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There are some people who love going to school. They study and do their homework without complaining or being pushed. You may be one of those people. But most people I know had to be pushed to study when they were in school. Most kids need a little help form Mom and Dad to make sure they get their homework done every night, especially if they don’t see how the classes they are taking will ever be important in their lives. 

If people don’t like to study, it shouldn’t come as a great surprise that a lot of Christians don’t participate in Bible study. Maybe we don’t see how the Bible has any practical application in our lives. And maybe we’ve tried to read the Bible and just don’t get it. It’s not easy reading the Bible. I’ve played this video for the kids in the confirmation classes about trying to read the Bible. 		Play Bluefish TV: Teen Stunt Man Bible

Even though reading the Bible can be a challenge, it is important that we do it. Three of main reasons we read the Bible are so that we know God, we know the truth and we find direction for our lives. Today is the first Sunday in the Advent Season. During advent we focus on the gift of God’s Son, who entered the world to set us free from sin and death so that we could live as God’s people today and live with God in His kingdom forever. 

The New Testament reading today in Acts 8 tells us about a man from Ethiopia who had gone to Jerusalem to worship at the temple. He was educated and had a certain degree of knowledge about the Jewish faith because he was reading from the Prophet Isaiah as he was returning home. 

Philip was one of the seven men chosen by the early church as service leaders. These men were chosen because they were filled with the Spirit and wisdom. The seven served until the time Stephen was killed as the first martyr of the Christian faith. After that many of the Christians scattered and left Jerusalem. The Holy Spirit sent Philip to meet the Ethiopian on his way home.

When Philip caught up with the man and heard him reading, he asked “Do you understand what you are reading?” The man answered, “How can I, unless someone instructs me?” Then he invited Philip to ride in the carriage with him and explain what he was reading. Philip did. The man was reading one of Isaiah’s prophecies about Jesus’ suffering to pay the price for our sins. When the Ethiopian asked, “Tell me, was the prophet talking about himself or someone else?” Philip used that passage as the starting point to tell the man the Good News about Jesus. Philip helped the man to read and understand the Bible. The Ethiopian man took the Good News to heart. When they came to some water, Philip answered the man’s request and baptized him.

There are times when we are like the man from Ethiopia, we try to read but don’t understand the Bible. Reading the Bible isn’t exactly easy. The Bible was written a long time ago in ancient Hebrew and Greek. Even though there are many different translations of the Bible today, the differences in culture, civilizations and writing style can make Bible reading a challenge. 

The Bible is a complicated book, or collection of writings. The 66 books that make up the Bible we use today are not recorded in chronological order. Some of the books are historical, others are prophetic. Some are collections of songs, others collections of wise sayings. Some are biographical, others are confusing. That’s why it helps to know the type of writing as well as the historical context for what you are reading. That requires some effort on our part. 

So how should we read the Bible? Let me give you some suggestions.

First, read the Bible with an open mind. Read the Bible to see and understand what it actually says, not to confirm what you think you think it says. So if you are a scientist, don’t dismiss the Bible because you agree with the theory of evolution. Read the Bible to see what is says about God as Creator, about people as the crown of God’s creation and about God’s commitment to restore His relationship with people that was broken by sin. 

Second, use a modern translation. Thanks to the efforts of archeologist and the discovery of ancient manuscripts in the last century, modern translations are actually closer to the original text of the Bible than the King James Bible. Our language has changed dramatically over the years. We don’t talk like Shakespeare or King James today. So why would we only use a translation of the Bible from the time that they lived? There are many good translations to choose from. We use the New International Version and the New Living Bible for our worship services at Peace because they go back to the original text, were translated by a group of Biblical scholars and are easier to read and understand than some of the other translations. 

Third, recognize the type of literature you are reading. We read poetry differently than we read history. So read the Psalms as poem and songs and read the books of Kings and Chronicles as history. Sometimes Jesus told stories we call parables to make a point. Other times he gave more direct teachings like the Sermon on the Mount. Revelation was written during a time of persecution. So much of the writing is in code. We need to understand that before trying to interpret it. 

Fourth, read in context. If you just randomly select a verse or phrase out of context, you can make the Bible say almost anything. So when you read the Bible, read the section around it. When you read the advice given by his friends in the book of Job, remember that their advice was wrong. The context will tell you that. Read in historical context. Find out as much as you can about the author, the original recipients and the time. A good study Bible can help you with that. 

When you run across something that is hard to understand, let a clear passage on the same topic interpret the unclear verses to you. Jesus taught His disciples about things that would happen before He returns. Paul wrote about things the early Christians needed to be aware of as they look forward to Jesus’ second coming. These passages are a lot easier to understand than some parts of Revelation. Revelation was written to get by censors, so it was written in a code known as apocalyptic language. Since we don’t know the code as well as the original readers, it can be more difficult to understand than the clear words of Jesus. 

The last suggestion, join or help start a Bible Study group. We have a number of Bible Study groups at Peace. Some are held here, others are in people’s homes. We have Sunday School and Bible Classes for everyone from three to ninety three or older on Sunday morning. Join us. You can also start a new group on your own. I will gladly connect you with other people who might be interested in joining with you for Bible study. 

You and I have the opportunity to be a “Philip” to someone. I’ve had a number of “Philips” in my life. The first was my Mom who taught and modeled God’s love for me. I had a number of Sunday School teachers and Christian Day School teachers who taught me about the Bible. During my high school years, our youth leader helped me learn more about God and living out my faith. I had a couple of professors in college who took me under their wings and helped me grow in my faith and in the understanding of God’s Word.

Even if you are a new Christian, you can be a “Philip” to someone in your life. There is someone you know who could use your help and insight in understanding the Bible, learning about the God who loves them, finding His direction for their life. Invite them to study God’s Word with you. You’ll both benefit from it. Amen.


