Lay Reader Sermon Series I

The Second Sunday in Advent

psalter:
Psalm 119:1-16
1st lesson:
Isaiah 55
2nd lesson:
Romans 15:4-13

The Interpretation of the Scriptures

Today is commonly called. "Bible Sunday" because of the Collect for the day and the first verse of the Epistle. A relevant topic for today is the question of the interpretation of the Scriptures.
All Christians would agree on the great importance of the Bible in the life of God's people. But there can be some basic differences in thinking about the matter of interpreting the Scriptures, of saying what they mean.
In the sixteenth century, Martin Luther stated one approach. In a debate with a Roman Catholic theologian, Luther took the position that the final authority on the teachings of Christianity is the Bible as interpreted by each individual under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The authority of Church and Council was rejected, and the right of every Christian to interpret Scripture by the guidance of his own conscience, under the influence of the Spirit, was asserted.
But there is another way, which realizes the value of the use of the Bible by every Christian, but at the same time respects the Church in its teaching capacity, and looks to her for guidance in understanding the meaning of Scripture. It is the method set forth by a fifth century teacher, Vincent of Lerins. He pointed out that the canon of Scripture was complete, but that there were sometimes as many different interpretations as there were people trying to explain the meaning of the Bible. In a situation like this, where could a member of the Church look for guidance?
Vincent answered with this rule or guide: "Now in the . . . Church itself we take the greatest care to hold that which has been believed everywhere, always and by all."
"That which has been believed . . . everywhere" – Vincent said that this was the test of universality; we follow this standard when we "acknowledge that one Faith to be true which the whole Church throughout the world confesses."
"That which has been believed . . . always" – this is the test of antiquity; we follow this standard "If we in no wise depart from those interpretations which it is clear that our ancestors and fathers proclaimed."
"That which has been believed . . . by all" – this last test is the standard of consent; we follow it if, when we look back to see what the leaders of the Church have taught, "we keep following the definitions and opinions of all, or certainly nearly all, bishops and doctors alike."
This way of interpreting Scripture is the approach used by the Church of England and by those parts of the Anglican Communion which have tried to remain faithful to Scripture, including the Anglican Catholic Church. It is an approach that remembers that as Christians we do not follow our Lord in isolation from other members of the Church, but that we are all part of one tremendous fellowship, one in which we try to live and worship by the Scriptures, and support and sustain one another in the faith.
Saint Peter put the matter this way: "No prophecy of scripture is a matter of one's own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by the impulse of man, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God" (II Peter 1:20-21).
These "men moved by the Holy Spirit" to speak from God were all members of the people of God. So to put Vincent's test another way, we can say that we must interpret the Bible in the context of the Church, because the Church, "moved by the Holy Spirit," wrote the Scriptures. The Old Testament, the Apocrypha and the New Testament are books of a people. They were produced by and for God's people. Each one of us should use – we have the great blessing of using – the Scriptures in our private and family prayers and devotions. But to understand them most fully, and to grow most in the faith, we must also be a believing and practicing member of the fellowship whose members wrote the Bible.
Likewise, we have the right to expect that those who interpret the Bible for us should be practicing and believing members of the Church, and trained in what they are called to do. Some appeal to authority, to those trained and authorized by the Church to teach and preach, is justified in our life together as Christians. If we are sick, we consult a doctor; if we have a legal problem, we see an attorney; and so on. In all of life, we call on specialists, on those trained in their areas of responsibility. We can do the same when we are trying to understand the meaning of Scripture, and to apply its teachings to our life together.
The Church trains her clergy in interpretation of Scripture; commissions them to teach and preach from the Bible; expects them to continue their studies of God's Word throughout their lives; and to apply the Scriptures to themselves and their families and live by their teachings. The service of Ordination to the Priest- hood is very clear on all of this, and says, in words addressed to the Ordinands: "Consider how studious ye ought to be in reading and. learning the Scriptures" (Book of Common Prayer, page 541); "Are you determined, out of the said Scriptures to instruct the people committed to your charge?" (Ibid, page 542); "Will you be diligent to frame and fashion your own selves, and your families, according to the Doctrine of Christ?" (Ibid).
"Nothing will vitalize our spiritual lives as much as consistent reading of the Word of God," someone has said. In our public and private reading of the Scriptures, if we have the expectation that the Church, through her appointed teachers, will help us to grow in our understanding and application of what we read.
A story about Philip the Evangelist, in the eighth chapter of Acts, illustrates a great deal of what we are thinking about. Philip was one of the first seven Deacons, who had been chosen for their work by the members of the Church in Jerusalem and or- dained by the Apostles themselves, He and others were driven out of Jerusalem in the persecution that arose after the martyrdom of St. Stephen, and he took this as an opportunity to preach the Gospel. On one occasion, he was on the highway that went south from Jerusalem to Gaza; and on the way, he met an official from the court of Ethiopia who had been to the Holy City to worship. Philip heard the man reading some words from the 53rd chapter of the book of the Prophet Isaiah: "As a sheep led to the slaughter or a lamb before its shearer is dumb, so he opens not his mouth. In his humiliation justice was denied him, Who can describe his generation? For his life is taken up from the earth." "Do you understand what you are reading?" Philip asked him. The official answered, "How can I, unless someone guides me?"
Then beginning with this passage of Scripture, Philip "told him the good news of Jesus." The official believed in the Lord; and as they went along the road, they came to an oasis; the man requested baptism, and received it from Philip. A teacher, trained and appointed by the leaders of the Christian fellowship, interpreted Scripture to this man, and led him into life in this fellowship.
Inspired by the Scriptures and guided by the Church, the Ethiopian official embraced, and we trust, ever held fast, "the blessed hope of everlasting life." May God grant that we will always do likewise.
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