Spiritual Formation

Lecture 12 Study Notes – November 18, 2008

Spiritual Readings
1. Nature and Function of Scripture:   For Christians, short of worshiping the Bible, it is hard to over-estimate the importance of scripture in the Christian’s life.  As Southern Baptists, we have been debating the very nature of scripture ever since I’ve gotten out of Seminary which was 1978.  Over the years, the Southern Baptist Convention has adopted the following statement about scripture in The Baptist Faith and Message by Hershel Hobbs: 

“The Holy Bible was written by men divinely inspired and is the record of God’s revelation of Himself to man.  It is a perfect treasure of divine instruction. It has God for its author, salvation for its end, and truth, without any mixture of error, for its matter. It reveals the principles by which God judges us; and therefore is, and will remain to the end of the world, the center of Christian union, and the supreme standard by which all human conduct, creeds, and religious opinions should be tried. The criterion by which the Bible is to be interpreted is Jesus Christ.”
2. My purpose this evening is not to debate Hobbs’ understanding of the nature of scripture, however, I do find that Hobbs has left out a very important aspect of Holy Writ—that is the value of scripture for Spiritual Formation. 

3. The spiritual reading of Holy Scriptures has to be one of core disciplines for guiding our transformation into the image of Christ.  Hebrews 4:12, “For the word of God is living and active.  Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.”

4. Scripture is not God, but it is the alive and inspired, active and productive representative of God’s will for mankind.  It is not as some of our people choose to believe dull, dead, and boring.  It is the written word of God that goes hand and hand with the Living word of God—Jesus Christ.
  

5. We all have our world view, our perceptual frameworks that shape our lives in the world we live in.  The Bible refers to these frameworks of thought as the bondage of sin, worldly points of view, living in the flesh and not according to the Spiritual, the old sinful man or self, and etc. 

6. These natural and sinful frameworks become our prisons.  We are living in darkness and sin and we cannot even begin to realize just how hopeless our situation is apart from Jesus Christ.  One of the roles of the scripture in spiritual formation is to liberate us from that bondage.  But, as Robert Mulholland, Jr. says in his book Shaped by the Word: The Power of Scripture in Spiritual Formation (page 33), “Not only does scripture liberate us from the bondage of our perceptual framework, but at the same time it develops and nurtures within us a transformed and ever-expanding perceptual dynamic of wholeness wherein we find fullness of life in three primal relationships: with God, with, self, with other.”  I might add with a fourth—creation. 

7. Let’s look at some of the different meanings behind the “word of God” and how they form a theology related to spiritual formation.  First is Genesis 1, how does God create his creation.  His creation is always spoken into being:  “Let there be… and there was….” God speaks everything into creation, including mankind.  In case that is not as clear as we would expect it to be in Genesis, let’s fast forward to the New Testament. 

8. In Ephesians 1:4 Paul writes: “For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight.” According to Mulholland (page 34), the word “chose” is composed from two Greek words, “ek” which is the preposition “out of” or “forth from” and lektos, which comes from lego, or “to speak.”  Hence to “chose” is to “spoke forth.”  God has “spoke forth” each of us, from the very beginning of creation.  I remember as a child when we chose sides for a ballgame, each team would speak or chose the name of another player.  Thus Paul is saying that God “spoke us forth in Christ before the foundation of the world that we should be holy and blameless before in love.” I guess we could say that God spoke us forth to be on “His team” before the creation of the world to be “conformed to the image of His Son.” (Romans 8: 29)

9. In a sense I am, you are, a “word” of God spoken into existence a long, long time ago.  Someone once wrote: “You are the breath of God, and God is right now breathing you.”  Genesis two uses the image of God “breathing” us into existence.  So we are in a sense God’s breath or God’s word which brings us forth to be made into the image of God. 

10. Another use of the “Word” with a capital w is one in which we are all familiar with.  John 1:1, obviously patterned after the creation account of Genesis 1, is “Word” with that capital “W”.   This is the incarnational word of God.  The literal “Word” becoming flesh in Jesus of Nazareth (John 1:14).

11. Another scripture that bears this out is Jesus riding on a great white horse, and one of the names that Jesus is called is “the Word of God (Revelation 19).”  

12. If you recall in this scripture, Jesus as the Word of God has a “sharp two edged sword coming out of his mouth.”  It is no accident that our scripture in Hebrews 4:12 says that the word of God, the written word of God, is like “a sharp two edged sword” as well.

13. It is our belief that by believing in Jesus Christ, our “word” that represents us is being transformed and changed by the eternal Word of God. Our lives or our word is literally being shaped by the divine word, in the flesh Jesus Christ.  

14. It is also believed that the written word of God cuts and shapes our lives as well.  Look again at Hebrews 4:12, what does it mean when it says: “joints and marrow?”   Joint is that which unites things, such an arm and shoulder.  It holds our arm and our torso together in a proper working relationship.  The word “marrow” stands for something which is at the heart of a matter, such at the center of our bones.  The “word of God” is a sharp two edged sword that opens us up and exposes who we really are concerning the intentions of our hearts.  

15. Look at verse 13, “nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight.  Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account.”  Hence scripture is like a divine scalpel which in the hands of a living God which “lays bare who we really are” so that the Living Word of God might bring healing and freedom to the ones in which have been spoken forth.

16. A definition of the Word of God in the broadest sense might be “the action of the presence, the purpose, and the power of God in the midst of human life (Mulholland, page 41).”  It is God calling forth and sustaining all of life and creation according to His Word.  His Word is His working, developing, moving, and creating life toward the purposes of His divine will.  

17. Holy Writ is a distillation and therefore a concentration of this all encompassing power and will of God, in a wonderful living love letter written to a creation created in His image. 

18. The purpose spelled out of the Holy Writ is seen in 2 Timothy 3:16.  He writes: “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.”

19. It is interesting that the God breathing that has brought forth both you and scripture is now continuing to bring forth you in the image of Christ.  There is a dual mode of moving us forward in Christ—scripture and Christ (Spirit).  And when this occurs four things are present:

20. One, an encounter with the “Word”, but Christ and Scripture is profitable for teaching.  For there to be teaching of any kind there has to be a letting down of barriers, or the breaking in of something intrusive so that we can learn.  Not many of us are sponges that are willing to soak up anything and everything that God wants us to learn. In fact, most of the time we are really hard-headed and God has to break into our lives in order to teach us.  Scripture is one way that cuts deep into who we really are, and begins to teach us.  

21. Hence forth, we stand in reproof and correction.  When we are sufficiently reproved, we begin to see who we really are and who God really is.    The Greek word “correction” refers to the making straight or whole of something that was going in the wrong direction and by nature is deficient.  Hence this presents us an opportunity for obedience that will get us moving in the right direction, experiencing the healing that we so desperately need. 

22. Training carries with it the notion of a child being brought from infancy to adulthood, as a parent would train a son or daughter to become a mature and responsible citizen. 

23. Look now in verse 17, “so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”  Literally so that you and I might be made complete.   It means that we might be made to fulfill the function that we were created for.  Thus the purpose of the “word of God” is to shape us into being all that God has spoken us to be—the heart of spiritual formation.

24. Now how do we go about reading the word of God?  I’ve got a pet peeve when it comes to reading the Bible.  In fact, as far as I am concerned, there is only one thing that is worse than not reading the Bible at all, and that is reading the Bible though in a year.  

25. When it comes to reading the Bible, it is less how much or what someone reads, than how one reads it.   We live in an informational society so that all we are looking for is to be well-informed.  We seek more information (new facts, knowledge, new techniques, new methods, new systems, new programs) in order to improve our functional control of our environment.  

26. Informational reading seeks to do a number of things: one, cover as much as possible as quickly as possible.

27. Two, informational reading is linear.  Moving from a to z!  Most interpreters of Revelation do not realize that the events of chapter 17-22 are intended to be seen as three facets of a single profound vision.  Some feel John’s vision is a holistic revelation of consequences of God’s judgment in Jesus Christ seen from three different ways.  

28. Third, in informational reading we seek to master the text.  However, those of us who study the Bible know that the Bible can never be mastered.  Even if we were to live a thousand lifetimes we wouldn’t know everything we need to know about the Bible. 

29. Fourth, a characteristic of informational reading is that there is an object out there that we must know and therefore control.  You can never control God.

30. Fifth, informational reading is characterized by a problem solving mentality.  Hence, in many people understanding of the Bible and of God there is no mystery.  Everything is knowable.

31. People who read the Bible informationally, or read it to get through it in 360 days, are not leaving enough space for God to speak to them.  There is a race or a competition to get from one end to the other to master it.  We can never master the word of God, it must master us.

32. Reading the Bible informationally is more like reading into it, the bias, and presuppositions that we bring to it.  Thomas Merton wrote:  “In order to read the Bible honestly, we have to avoid entrenching ourselves behind official positions (like believing only traditional Southern Baptist doctrine), whether religious or cultural, whether for or against the Bible itself.”  This is a criticism of liberalism as well as conservatism—see other Merton quotes on page 52.  This entrenchment, no matter what it is, will keep us from seeking the truth, no matter how it is for our spiritual well-being.  

33. For more on the merits of formational reading of the Bible, see Mulholland page 53-60.
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