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Conformation expectations! Every human society has conformation expectations of its people. Every nation, every people gathered together for the common good of that people have both ridged formal expectations (laws) and informal expectations (social norms). Members of that society are expected to conform to those laws and social norms or risk persecution.

My parents spent three years in Saudi Arabia working for American Transit Enterprises on behalf of the Saudi government. In Saudi Arabia political, legal, religious and social expectations are often indistinguishable. For instance, a woman, any woman, was not to be seen in a public place with exposed skin. Beatings by “religious police” were not uncommon, even for visiting American women. Conforming to the social rules was expected of all.

Just last month in Kabul, Afghanistan Afghanistan's hard-line Taliban religious rulers stoned a woman to death after she was found guilty of committing adultery. They killed her in a sports stadium before thousands of approving religious followers. Those are admittedly radical examples of social norms being enforced by a society, at least radical by our standards.

In this country we have federal and state laws and we have religious and social laws. For the most part we don’t mix them. But increasingly we are experiencing political and legal attempts to force us to conform our religious and social lives to the latest interpretation of federal and state laws. For example, prayer and Bible reading has been purged from public schools. “Don’t ask, don’t tell” protects homosexuals in the military. Another move is evidently underway to abolish any form of church service on television or radio. And you parents raise your kids under threats of legal action for corporal punishment of your own children. Those are just a few ways America has begun to mix legal and social, religious and political.

The pressure to conform usually starts on the social level. Activists for a particular cause begin a steady effort to persuade us or force us to change. The homosexual movement to make same sex marriage and homosexuality in general legally and socially acceptable is an example that crosses both political and social boundaries. On a religious level homosexual advocates have made strong inroads into most of our traditional denomination’s leadership under the guise of inclusiveness. That leadership then begins to exert pressure on local churches and members to conform to the new moral standard. (They have not been successful in the Cumberland Presbyterian Church! But you can be sure they have not given up.)

Two weeks ago we were reminded we live in a time when a lot of pressure is being placed on us to conform to multicultural inclusiveness and adopt a new tolerance to any and all ways of thinking both religiously and socially. The movement we are experiencing is exactly the opposite of those radical examples I gave you at the beginning of this sermon, but just as radical. This movement is not intended to support our religious principles but make them irrelevant. It is critical that we know who and what we believe and where we stand. We will be tested!

Last week I gave you some very convincing evidence why you can trust what you profess to believe about Jesus Christ, the one and only Son of God. The bible set the identifying parameters of the Messiah, the coming Son of God, some 60 of them, and Jesus met them all. There can be no doubt, he is the one predicted.

The Bible has one main theme, reconciliation between God and His creation. Both testaments, the Old and the New are the record of God bringing us home again. Reconciliation is necessary because our sin has separated us from God. The Bible makes it clear that God began the reconciliation process even as Adam and Eve trudged out of the Garden of Eden. Jesus came with the keys to the kingdom of heaven in his pocket. Jesus is God’s great Reconciler!

But all of that evidence is based on one book. What if the Bible is not trustworthy? What if the Bible is inaccurate? What if the Bibles we read are incomplete or have been manipulated by ancient editors to say something never intended? Today we are going to take a close look at the Book we call “God’s Perfect Word”. This is God’s instruction book for living. This is God’s road map to Heaven. It is extremely important that we know the Bible is reliable!

In Paul’s second letter to Timothy 3:14-17 we read, “…continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” 

Is the Bible “God-breathed” as Paul claimed? Can we trust that what we read in the Bible is accurate? Can we place our faith in these words and build our lives around them? If we can this book becomes the most important book we will ever read. If we can trust this book, which includes clear instructions for living in everyday circumstances and a hint of what lies beyond this life, then not to read it, not to memorize it, not to build our lives around it would be absolutely stupid. 

Where to begin? As best we can lets start at the beginning, but without too much tedious detail. We don’t have the time and this is not the place for a history lesson.

This is not one book but two. And those two books are anthologies of writings, 39 pieces in the Old Testament and 27 in the New. The first book we Christians call “The Old Testament” because we also have a “Newer Testament”. Jews do not call it “The Old Testament”, they call it “Torah” which means “teaching or instruction”. This book’s narrative begins with creation, then documents the fall of man, then follows the development of civilization and finally the establishment and history of the Jewish people. This anthology repeatedly predicts the coming of a Messiah, a Savior, who will be God’s Son. He will be God’s final answer to the tragedy in Eden.

According to linguistics professor Elizabeth Pyatt of Penn State the oldest known physical record of an established alphabet and writing comes from around 3200 BC. But oral language has been around a whole lot longer. Some of the Old Testament was in oral form for generations and generations before it was written down. Historically Jews and Christians alike have held that Moses wrote down the first five books of the Old Testament after the exodus from Egypt and during the forty years of wandering in the desert which would place that writing around 1440 BC. (He had plenty of time on his hands! Everything was a “reality show” in those days.)

The remaining books of the Old Testament come from different periods and widely varied authors, some are from the nation’s golden age and many are from the nation’s darker days. (All of the prophetic material comes from those dark days.)

The New Testament followed much the same pattern but in a much shortened time period. Most scholars believe the 27 books of the New Testament were written between 50 to 70 A.D. which would put the first written piece appearing about twenty years after the death and resurrection of Jesus.

Twenty years seems like a long time to wait before writing something as important as the New Testament, not to mention the hundreds of years that must have passed before the oral stories of the Old Testament were recorded. But we must try to put it in perspective. The Christian church was born on this day we call Pentecost. The Holy Spirit came down as promised by the Lord, and those few disciples were transformed into bold evangelists. They concentrated their efforts at spreading the Good News in and around Jerusalem. Those that had the training to write didn’t have the time. Many scholars believe the disciples only became concerned about a written record of the church as they realized they were loosing eyewitnesses and Jesus wasn’t coming back as soon as they expected. Paul’s letters, which make up half of the New Testament books, were not written as a record of the faith but to teach and encourage specific groups of struggling Christians.

There was no way to efficiently duplicate a writing, and so, if something needed to be shared with others it was either circulated or painstakingly hand copied. The nation of Israel had developed a specialized group of men called “scribes” who were rigorously trained to carefully copy the Torah. Some of Paul’s letters, like the letter to the Romans, were hand copied and circulated.

None of the original documents of either the Old Testament or New Testament remain today. All we have is copies of copies. And the Bible we read is a translation from the original Greek, Aramaic, or Hebrew into English. That is why your Bibles will often give you several possible translations of a particular verse.

That kind of information may not instill in you much confidence in the authenticity of the Bible. It’s more comforting to think that this book is identical to the one Moses read or later, Paul used. But that simply could not be true. But our lack of confidence may simply be a lack of understanding of the process of copying and translating an ancient document.

In ancient times the task of making a copy of a text was a very serious responsibility. God’s word was revered and no one would want to be accused of even accidentally changing it. Scribes had stringent guidelines. Nothing was ever copied from memory even though their memorization skills were probably much better honed than ours. Copies were carefully made letter by letter from the piece being reproduced. When a piece was finished a scribe would carefully count the number of times each letter in the alphabet occurred in the original and in the copy. If they didn’t match the place they did not match would be destroyed and recopied. The book of Revelation even ends with a warning that to add or change anything could risk God’s wrath.

Have additions or changes occurred over the generations? Yes they have. Human beings do human things. For instance the earliest copies of the Gospel of Mark end abruptly at chapter 16, verse 8. The ending seems…unfinished, left hanging as if the writer was interrupted or the last pages lost. Later copies continued the story and brought it to a more satisfying ending. But modern translators note that difference and mark it in your bibles. The added ending to Mark seems to have come from material drawn from Matthew and Luke and doesn’t add anything to the story of Jesus. But for accuracy’s sake your Bibles note the addition.

Throughout your bibles you will see footnotes that say something like “Some manuscripts do not have” or “Some earlier manuscripts add”. This is modern scholarship at it’s finest, a determined effort to be transparent! Your modern bibles give you information that no average reader of the Bible has ever before had available to them.

Historians use two standards to evaluate textural reliability. 1. The time that elapsed between the original writing and the earliest available copy, and 2. How many copies are still available to compare. For instance, Homer’s Iliad was written around 800 BC. The earliest known copy of The Iliad dates to about 400 BC, (400 years later). There are over 600 copies available to us to compare. Caesar’s “Gailic Wars” was written between 100 and 44 BC. The earliest copy dates from 900 AD, (1000 years), and we have about 10 copies available.

With that in mind consider this, There are over 25,000 complete ancient copies of the New Testament. The earliest is a fragment of the Gospel of John dating around 40 years from the date of the original. The earliest existing complete copy of the New Testament dates from 325 AD, less than 225 years after the writing of the original. By historian’s standards a huge volume of material to compare and a very short time between the originals and the first copies. By historian’s standards the Bible has a very high probable reliability.

For over 1800 years skeptics have tried to refute the Bible. They have burned it, they have done everything they can to stamp it out, to no avail. The Bible has proliferated faster than rabbits! It has been translated into 2,355 languages and counting. The Bible is referenced by more non-biblical authors than any other book. Modern archaeological findings continue to confirm Biblical historical statements. The more we learn, the more we find we can trust the Bible.

But, let me be clear, the Bible has no power to bless you or curse you! The Bible has no power to protect you or provide for you. This book has no authority! The power and authority of these words comes from the author of this book, God. God inspired these words! God is the power behind the book. Second Peter 1:20 says, “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” Men wrote the Bible but God’s Spirit inspired the men.

This book reveals God who wants a rich and personal relationship with you. God wants you to be happy, productive, blessed, safe and one day perfectly united with Him for all eternity, as you were created to be. This is God’s “How To” manual for living. Is this book perfect? No! I suspect that human imperfection has slipped in as it does everywhere, and we always have to be careful as we read and study this book. The Bible has been terribly misused, and still is by some. But the One who inspired this book is perfect. The Bible remains God’s revelation of Himself and His perfect roadmap for life. Anyone who studies it and tries to build their lives around it’s principles will tell you about the blessings that await. Not to study God’s Word is to go through life “rudderless” and vulnerable to the whims of other men. That threat increases every day!  Read the Bible! Make the Bible your personal road map of life. Trust it, it will never lead you the wrong way. Amen.

