
“The Scriptures”                                                                     February 1, 2015 
John 5:31-47 !
SI:  John writes that the purpose of this Gospel is that you may know that Jesus is 
the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name. 
!
INTRO:  Let me tell you two stories, and you’ll see the common threads. 
The first I heard from a seminary professor of mine, Jerram Barrs, an Englishman. 
   It was about some friends of his back in England, a fine Christian couple. 
But when this man and woman were young they were hopeless drug addicts.  
   They drifted from place to place and in wanderings found an abandoned house. 
   It had no electricity, no water, it was full of garbage— 
   but it was a place to crash where nobody would bother them.   !
One day among all the garbage they found an old booklet. 
   It was a daily devotional booklet, something like Our Daily Bread. 
   Each page had a Bible verse, some comments and questions and a prayer. 
So since they didn’t have anything else to do, every day,  
   between their drug binges, they would read one page out loud to each other. 
After several days of reading, they were born again.   !
They didn’t know what had happened, they didn’t have any biblical or theological  
   categories—regeneration, conversion, faith, repentance—none of those. 
The just knew that something had changed  
   and it had something to do with God and they needed to go to church. 
So on a Sunday and went into a nearby village where there was 
   a tiny Salvation Army chapel with just a handful of elderly women. 
And when this unwashed, ragged, hippy couple walked in,  
   those little old ladies embraced them and said, Let us tell you about Jesus.   !
The second story I heard from one of our denominational campus ministers, 
   Ricky Jones, who worked on the campus of Delta State University in Mississippi. 
When he first got there, he started a Bible study.   
   The only people who showed up were eleven freshmen girls, white girls. 
   And one very large African American football player who was called Nitro Joe. 
So Ricky started the study with a question: 
   Do you have to be righteous to go to heaven? !



The question just hung there for a few minutes, and then the freshmen girls 
   started giving some good Sunday school answers— 
   There’s no one is righteous.  Only Jesus is righteous.  You have to trust Jesus. 
Then Nitro Joe said:  Wait a minute.  That’s not the whole picture.  Heb 12:14 says: 
   Without holiness no one will see the Lord. 
And it was like that the whole night.   
   At every point, he was quoting relevant Bible verses word for word.   
So Ricky Jones took him to lunch the next day and said:   
   Tell me about yourself.  You must have grown up in a Christian home. 
   Nitro Joe said:  No.  I never knew my dad.  My mother was hardly around.  
Well, Ricky said:  You must have had some strong believer in your life, 
   some relative or a good church where you were taught you the Bible.   !
Nitro Joe shook his head and said:  I didn’t have anybody like that in my life. 
   Told how he grew up in a bad part of Houston,  
   How everybody he knew was involved crime and promiscuity.     
But when he was seven years old, they moved into a house,  
   and in a closet he found a children’s Bible story book.   
Every night he would read that Bible story book.  He read it over and over. !
Then, in middle school, someone gave him a New Testament. 
   He read that over and over.  Just devoured it.   
Then in high school, someone gave him a whole Bible  
   He started reading the Old Testament.  
And he came to know God and to trust Jesus.   
   He didn’t follow the destructive paths all his relatives followed.   
   He was the first family member to graduate from high school and go to college. !
I would guess that probably none of you here first encountered the Bible that way— 
   just finding it and reading it, not knowing at all what it was. 
Most of you probably had a mom or dad who read you Bible stories, 
   who told you, this is the Bible, this is God’s Word.  It’s about Jesus. 
Or you had a church in your life early on, Sunday school teachers, pastors. 
   Or maybe you had a grandmother who sent cards with Bible verses. 
   That’s the ordinary way:  Other believers introducing the Bible. 
But every so often we hear extraordinary stories like these. 
   And they remind us that the Bible is an extraordinary book. !



That’s what this passage in John is about—it’s about the Bible. 
   In the verses just before this, Jesus says amazing things about himself.  
   He calls himself the Son of God, equal with God.   
   He says he has the power to give life, appointed by Father to judge the world. 
And then he says:  But don’t just take my word for it, my testimony about my self. 
   There is another witness you can trust—that witness is the Scripture. 
Let’s look at this passage under three headings: 
   The doctrine of Scripture, the purpose of Scripture, the abuse of Scripture.   
MP#1  The doctrine of Scripture 
What is the Bible?  First, the Bible does not call itself the Bible. 
Word “Bible” a few times in NT, but just refers to books or scrolls in general.  
   The Scriptures came to be called the Bible because it is the Book of all books.   
But the Bible calls itself the Scripture or Scriptures (singular or plural, both used). 
   The word “scripture” means something that has been written, a writing. !
Whenever the New Testament refers to the Scripture or the Scriptures, 
   or sometimes to the holy Scriptures, it means specifically those Hebrew writings  
   that we call the Old Testament—the 39 books from Genesis to Malachi. 
   That was the only Bible church had until Apostles wrote New Testament. 
Jesus said to the religious leaders:  You diligently study the Scriptures. 
   He was referring to the Old Testament, Genesis through Malachi. 
Same with Paul when he wrote that Timothy had known the holy Scriptures since  
   infancy and that all Scripture is God-breathed.  He meant the Old Testament. !
That statement by Paul is of crucial importance for our doctrine of Scripture. 
It’s printed on the front of the bulletin.  “All Scripture is God-breathed.” 
   For many centuries the church translated that word “God-breathed” as “inspired.” 
   “All Scripture is inspired by God.” 
The problem with that translation is that inspiration means to breathe into. 
   So it suggests that the Scriptures were written first 
   and then God breathed into them some special life or authority. 
Something like when he breathed into Adam the breath of life. !
But the great Princeton scholar BB Warfield changed everybody’s mind  
   about the meaning of this important word. 
Warfield showed that it does not mean “inspired” but “God-breathed.” 
   The difference being that God did not breathe into Scripture some special quality, 
   instead, he breathed the Scriptures themselves out of his mouth.   



And that syncs perfectly with the thousands of times the Bible claims to be 
   a record of what God said, the word of the Lord.  Jesus, vs. 38, “his word.” !
So, what is the Bible?  It’s the Word of God written.  Or the Speech of God written.  
   Have you ever noticed that many places in the Bible 
   God and the Scripture are represented as interchangeable?   
For example, Galatians 3:8 says:   
   The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel  
   in advance to Abraham:  All nations will be blessed by you. 
It wasn’t the Scriptures that made that promise to Abraham.  Hadn’t been written. 
   God himself made that promise to Abraham.  God spoke to him.  Genesis 12. 
   But to say that God says something and Scripture says something, the same thing. 
Another example, Romans 9:17, Paul writes: 
   For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, I raised you up for this very purpose . . .  
It wasn’t actually Scripture that said that to Pharaoh.  Moses said it.   
   He said it to Pharaoh as a message from Lord.  Moses’ words were God’s words. 
   Just as David’s words were God’s words, and Jeremiah’s words God’s words. 
  
We could keep going with numerous examples, but this is the point: 
   What God says and what Scripture says are interchangeable.   
God says, the Lord says, Scriptures says, David says, Moses says, Jesus says— 
   it’s all God’s speech, and it’s all been written for us.  
That’s what you hold in your hands—the very words, the very speech of God. !
Going through old papers, found a short letter my grandmother wrote to me 
   on May 31, 1983 after my high school graduation.  She says . . .  
Nothing profound, but I can picture her and hear her voice. 
   And she loved me so much. !
Another great Presbyterian scholar, Cornelius Van Til said: 
   I have never seen my Lord Jesus Christ, but he has written me a letter. 
Think of the Bible that way.  Dear ____. and put your name after that.   
   Wouldn’t you cherish a letter that came from God?   
Wouldn’t it become worn,  tattered by folding and unfolding, showing it to people? 
   Wouldn’t you ponder the words— 
   knowing he wrote them so you would have a life of goodness and happiness.   
Sometimes you might not listen to all he is saying.   
   Other times you might struggle to understand what he mean.  



But the best times are when you not only understand, but respond appropriately 
   to what he is saying to you—whether it is by sorrow or repentance, 
   or by feeling encouraged and lifted up, 
   or by realizing the truth of something you had forgotten,  
   or by being inspired to live by faith and to practice love.   !
Our doctrine of Scripture is nothing less than that every word is the very 
   word of God, written to each of us from him. 
Brings us to the second point . . . !
MP#2  The purpose of Scripture 
What is the purpose of Scripture?  What did Jesus himself say?  Verse 39. 
   You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life.  
   These are the Scriptures that testify about me. 
That’s the purpose of Scripture—to testify about Jesus. 
   To show us Jesus so we believe him, trust him, and dedicate our lives to him.   !
Let’s consider this remarkable statement by Christ that Scriptures testify about me. 
Remember what I said a moment ago, when Jesus and the Apostles said: 
   The Scriptures, what that meant for them specifically the Old Testament. 
Now, for us the Scripture is not just the Old Testament, but also the New. 
   Writings of the Apostles, who have written down for us these other witnesses 
   of Christ that he mentions—John the Baptist, all Jesus’ miracles. 
   So we have an even greater testimony to him in written form. !
But for them it was the Hebrew Scriptures, the Old Testament—it’s about me. 
Then he says:  If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me. 
Moses is shorthand for first five books of the OT, and for whole OT. 
   If you believe the Old Testament, if you believe it rightly, believe in me. !
Remember after the Resurrection, when he met the two disciples on Emmaus road?   
   They were confused.  How could Jesus have died if he really was the Messiah? 
He kept his identity concealed from them as they walked along, this is what said: 
   How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken!  
   Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory? 
Don’t you get it?  Haven’t you read?  The suffering and death of Christ in there. !
And then there is this amazing comment from Luke: 
   And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the  



   Scriptures concerning himself. 
When Jews talked about the Old Testament, often called the Law and the Prophets.   
   The Law is what Moses wrote, first five books, the Prophets everything else.   
Wouldn’t you love to have heard that conversation. 
   The Risen Lord Jesus Christ saying:  OK, let’s start in Genesis— 
   Remember what God said to Eve in the Garden, after they ate the fruit— 
   The seed of the woman will crush the serpent’s head, but his heel will be bruised. 
And then taking them right through Abraham, Moses, David, Kings, Prophets— 
   and saying don’t you see, it’s all about the Christ, it’s all about me. 
If there was at time in my life when this really came home,  
   it was when I sat under the teaching of Dr. Bryan Chapell, my preaching prof. 
   I’ve told you before.  One of the transformative experiences of my Christian life.   
This was the very heart of everything he taught us. 
   That the person and work of Jesus Christ and the grace of God was the theme 
   of Scripture and that it had to be the ultimate focus of all of our preaching. 
There were a number of ways Dr. Chapell pushed this home. !
He would say:  Every passage of Scripture is either about man needing salvation  
   or God providing salvation.  Bible fundamentally not about what we do, 
   it’s about our great need and God meeting that need in Jesus. 
He would say:  God is the hero of every story.   
   Abraham isn’t the hero, David isn’t the hero, Peter and Paul aren’t the heroes.   
   If they achieve anything, it is all God’s grace in Christ.   
   Find that grace in the story and peach it. !
He would even say:  Don’t just tell people to be like Jesus. 
   That’s the most depressing sermon in the world—Be like Jesus 
   Who can be like Jesus?  He strides through history like a colossus.   
Preach Jesus Christ as our Savior before you ever preach him as our example. !
He would say:  Gentlemen, the rules don’t change, but the motivation does. 
   Don’t motive by guilt or shame, don’t tell people to pull themselves up 
   by their bootstraps—the motivation must always be God’s grace in Christ. 
Christ-centered preaching.  That was what he called it.   
   Because that’s what the Bible is—it’s the Christ-centered Book. !
Martin Luther preached on this very passage in John 5 only months before death. 



   “Here Christ indicates the principal reason why the Scripture was given by God.  Men are to 
study and search in it to learn that He, He, Mary’s Son, is the one who is able to give eternal life 
to all who come to Him and believe on Him.  Therefore he who would correctly and profitably 
read Scripture should see to it that he finds Christ in it; then he finds eternal life without fail.  
On the other hand, if I do not so study and understand Moses and the prophets as to find that 
Christ came from Heaven for the sake of my salvation, became man, suffered, died, was buried, 
rose, and ascended into Heaven so that through Him I enjoy reconciliation with God, 
forgiveness of all my sins, grace, righteousness, and life eternal, then my reading of Scripture is 
of no help whatsoever.” 
   What’s the purpose of Scripture?  That we would know Son of God. 
And that quote of Luther brings us perfectly to the third point. 
   It’s the point of tension in this passage and it’s a sober warning to us all. !
MP#3  The abuse of Scripture 
I once heard someone tell how when he was a freshman in college the professor 
   of a religion class asked for a show of hands the first day: 
   Raise your hand if you believe the Bible is the word of God. 
Several students raised their hands and he mocked them. 
   And he spent the whole semester attempting to demolish the credibility of Bible. !
Now that’s certainly the abuse of Scripture. 
But that’s easy to see.  There’s nothing subtle about that. 
   That’s not what this passage is about.  That’s not Jesus’ concern. 
Do you remember who he was interacting with in this chapter? 
   Who was it that got mad at him for healing a man on the Sabbath? 
   The Jewish religious leaders—more particularly the Pharisees. 
Now, what was the Pharisees’ view of Scripture?   
   It was basically our view of Scripture. !
If you had asked the Pharisees:  What are the Scriptures?   
   Without hesitation they would have said:  God’s word. 
Do you believe the Scripture is true?  Yes. 
   Do you believe it is without error?  Yes. 
   Do you believe it is authoritative?  Yes. 
   Do you believe the miracles it recounts really happened?  Yes. !
The Pharisees had Bible schools that focused intensely on Scripture. 
Students who went to those schools memorized the Pentateuch by age twelve. 
   That’s Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy—five books. 



If we have a Sunday school program and our kids recite two or three Bible verses, 
   we get all proud and teary-eyed.  Their kids were memorizing chapters, books.  
It was not unusual for Pharisees to have whole OT memorized, and commentary. !
But even though they had a high view of Scripture, 
   and even though they knew an enormous amount about Scripture—they missed it. 
   And they abused it.  Jesus told them:   
   You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you have eternal life. 
They thought that by their study itself, their memorization, and particularly 
   by the careful rules for living that they gathered from Bible and applied— 
That by those things they would be saved.  They completely missed Christ.   
So the real danger of Scripture abuse is not from the outside, 
   it’s not atheistic religion professors at the university—that’s easy to spot. 
It’s in-house Scripture abuse that concerned Christ. 
   Because it is masked by what seems to be high view of the Bible, 
   and even attentiveness to it’s teachings. !
So how does this manifest itself in our setting, in the American evangelical church? 
I want to introduce you to a term that I’ve come across in my reading lately 
   that gives a name to what we need to be alert for. 
Don’t roll your eyes when you hear this term and think I’m trying to show off. 
   This sounds pretty intellectual.  As my kids say:  It’s an SAT word. 
   But once we break it down, you’ll say:  Yes, I see exactly what you mean. !
The term is:  Therapeutic Moralistic Deism. 
   Several articles I’ve read say that this is the way Scripture abused in our circles. 
Let’s start with moralistic:  Moralism has to do with rules.   
   Looking at the Bible primarily for rules or principles.  It sounds like Pharisees. 
   But it’s not, because this is a particular kind of moralism—therapeutic. 
Therapeutic in the sense of psychology, a focus on the self which pervades  
   American culture—What does this mean for me?  How does this fulfill me? 
   How can I reach my potential?  How I deal with my issues so I become a happy? !
So put those together and the Bible becomes what? 
It becomes a therapy manual.  It gives me guidance and principles and maybe rules 
   in a soft sense for finding personal fulfillment and success.  Rules for good life. 
Much popular preaching in America has become therapeutic moralism. 
Lord’s Day after Lord’s Day, in a great many churches, there are sermons on 



   Four Steps to an Outstanding Marriage 
   How to Have Happy Kids 
   Your Best Life Now—a book by pastor of largest church in America. 
   Seven Principles for Financial Freedom  (balancing checkbook sermon) !
All of these are backed up with Scripture, Bible verses for every single point. 
   Can’t say the Bible is not used, or even that things said aren’t true. 
   But what’s it about?  What’s the purpose?  Me.  My life.  
And that’s the last point—Deism.  Deism is that God is mostly a force to be  
   controlled.  He has established these principles, these truths, you follow them, 
   and he will guide your life in these favorable ways.  !
No, God has come in Jesus Christ.  And he calls you to follow him. 
   And sometimes that means dying to your dreams. 
   Sometimes it means taking up your cross and following him. 
Because he went to the cross for you.  He wants you to know him, trust him, 
   bow the knee to him—and he wants you to use the Bible to know him better. !
Are there principles and rules for good living in Scripture—of course. 
   It’s full of wisdom, some immensely practical. 
But we haven’t been saved from death and hell and the wrath of God, 
   so that we can learn the rules for our own benefit. 
We’ve been saved by Jesus to know him. 
   So let’s read his book, his letter to us, and follow him.


