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STUDY TEN:  BECOMING A BIBLICAL CHRISTIAN
INTRODUCTION

A.  The title of this study is “Becoming a Biblical Christian.  In one sense it might seem to be a redundancy to say “biblical Christian.”  You know what a redundancy is, don’t you?  It’s saying the same thing twice.  In writing and literature, it is considered an error or at least a mark of incompetence with our language, a useless repetition.


Here are some examples of redundancies:

“biography of his life”

“consensus of opinion”

“cooperate together”

“final completion”

“habitual custom”

“basic essentials” (or “important essentials”)

“large in size”

“puzzling in nature”

“repeat again”

“return again”

“square in shape”

“surrounding circumstances”

 
“Becoming a Biblical Christian” may seem redundant because a Christian is one who believes the message of the Bible.  By definition, a Christian must be ‘biblical.’  But from what we have been studying the past couple of weeks, we find that there are many who wish to bear the title of “Christian” but who do not fully accept the Bible as the authoritative Word of God written.  And that same attitude might infect us from time to time, so I want to think with you about what it means to be a biblical Christian.  

B.  I would suggest that becoming a biblical Christian means adopting a particular demeanor or attitude toward the Bible, an attitude that leads to the corresponding activity.  To demonstrate this, I want to consider a portion of the Scriptures, from James 1.  


James is a New Testament book of wisdom, similar to the book of Proverbs in the Old Testament.  In Proverbs we find a contrast between the way of the wisdom of this world (which the Bible calls folly), and the way of God’s wisdom.  Proverbs 14:12 says, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death.”  James picks up on this same theme, contrasting the two ways.  And becoming a biblical Christian means that we reject the way of this world, the way that comes naturally, that seems right to a man, and instead embracing the way of God’s wisdom.  


James begins by contrasting the worldly response to life’s difficulties with the way of God’s wisdom:  “2  Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds…”  The worldly response to these trials is anger and avoidance, perhaps mixed with some complaining and self-pity.  But because the believer knows that God is in control and works through these trials to bring perseverance, he or she can have the striking response of rejoicing in these trials!  “3  for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 4  And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.”

This ability to apply knowledge to life situations is wisdom.  And if you are as yet unable to respond in this way, then you should ask God to give you this wisdom.  “5  If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him. 6  But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind. 7  For that person must not suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; 8  he is a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways.”

And how is the believer to relate to the extremes of the economic scale?  9  Let the lowly brother boast in his exaltation, 10  and the rich in his humiliation, because like a flower of the grass he will pass away.  The poor Christian should boast in his exaltation, in his rich position in Christ.  And the rich Christian should boast or make known that his privileged position in this life is only temporary.  “11  For the sun rises with its scorching heat and withers the grass; its flower falls, and its beauty perishes. So also will the rich man fade away in the midst of his pursuits. 12  Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him.


So where do temptations come from?  Do they also come from God as do trials?  No. “13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one. 14  But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15  Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death. 16  Do not be deceived, my beloved brothers. 17  Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change.”  


In fact, we see the incredible goodness of God in the new birth, the cure to our evil nature and wicked tendencies.  “18  Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of truth, that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.”  Notice that this new birth, being “brought forth” is accomplished through the “word of truth.”  
I. THE NEW BIRTH COMES THROUGH THE WORD.


So here we find our first principle with respect to becoming a ‘biblical Christian.’  It begins by being born again through the Word of God.  The new life begins with the Word.  

That’s why a wise church will be constantly teaching, explaining, preaching, and proclaiming the Word of God.  We are told over and over in Scripture that the new birth comes through the instrument of the Word of God.  


Becoming a biblical Christian, then, begins by being born again through the Word.  And…
II. CONTINUED GROWTH COMES THROUGH THE WORD.  


Now here’s where we get into the thick of it.  James forbids the anger of man.  “19 Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20 for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness that God requires.”  What is this anger? Against whom is it directed?  Look again at verse 2, verse 9, verse 13, and look ahead at verse 21.  Why would a believer be tempted to become angry, and angry at whom?  


The anger is directed at God.  Anger is a common response to trials.  Anger is a common response to poverty, especially when others have it easy compared to you.  And when we are tempted (and fall into sin) we might become angry with God and somehow try to blame that temptation on God.  After all, if he sends trials, perhaps he sends temptations as well, right?  


What are we to do rather than get angry at God and blame him for our troubles? Verse 21 says, “Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls.”  


So here we find our second principle of becoming a biblical Christian.  It is to receive the Word with meekness.   

John Calvin writes:  “Having then set before us the goodness of God, he shews how it becomes us to be prepared to receive the blessing which he exhibits towards us. And this doctrine is very useful, for spiritual generation is not a work of one moment. Since some remnants of the old man ever abide in us, we must necessarily be through life renewed, until the flesh be abolished; for either our perverseness, or arrogance, or sloth, is a great impediment to God in perfecting in us his work. Hence, when James would have us to be swift to hear, he commends promptitude, as though he had said, "When God so freely and kindly presents himself to you, you also ought to render yourselves teachable, lest your slowness should cause him to desist from speaking."

So the attitude we must adopt toward the Word is one of meekness, a teachable spirit.  Let me put it a bit too bluntly.  We need to shut up and listen to God.  All our anger, shouting, tirades, and outbursts do not produce the righteousness God requires.  Rather, it is in putting away all that filthiness and wickedness, and meekly receiving the Word, which the Holy Spirit implants in our hearts.  

The 1960s were a reactionary time from the cold, closed, and emotionally constrained time of the 1950s.  It became fashionable in the 60s to share all of your feelings, to “let it all hang out.”  The growing popularity of psychology and psychotherapy led to various kinds of “encounter groups” in which people sat in circles and shared personal stories, often expressing deep emotion, either positive or negative.  “Honesty” meant that you had to tell people exactly what you thought about and felt toward them at that moment, no matter how unflattering it may have been.


This popular trend made its way into the church as it usually does, only a decade or more too late after popular culture has moved on to something else.  Many small groups that actually studied the Bible were transformed into Christian encounter groups in which study was replaced with “sharing.”  Or they became “support groups” much like alcoholics anonymous groups.  The focus was mostly on our feelings, getting in touch with our feelings.  And one result of this movement within the churches was that Christians were now expected to be brutally honest with God.  If they were angry with God, they were supposed to tell him that, “Go ahead, he’s big enough to take it!”  Getting it off your chest was supposed to make you feel better and help you cope with your stresses.  

I’ve done some research on this kind of psychological approach that emphasizes the dramatic release of emotions.  Encounter groups, for example, where people sat in circles and “got real” with each other, often did more harm that good.  Radical kinds of psychotherapy, like Arthur Janov’s Primal Scream therapy, most often made people more neurotic.  What the research suggests is that this forceful expression of emotions, especially anger and rage, do not really release it, like pulling the regulator off a steam pressure cooker.  Instead, this expression of anger often creates more anger and rage.  So psychologically-speaking, this “letting it all hang out” may not be all that helpful. 
And biblically, spiritually speaking this trendy kind of “being honest” with God and telling him off, especially raging about your anger toward God, is not only discouraged, it is clearly forbidden.  What else could James have meant when he wrote:  “19 Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20  for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness that God requires. 21  Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls.”

So meekness, submission, a trusting, faithful, teachable spirit is required for us to be biblical Christians, to receive the saving word of God.  
III. BECOMING DOERS OF THE WORD.


A.  This truth is not simply to inform, but to transform.  It is not merely understanding, but understanding which leads to skill, to new actions.  “22 But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. 23 For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. 24 For he looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. 25 But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he will be blessed in his doing.”

B.  The Word of God is to have a living, lasting impact.  It is not merely for our education, but for our edification.  James likens the Word to a mirror.  Most of us don’t look in a mirror to see how great we look but to see how bad we look and what we can possibly do to fix it.  The truth is that I try to stay away from mirrors because I know it’s hopeless and it only makes me depressed.  


The Word of God is like a mirror.  It shows us what we could not possibly see without it.  It sets before us God’s way, what God requires.  This keeps us close to Christ for forgiveness, because we realize that we are terrible failures.  But it also shows us what needs to be repaired with God’s help, in our thoughts and attitudes, our words and actions.  And we need a regular, systematic intake of God’s Word, to keep on overturning our default mode of the way that seems right, what comes natural. It needs to be replaced with God’s truth, with a steady stream of God’s Word to wash out all the junk and filth and garbage from our minds and to give us the mind of Christ.  


This is precisely what the Apostle Paul writes of in a well-known text from Romans 12:  “1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2  Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.”

So surrender your life to God.  It belongs to him anyhow; he made you.  And then let him renew and repair your messed-up mind with his Word.  Stop being conformed to this world, the way that seems right to a man, and be transformed, acquire the skill that comes from understanding, to live a new life, according to the pattern of God’s Word.  
IV. BIBLICAL IN TWO DIRECTIONS.

And this will express itself in two directions, both a positive and a negative.  “26  If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this person’s religion is worthless. 27  Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world.”

What is the positive response recorded in verse 27:  “to visit orphans and widows in their affliction.” 

What is the negative response in the same verses?  to keep oneself unstained from the world.”


So here we have the bottom line, the evidence that one is truly a biblical Christian.  The Word is received meekly, with a teachable spirit, the Word is enacted, put into practice, and this both in a positive and negative sense.  (
22  But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. 23  For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. 24  For he looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. 25  But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he will be blessed in his doing. 26  If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this person’s religion is worthless. 27  Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained from the world.”
But inasmuch as we do not calmly hear God speaking to us, when we seem to ourselves to be very wise, but by our haste interrupt him when addressing us, the Apostle requires us to be silent, to be slow to speak. And, doubtless, no one can be a true disciple of God, except he hears him in silence. He does not, however, require the silence of the Pythagorean school, so that it should not be right to inquire whenever we desire to learn what is necessary to be known; but he would only have us to correct and restrain our forwardness, that we may not, as it commonly happens, unseasonably interrupt God, and that as long as he opens his sacred mouth, we may open to him our hearts and our ears, and not prevent him to speak. 

Slow to wrath. Wrath also, I think, is condemned with regard to the hearing which God demands to be given to him, as though making a tumult it disturbed and impeded him, for God cannot be heard except when the mind is calm and sedate. Hence, he adds, that as long as wrath bears rule there is no place for the righteousness of God. In short, except the heat of contention be banished, we shall never observe towards God that calm silence of which he has just spoken.  
    19 ¶  Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20  for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness that God requires. 21  Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls. 

A.  To attain to God’s wisdom, God himself must reveal it to us.  It must come from God’s self-revelation.  And that’s what we find in the Bible.  The Bible is the Word of God.  It is God’s Word, his words, his self-revelation to us.  The only place we can unlearn our default mode, the way that seems right to a man (which ends in death) and learn God’s way (which leads to life) is in the Scriptures. 


Again, that’s what James tells us.  Part of this we saw last week.  As an expression of God’s stunning goodness, he solved the problem of our evil within by giving the new birth.  “18  Of his own will he brought us forth by the word of truth, that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures.”


B. That being born again by the word of truth is the beginning of life within us, the beginning of the overturning and eventual eradication of evil.  So how do we respond to this new birth?  We shut up and listen to his Word.  “19 Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20 for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness that God requires. 21 Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls.”  


So God’s wisdom comes from his Word.  And we are to receive it with meekness, humbly, gratefully, receiving from God his truth which is able to save us.  

II. BEING DOERS OF THE WORD.


A.  Now you can see how this fits so well.  This truth is not simply to inform, but to transform.  It is not merely understanding, but understanding which leads to skill, to new actions.  “22 But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. 23 For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. 24 For he looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. 25 But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he will be blessed in his doing.”

B.  The Word of God is to have a living, lasting impact.  It is not merely for our education, but for our edification.  James likens the Word to a mirror.  Most of us don’t look in a mirror to see how great we look but to see how bad we look and what we can possibly do to fix it.  The truth is that I try to stay away from mirrors because I know it’s hopeless and it only makes me depressed.  


The Word of God is like a mirror.  It shows us what we could not possibly see without it.  It sets before us God’s way, what God requires.  This keeps us close to Christ for forgiveness, because we realize that we are terrible failures.  But it also shows us what needs to be repaired with God’s help, in our thoughts and attitudes, our words and actions.  And we need a regular, systematic intake of God’s Word, to keep on overturning our default mode of the way that seems right, what comes natural. It needs to be replaced with God’s truth, with a steady stream of God’s Word to wash out all the junk and filth and garbage from our minds and to give us the mind of Christ.  


This is precisely what the Apostle Paul writes of in a well-known text from Romans 12:  “1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2  Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.”

So surrender your life to God.  It belongs to him anyhow; he made you.  And then let him renew and repair your messed-up mind with his Word.  Stop being conformed to this world, the way that seems right to a man, and be transformed, acquire the skill that comes from understanding, to live a new life, according to the pattern of God’s Word.  

III. INTAKE OF GOD’S WORD.


A.  Now what this means, men, is that you need to be in the regular study of God’s Word, and much as time will allow. You need to be reading God’s Word and talking it over with him on a daily basis.  And you need to be a part of a church that regularly, systematically teaches and preaches God’s Word.  God has given men to the church who are especially gifted in this, and he intends that we make use of them.  


B.  Now I need to say this carefully.  Men, some churches don’t really teach God’s Word very much any more.  If you go to a church and the preacher is talking about politics, or seems to be giving advice from his own life experience, then maybe you need to look on.  If you go to a church and listen to the preacher and if you cannot right away see that what he is saying is coming from specific texts in the Bible, then keep going.  You don’t need politics, or wise advice, or lots of jokes and stories (entertainment).  You need God’s Word.  


And you need to be in a regular, face-to-face Bible study with others, like in a church Sunday School class, or something like that.  Sunday School is not for sissies, not just for women and children.  The men I know who are real, godly men, growing in Christ all attend church every Sunday and participate in Sunday School, either as students or as teaching.  Think about it, that notion that Sunday School is just for women and children seems quite natural to a man.  In fact, it is a part of that “way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death.”


C.  And some of you might be thinking, “But I shouldn’t need all this study, I should just get this naturally.”  No, no, no.  What you get naturally is the way that seems right to a man, but it ends in death.”  


Imagine a young person wanting to be an engineer.  But instead of enrolling in Dordt College as an engineering major, he simply says, “I should get this.  It should come naturally.”  The kindest thing we can say about a person like that is that he is an idiot.  


We do not get God’s wisdom naturally.  We need the steady intake of God’s supernatural wisdom, his self revelation in his Word, receiving “with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls.”  

REVIEW


In the present-day church there are three basic understandings of the doctrine of Scripture.  


1.  The historic, orthodox view.


2.  The 19th century liberalism view.


3.  The 20th century neo-orthodox view

Let me illustrate each.  This illustration is not original.  


A.  The Historic, Orthodox View of Scripture.  Suppose you go to a garage sale and one of the items offered is a 1000-piece jigsaw puzzle in a plain, brown box.  And you think, this is a wonderful challenge because I have no picture.  So you ask the proprietor of the garage sale, “Are all of the pieces in the box?”  They assure you that they are.  So you buy it.  


But they did not tell the truth.  When you finish putting the puzzle together you find that there are some missing pieces.  Now most of it’s there.  You can see the big picture and many of the fine points.  But there are some questions about some of the details.  And since you see most of the picture you can make some guesses as to what the rest of it may be.  


This is an illustration of the historic, orthodox view of Scripture.  God has spoken in the Bible and all of his words are true and trustworthy.  But God has not told us everything.  We can be sure about what he has said, and we can make some educated guesses about other matters.  This historic view is summarized in the Westminster Confession of Faith which says in part:  “The whole counsel of God, concerning all things necessary for his own glory, man's salvation, faith, and life, is either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence may be deduced from Scripture: unto which nothing at any time is to be added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or traditions of men.”

B.  The 19th Century Liberalism View.  Now the view of Nineteenth Century Theological Liberalism is also that the person at the garage sale lied, but in a more extensive way.  Not only were not all the pieces in the box, but there were many other puzzle pieces mixed in.  These were not a part of the true puzzle, and so your task becomes more complicated.  You have to sort through all the pieces, discard those which are not true puzzle pieces, and then try to put the rest of the pieces together.  

According to nineteenth century liberalism the Bible is a mixed bag with some truth but a lot of error.  At this time in Germany numerous books were published with the word “wessen” or “essence” in their title.  “What is the essence of the Christian faith?”  Not, “what do God’s Words in Scripture teach us?” but “If we strip away the husk and keep the kernel of truth in the Bible, what is its essence?”  About this same time scholars introduced the science of comparative religion, which taught that all religions are basically the same, and so we need to look for that which is common to all.  That is the essence of religion (which explains why many Christian colleges that used to have a theology department [for study of the Christian faith] now have a “religion” department [for study of comparative religion]).  

But notice what happens to Scripture in this.  Any of God’s Words that don’t seem to fit the template of what you consider the “essence” of religion get discarded as husk or chaff or mere human observations, clouded by the patriarchal culture of biblical times.  With this view of Scripture, the Bible can support whatever I already believe, and whenever it contradicts what I think, I can dispense with it as “husk” and not “kernel”.


Nineteenth century theological liberalism was very optimistic and envisioned all religions pulling together and rallying around the essence of the universal fatherhood of God and the universal brotherhood of man.  Then came a world event that shattered all its naïve and simplistic optimism:  the raw brutality of World War I.  

C.  The Neo-Orthodox View.  The neo-orthodox (or “new orthodox”) view of Scripture was devised in a reaction to liberalism.  Its chief proponents were the Swiss theologians Karl Barth and  Emil Brunner.  Barth read deeply in the writings of the reformers Luther and Calvin.  He concluded that the only thing that could explain our world was that sin had radically affected our race and that our only hope was through an encounter with the risen Christ.  This was not the old orthodoxy, however.  Barth attempted to keep the traditional themes of sin and salvation through Christ, but also to appreciate the insights of modern scholarship.  

So, using our jigsaw puzzle analogy, in the neo-orthodox view, the puzzle pieces are ALL false.  Scripture is entirely the fallible word of human beings.  But somehow, through the Scriptures we have an existential encounter with the living Word of God, Jesus.  The Bible is not the Word of God, only Jesus is.  The words of the Bible only matter insofar as they mediate Jesus, the living Word, to us.  


This view is quite common in our day.  I would suggest you will find remnants of this view on local college campuses and churches.  

The main problem with neo-orthodoxy is that it is entirely subjective.  Since its truths cannot be verified because its main document is admittedly fallible, who’s to say it’s true or false?  And what about those who claim to have encountered God through other religions or who understand God in another way?  Who’s to say they’re wrong and you are right?


But there are even more modifications to the authority of Scripture among those who claim to be evangelicals today.  (Most of what I’ll say I’m taking from David Wells’ book, The Courage to be Protestant:  Truth-lovers, Marketers, and Emergents in the Postmodern Word.
I.  UPDATING OBJECTIONABLE IMAGES.  


A.  Wells points to the evangelical I. Howard Marshall’s 2004 book, Beyond the Bible:  Moving from Scripture to Theology. In this book Marshall considered ways that Christianity has “developed” across the ages.  The important point was that Marshall asserted that “some of the images Jesus used to speak of God in the parables are simply unacceptable today, such as God being compared to a jailer (Mat. 18:34) and presiding over a hell (Luke 16:25, 28), or killing people (Luke 19:27).  These images are incredible to us now, even if Jesus did use them, and the reason is that the Spirit has been enlightening our minds since then.  The Holy Spirit himself is liberating us from some of the very revelation he gave in the course of history!  In this sense, under the Spirit’s leading, biblical truth is evolving.  We are, in some ways, moving beyond the New Testament, he argues.” (85)


B.  So, in terms of our jigsaw puzzle illustration, the puzzle pieces were all true pieces at one point.  But now, after we put the puzzle together, we have a duty to pull out some of the sections of the puzzle and replace them with new images.  The puzzle maker has been updating the picture, and we need to adjust it accordingly.    


This view suffers from the same problems as theological liberalism and neo-orthodoxy.  The Bible is no longer the standard by which we assess our thinking and believing, but our thinking and believing becomes the standard by which we update the Bible.  
II. FINISHING THE STORY GOD STARTED.

A.  David Wells then discusses the views of evangelical New Testament Scholar, N.T. Wright.  He says that he is more adventurous than I. Howard Marshall since he “disengages the authority of God from the authority of Scripture rather more radically.  In different ways and in different places he mocks the idea that Scripture contains timeless, unchanging truths or that it was ever meant to do so.  The authority of God today is experienced as something other than the authority of Scripture.  This was his thesis in The Last Word:  Beyond the Bible Wars to a New Understanding of the Authority of Scripture.  Wright offers a baffling illustration to make the point.  Suppose a lost Shakespeare play were found today.  Four of the acts have survived but we know that originally it had five acts.  What would we do?  Would we not try to create the fifth act as faithfully as we could so that the play could run its course?  That is our situation in the church today.  We do not have the fifth act of God’s revelation, the one for our present moment.


“The problem with this, of course, is that the fifth act to Shakespeare’s play could be written in any number of ways with any number of outcomes.  So it would be with Scripture had God left us to our own wits.”  (85-86)  

B.  So back to our jigsaw puzzle illustration.  When we put the pieces together, we don’t get much of a picture.  But that’s OK because we already have a good idea of what the picture is too look like.  So we can fill it out for ourselves.  And in this image, the authority of God’s Word is not really in the puzzle pieces (the Scripture), but is found somewhere else.  The Scripture is not really an authority any more.  

III. SCRIPTURE AS SPRINGBOARD TO SOMETHING BETTER. 


A.  Next, Wells examines the views of emergent church leader, Rob Bell.  “Bell’s (book) Velvet Elvis, for example, distinguishes between Scripture as a trampoline and Scripture as a brick wall.  The doctrines of Scripture are like the spring sin a trampoline that propel us upward in our journey with God.  However, as trampoline jumpers know, the direction in which they are propelled is a tad unpredictable.  So it is in life.  We can say only what ‘seems’ to be right in terms of what we should believe and do.  We have to make our way in our own way, having been projected by Scripture.


“Scripture, to change the image, is not about living in a brick world where nothing changes and where one brick dislodged in the doctrinal wall may threatened to bring down the whole edifice of Christian life.  It is not about having one painting, to change the image again, that we carry all the time.  No. It is, Bell says, about making our own paintings through our own explorations as we move along.  So, to go back to trampolines, would it matter if we took one or more springs out?  Such as the Trinity and the virgin birth of Christ, for example?  Clearly not, he thinks, so long as there are still enough springs to get us airborne.” (86)


B.  In terms of our jigsaw puzzle illustration, the individual pieces in the box are not of great importance, nor is the completed puzzle.  What is of importance is that some of the pieces inspire us to go on and paint our own picture.  It’s hard to see how this could be called ‘evangelical’ any more.  It would seem that this goes beyond even neo-orthodoxy, since neo-orthodoxy affirmed a common core of theological beliefs even if it had no foundation for them.  This view of emergents like Bell would seemingly create a personalized religious experience, largely unrelated or disconnected from others.  This would play well to the extreme individualism of postmodernism, but the “church” that results from it would hardly be a church in the biblical sense of the word.  
IV.  A CHURCH FOR THOSE WHO HAVE ABANDONED TRUTH.


A.  Wells interacts with one of the founders of the emergent movement, Brian McLaren.  “Neo, the hipster in McLaren’s A New Kind of Christian, indulges in the generational conceit that the world when it was modern in a the 1960s was adolescent whereas by the 1990s it was all grown up.  What evangelicals believed then, they can no longer believe now.  This would be fine if the only thing that Neo, a McLaren look-alike in the book, was rejecting was Enlightenment rationalism.  But it is not.  Neo wants a whole new framework in which we ask, not which religion is true, but which religion is good.  Elsewhere McLaren has said that theology is all about the searching, not about the finding.  Once we understand, he says that we cannot know truth in an objective way, our whole perspective on life changes.” (86)  To this last point Wells heartily agrees.  


B.  Here is where our jigsaw puzzle image takes a bizarre turn.  It doesn’t really matter whether the pieces of the puzzle are true or spurious because the goal has changed.  No longer is the goal to put the puzzle pieces together in the way they belong, to assemble the pieces in order to lead to the picture.  There is no picture to be assembled.  Individual puzzle pieces may be selected from this puzzle or from any puzzle, provided that we judge the pieces themselves to be good puzzle pieces, and provided that we never really try to put them all together into some kind of unified picture.  There is no picture.  The point is in selecting the pieces and discussing the pieces.  What matters most is my picture.  
CONCLUSION  


Wells draws the connections between these new views of Scripture.  “A line connects Marshall and Wright to Bell and McLaren.  It is that the authority of God functions separately from the written Scriptures.  Marshall thinks the Spirit has liberated us from some who what is in Scripture; Wright thinks the Scriptures never were to function as absolute truth in our world in the first place; Bell thinks the Scriptures simply send us on our way to do our own thing; McLaren thinks historic faith needs to be deconstructed for postmoderns so that the baggage of enduring truth can be dropped.


 “The common thread across this broad front is that Scripture cannot be fully authoritative at the level of its functioning in the life of the church today.  We are in fact autonomous, freed from its language and constraints as we shape our own understanding, in  our own way, in the postmodern world.  At the end of the day Christianity is about filling out my story, being propelled into the (post) modern world.  It is not about our fitting into the Bible’s narrative.  It is not about seeing it as an objective framework of truth.  Why not? Because that does not sit well either with the (post)modern autonomous self or with the (post)modern world.  Here is the postmodern preoccupation with the self into which the whole of reality has been contracted, the self at the center of the universe and, despite all the Christian words that are spattered around, actually refusing to be part of God’s objective narrative.” 
____________________________________________________________________________________________


