a little bit differently.

The first one is reading for story. This is when we take Scripture and we look at it through the lens of a film-maker. We look at it through a film-makers eye so that we can bring God’s character and purposes and actions into focus a little bit more sharply. When I say reading for story, I don’t mean just like flipping the Bible open on any given day and reading a couple verses here and there or reading a chapter here and there. I’m talking about reading large chunks of Scripture at a time. Long pieces of Scripture at one time because what happens is when we just read little bits here and there, we don’t get the full story. Or we can get so lost in the forest that we miss it for the trees. So reading for story is when you take a big step back so you can get a 30,000 foot view of Scripture and you read it for the story. There are a number of ways you can do this. You can take one book and read through it in just a couple days. You can take the whole Bible and read through it over the course of a year or read through it over the course of a couple months. And what happens when you read that much that quickly is you see certain themes spring out. For instance, a couple years ago, I read through the Bible in a year and I saw over and over this theme of idolatry and this theme of God’s jealousy. And I knew the Bible addressed the jealousy of God and I knew it talked about idols but I didn’t realize it was through the whole Bible. It kept coming up so that gave me a new appreciation and understanding of God’s love for us and why it is a problem when we go running after and worshiping other things other than God and his heart. I was reading through the book of Ezekiel one time in just a couple days and that is a weird book! If you read that just a few verses at a time, it can get very disorienting. But I read it in a day or two and I realized that over and over and over this little phrase kept popping up: and they will know that I am the Lord. I would see God say weird stuff, weird stuff, weird stuff and they will know that I am the Lord. And Ezekiel would do weird stuff, weird stuff, weird stuff and they will know that I am the Lord. This little phrase kept popping up in every chapter and what I realized is that regardless of what God is saying or doing or what Ezekiel was saying or doing in this book is that God’s heart is that we know Him. When you read through it long and you read through it quickly, you see those things emerge. You see themes of God’s sovereignty, that despite bad decisions and broken people and impossible situations, God still rules and reigns. You see that God is pursuing us. You see the theme of adoption where God says I am your God and you are my sons and daughters. You read Ephesians quickly and you see this phrase ‘in Christ’ come up over and over again. And we find out who we are in Him. We read the book of Judges and we see this vicious cycle of what happens when we forget that God is part of our story. We see threads that go through the entire story of Scripture when we read for story.  It is reading long and looking at Scripture in a way that gives us new perspective. 

If you’ve never done this before, here is where I encourage you to start. Start with Mark. Mark is a guy that traveled with Paul and traveled with Barnabas and he wrote the story of Jesus. It is the shortest and it moves very quickly. Then read I and II Samuel, the story about the beginning of the kingdoms of Israel. Read it in a couple of days. That is reading for story. That gives us perspective on the story of God. It causes God’s character and his purposes to come into sharper focus.
Another way we read is we read for study. That means instead of looking at Scripture broadly and looking at Scripture over the long haul, we go very deep. We dig through Scripture. It is not just flying through Scripture, it is digging through Scripture. Study is where we take the Bible and we put it under the microscope and we pick it apart and we look at it from every possible angle.  I believe that anytime we come to the Scripture, we need to first begin with asking the Holy Spirit to give us wisdom and guidance. He is the One who inspired Scripture so inspire me to understand it, to know it, to interpret it, to apply it to my life. I have found that anytime I do that, the Holy Spirit comes and whispers things into my ear. He whispers things into my ear about his heart and what Jesus did and this is how I want you to walk. But there are certain things I have found that the Holy Spirit doesn’t necessarily whisper into my ear. There are certain pieces of information that the Holy Spirit doesn’t give me. For instance, when I am reading, in the book of Acts, I don’t have the Holy Spirit whisper into my ear, ‘Heather what I want you to understand here is that when you look at the historical and cultural context in the city of Athens at this period of time, philosophers and debaters and theologians were high respected members of society, but over in Corinth, you weren’t considered to be a contributing member of society unless you held a job.’  That is really interesting historical context because when we get to Paul where he says, ‘I have become all things to all people so that by all possible means I might win some.’  We then understand why when he went to Athens, the dude didn’t have a job. He just went and debated with people. But when he got to Corinth, he took on a job because he knew that if he was going to have any kind of impact in the society, he had to have a job. Then what we learn is that what Paul is doing is recognizing that he is not going to let his preferences or his profession become a hindrance to the proclamation of the gospel. So there are sometimes when historical and cultural context helps us get to really valuable and rich interpretation and application of Scripture.  I have found that whenever I come to the Bible for study, there are certain questions I need to answer. As I look at it through the microscope, there are some questions and we will put them on the screen.
One, who wrote the book? Two, who were they writing to? This can give us perspective on what we are reading. Three, why did they write it? Number four, what did they write? Was it prophesy, was it poetry, was it history? We are going to read those a little bit differently. We read fiction different than we read nonfiction and we read screen plays different than we read a blog post. What genre of literature you are reading changes the way you read it and understand it. Finally, what do they mean? What did it mean to the original readers or the original hearers of what they wrote.

How do we find the answers to those questions? Sometimes, the answers are very obvious from the text. For instance, Ephesians 1 says this letter is from Paul chosen by the will of God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus. I’m writing to God’s holy people in Ephesus who are faithful followers of Jesus Christ. That is very obvious. The text itself tells us who wrote it and who he was writing it to. If you keep on reading, he tells you why he wrote it and it is obviously a letter. So there are certain places in Scripture where those questions are answered within the text itself. But sometimes we need some help figuring out what all those answers are. 

So the first thing I would encourage you to do is get a study Bible. A study Bible is really just a big fat Bible with lots of notes in it. And what you find in study Bibles is before every book, there is a page that has a summary of what is in that book and it answers all those questions for you. Then what you also get in study Bibles are maps. I know some of you are excited about this and some of you are wondering why that matters. Maps can be incredibly helpful in giving us perspective on what we are reading. In Acts 16, we read in eight verses about a journey that Paul took and we’ve got a map from that journey and we’ll put it on the screen. In eight quick verses we find out that Paul leaves for a missionary journey from Antioch and he wants to go to Asia but God said no don’t go there. Then he tries to take the gospel to Bithynia and the Holy Spirit says no don’t preach here and Paul finally gets to Troas and when he gets to Troas, he has a vision of a Macedonian man who says come over here and bring the gospel here. Then he goes to Philippi and he meets Lydia and then the church is born in Europe and the gospel explodes across the Roman Empire in Europe and we just keep going with the story. But what we may not realize in those eight short verses that take us just a couple of seconds to read is that Paul had walked from Antioch to Troas and it was a 450 mile journey!  So when we read these verses in Acts, it is not just getting a travel log of where Paul has been and where he is going. It is realizing that this is a man who has walked day in and day out, step by step by step in sometimes boring obedience to God. And when he has come to the end of the road, he has nowhere else to go, his is facing the ocean, then God says this is where I want you to go. Sometimes the maps in the back of the Bible can give us perspective on what we are reading.

Another thing that is helpful when we study is a Bible dictionary. Sometimes Bible dictionaries can give us fresh understanding of what we are reading. For instance, in Psalm 23 when it says goodness and mercy will follow you all the days of your life, you might want to dig into that word ‘follow’ and find out what it means. Does it mean it will follow from a distance or what does it mean? A Bible dictionary will show you that the word ‘follow’ is kind of a weak translation of the word. The original word was actually a hunting term that means that goodness and mercy will hunt you down. That gives you a new perspective on that verse. We talk about sin and a lot of times we think of sin as making a mistake or sin is something really, really bad that I did. When we look at what sin means in the original language, it is actually an archery term that means to miss the mark. So what that means is that we might think our arrow is flying pretty straight and we might even hit the target, but if we’ve missed the mark of God’s perfection, it is still sin. It gives new meaning to the things we read.
Another thing that can be helpful is a commentary. So, you need a study Bible, a Bible dictionary and a commentary. I know that sounds boring but commentaries can help bridge the gap between the historical and cultural context of what we are reading. Commentaries can help us when we open the book of Hebrews and we are reading about Jesus being the perfect sacrifice and Jesus being the perfect High Priest and historically, culturally, that doesn’t mean a lot to us. But then a commentary will say if you go all the way back to the book of Leviticus in the Old Testament, that weird book that always trips us up and stops us on those one year reading plans, but it talks about how God began his relationship with people. And in the beginning of God’s relationship with people, there were sacrifices that had to be made so that people could come into his presence. There was a high priest that had to stand between people and God for forgiveness. Then in Hebrews we read that Jesus is now the perfect sacrifice and Jesus is the perfect High Priest, all of a sudden these things come together and we have insight and understanding and it becomes richer.
Shameless plug for an Israel trip here, sometimes just being in the land itself gives us new perspective on what we are reading. St. Jerome said that the Holy Land was the fifth gospel, meaning that Matthew, Mark, Luke and John give us insight and perspective on who Jesus is but being is the land itself also gives us a dimension of God’s character. When you go to Corinth and you see the temple of Apollo, the god of wisdom, and the temple of Aphrodite, the goddess of love, then all of sudden, when you read I and II Corinthians where Paul keeps talking about God being the true source of wisdom and God being the true source of love, it just makes the story come alive more. When you stand on Mars Hill and right above you, you see the ruins of the Parthenon and you read Acts 17 about how Paul is standing there and he is telling the philosophers and the theologians and the debaters of the day that they were very religious and that they have idols to unknown gods and then he says let me tell you who that unknown God is and why He is superior to every other idol you have in this city. Then you realize that when Paul was having that conversation, that same Parthenon in its original glory was standing there and he was speaking to the culture of the age. He was speaking to the ideology of the age and it makes the Bible come to life. When we stand in the wilderness and we read the stories of Abraham and Moses and David and Jesus of their time in the wilderness, it makes it come alive. It is reading for study. It is reading to get deeper meaning and deeper context and deeper perspective.
So we read for story, we read long, we look at Scripture through the lens of a film-maker so that God’s character and purpose comes into focus. We read for study where we take the Scripture and we put it under a microscope and we bring maps and commentaries and dictionaries and all these things that help frame Scripture and pick it apart.

There another way to read is to read for transformation. Every time we come to Scripture, the goal should be transformation whether we are reading long or we are digging through, transformation should always be the goal but I also believe that we need a daily habit of reading Scripture for the purpose of transformation. It is not just about gaining knowledge but allowing our lives to be transformed. If studying Scripture means that we put the Bible under a microscope and pick it apart, then reading for transformation means that we flip that process and we put ourselves under the microscope of Scripture and let Scripture pick us apart, let Scripture read us and transform our hearts, our attitudes, our relationships, our conversations, our work places, our neighborhoods.  Ultimately the goal isn’t to get through Scripture, the goal is to get Scripture through me and through you. So when I read for transformation, that is me coming to the Word of God asking the Holy Spirit to help me. I’ve always got a pen in my hand and usually a journal next to me and I just start writing down what I hear the Holy Spirit whispering to me as I read Scripture. 

One thing I’m doing right now is that every time I see a name or attribute of God, I circle it, I highlight it and what that means is the next time I go to those places in Scripture, the character of God comes screaming off the page at me. Another thing I’m doing right now in the book of Ephesians is I’m marking every time it says something that Jesus has done for us. He has chosen us, predestined us, adopted us, marked us, sealed us. Then God’s ways and actions in my life come screaming off the page. When I read for transformation, I ask a couple questions. I ask so what. So what? What does it matter? Then I ask now what. What do I do in response to this? I ask questions like what do I need to believe. What have I read that I need to believe? What have I read that I need to obey? What do I need to obey? What do I need to be grateful for? What it is that I have read that I need to express thanks and appreciation for? How do I need to worship differently because of what I’ve read today?
What we find is that Scripture reveals to us the heart of God so that we can reflect the heart of God. That is what reading for transformation is about. It is allowing the Scriptures to live inside of us and transform us and change us.

So, how do we engage the Bible? Get a good translation that we can read and understand. Have a plan so we are not just blinding wandering through it. Do it in community. There are a number of small groups that will be launching in just a couple of weeks. Find a group of people that you can study and read and be transformed with. 

Read for story. Read long bits of it at a time so we can get perspective on the story that God is writing. Read for study. Dig through Scripture so we can gain new understanding and new insight and we get our minds all tangled in a knot and it makes us love God more because He is so much bigger and so much more awesome than we could ever imagine. Then ultimately, read for transformation so that it changes us from the inside out. 

The Bible is fascinating! Even if you are at a place this weekend that you are not sure it is true, you are not sure it is worth basing your life on, read it because it is interesting and because it is fascinating. 

God, thank You so much for your Word. God I pray that we would not just read it but we would love it. God that we would realize that the stuff You have written in here is not given to us for us to obey because You are a cosmic kill joy, but God You have given this to us so that we understand our lives and we understand You and we understand who You are and we understand who we are as a result of that. God I pray that we would love it. God give us a hunger and a thirst for your Word and give us the courage to do what it says and give us the courage to believe who it says You are. Give us the courage to live a life that is worthy of the calling You have placed on us.  In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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