“A Word about God’s Word”

Hebrews 4: 12-16

(Mark 10:17-31)

 What is the first thing (image) that comes to mind when you hear the phrase “God’s word?” I would dare say that for 99% of us in this room what comes to mind is “The Bible.” In our day and time, especially among American Protestants, we have associated the phrase “God’s word” with the Holy Bible. It’s a part of our tradition and history. Since the Reformation, we have become a people of the printed word, people of the book. We hold the Bible in high esteem. 

 And certainly we should. The Bible is the richest collection of sacred writings ever compiled. It is - for us Christians - Holy Scripture. In the church we give the Bible an authority we give to no other document. All ministers, elders and deacons of the Presbyterian Church affirm in our ordinations vows that we believe it is “God’s word to us.” And so I’d like to invite us to reflect a while on “God’s Word” today and perhaps expand our understanding of it. 

 Every Sunday when we read the scriptures from the pulpit here, Julie or I or the liturgist of the day will say, “This is the word of the Lord.” And you will respond, “Thanks be to God.” But I would posit a question: what do we mean when we call the Holy Scriptures “the word of the Lord?” I ask that question because while we do indeed equate the Holy Bible with “God’s word,” we Christians should be clear about what we mean when we say “the Bible is the Word of God.”

 In the passage from Hebrews we have read this morning, the writer reflects on this very phrase “the word of God.” And as he does, I believe there is at least two things the author of Hebrews says about “the word of God” that can help us understand and hold the Bible in higher esteem as Christians.

 First of all, Hebrews says the word of God is…

…A LIVING VOICE NOT A DEAD BOOK

 Have you heard this one? A Presbyterian minister once asked a little girl, "Do you go to Sunday School?" She replied with a bright smile, "O yes, every Sunday." 

The minister then asked, "Do you know the Bible?" Again she smiled and said, "Of course I do. I know everything that's in it." 

"Indeed," the minister said with considerable surprise. "Tell me then what all is in the Bible." 

She promptly replied, "Well, there's a lock of my hair cut off when I was a baby, Mom's recipe for banana cake, sister's snapshots of her boyfriends, and the pawnshop ticket for my dad's watch. That's everything in our Bible." 

Do you think the Bible in that home was a dead book? 

 By contrast, the writer of Hebrews says, “the word of God is living and active.” (v.12a). It is not a dead book sitting on a shelf, static and codified. It is alive. It conveys the very voice of God.

 The “Word of God” is used by most of us as a synonym for the Bible, but here in Hebrews we learn that “word of God” means not only the Scriptures, but also the living voice of God – all that God has to communicate to us. In fact, the book of Hebrews begins with reference to God speaking to us. We read that portion of scripture last week:

“Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, 2but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son,* whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds.” (Hebrews 1: 1-2)
 God has always been a speaking God. From the beginning of the Bible in Genesis 1, God speaks creation into being. (The refrain “God said”). And Hebrews, referring to God now speaking through his Son Jesus, even picks up on what John, in his Gospel said about Christ. Do you remember that? 

“In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God…and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” (John 1:1, 12)

 How does this inform our view of the Bible? Perhaps in this way – unless we acknowledge that God speaks through it – that it is “living and active” through the agency of the Holy Spirit – the Bible will only be a dead book to us. We can put it on the shelf, use it to press our prom corsages, hold our mementos and let it collect dust.

 However, if we believe that the word of God is a living voice that continues to speak through the ancient words of the biblical writers, then the Bible becomes Holy Scripture to us. It is no longer a dusty document that can be picked up or left alone, but a dynamic entity, the living speech of the living God that comes to us calling for a response (Leonard I. Sweet, Homiletics, September-October 2009, p.50)

 Read the whole book of Hebrews and you get a feeling for how vitally alive the writer of this book believes the Bible to be. Aside from the book of Revelation, no book of the New Testament quotes the scriptures of the Old Testament more than Hebrews. I believe the Hebrews author quotes Scripture so much because he believes it is NOT a dead book but a living document through which the voice of God continues to speak to His people.

 The word of God is “living and active,” says Hebrews. It is a living voice and not a dead book.

 But Hebrews also declares something else about the word of God. It says that the word of God is…

…A HEALING SCALPEL AND NOT A HURTFUL SWORD

 Here’s the way Hebrews also refers to the living and active word of God. It is…

 “…Sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” (v.12b)

 The image of the word of God as “a sword” is quite powerful isn’t it? The “two-edged” sword was the sharpest and most piercing weapon in the armory of soldiers in that day. What does this tell us about the word of God as we have it in the Holy Scriptures?

 Perhaps it tells us that when we acknowledge that the living voice of God continues to speak to us through the word of God we have received through the Scriptures, it can penetrate into our very souls. It can slice through all the layers we build up to insulate ourselves from God and cut us to the heart. 

 And notice that it is describes a “two-edged sword.” It can cut both ways – with encouragement or with judgment. How many of us have not experienced the word of God in scripture in that way – blessing us when we are hurting and prodding us when we have gotten complacent?

This image of the sword is used also by Paul in Ephesians to refer to the word of God. Paul calls the word of God “the sword of the Spirit,” and he seems to imply that it is to be used defensively to guard our hearts from attacks by the devil.

 Unfortunately in our day, there are far too many Christians who take this metaphor of the word of God as a sword and think of it as an offensive weapon and not a defensive tool. Conflating the scriptures to be literally the words of God, they use their Bibles as weapons of attack.

 Have you ever encountered those kinds of Christians? I have and you do indeed feel attacked. I’ve seen such Christians use the Bible as a bayonet to stab others – to be judgmental and vindictive toward those who do not believe as they do. They attack with their selective Bible verses that conform to their bias and prejudice. They use the sharpness of scripture to wound.

 I came across a twist in this metaphor of the word of God “sharper than a two-edged sword” that really spoke to me and I offer it to you as a new way of looking at the penetrating, piercing power of God’s living word.

 The word in verse 12 for “sharper” in the Greek is tomos. It’s a word that literally means, “to cut”, as with a surgeon’s tool – thus our words “anatomy or appendectomy or tonsillectomy.”(Homiletics, September-October, 2006, p.54). I wonder, could the word of God more accurately be described as a scalpel rather than a sword? 

 I don’t get the impression from reading Hebrews description of the “two-edged sword” as the word of God being designed to hurt or do harm. But rather to cut to the core, to slice to the heart of the matter so that what is wrong may be revealed and dealt with. And perhaps a surgeon’s scalpel might be a better image to have in our minds. Perhaps the cutting power of the word of God we have in scripture was meant to heal and not to harm. We all indeed need spiritual heart surgery, and that is what the word of God judges – “the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”

 We have a beautiful example in our gospel lesson today of how the word of God was meant to heal and not harm. This rich and pious man comes to Jesus and asks what he must do to inherit eternal life. Jesus seems to do a preliminary diagnostic on him and he seems spiritually healthy. Jesus asks him about several of the commandments (six in fact): You shall not murder; you shall not commit adultery; you shall not steal; you shall not defraud; Honor your father and mother. The man says he has kept them all since he was a youth. How many of us could say that?

 But then Jesus took out the scalpel and probed deeper and there it was – the tumor that was eating away at his life. Jesus recommended radical surgery and the scalpel would cut deep. Jesus’ prescription was:

“Go, sell all you have and give it to the poor, and come follow me.”(Luke 17:21)

 I don’t think that Jesus spoke the word of God to this man to hurt him, but to show him where he needed healing. Jesus used the word of God as a healing scalpel here, not as a hurting sword. And why do I believe that? Because of what else the writer of Hebrews says about the Son through whom the voice of God is most clearly heard.

 “14 Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession. 15For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested* as we are, yet without sin.

 In Jesus – the Word made flesh – the one through whom the word of God is most clearly heard – we have one who “sympathizes” with us. We have one who feels what we feel; who places himself in our position; and whose bedside manner is such that he wants us to be made well. And on top of that, he has been through all that we have and done so “without sin.” Therefore, he indeed can be the intercessory healer for us sick human beings.

 Because of that we need not fear to approach him and listen to the word of God through him. For our scripture closes today with this good news:

16Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. (v.16)

 In the final analysis that is why we have been given a word from God – whether it is through the Bible or through the living Word, Jesus – so that we might all come to the throne of grace, where we will find mercy and help. 

“This is the word of the Lord.” And let all God’s people say…thanks be to God!
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