Bible Sunday, 2026, AR and AAW LM
I wonder if any of you can imagine what it would be like to be a Christian without the Bible. We rely on the Gospels to tell us what Jesus was like, and what He said and did.  We look to scripture to give context for His life, by telling what came before, as recorded in the Old Testament, and what came after, as written in the Book of Acts, and the letters of the apostles. 
The Bible is honoured in our worship.  The church has developed an arrangement of readings for each day of the year, and on Sundays we work our way through the Bible over a three-year period through the Lectionary.  We hear the Bible, and we sing the Bible, not only when the Psalm is sung, but the words of our hymns are often straight out of scripture.  When the Gospel is read, we stand to show our particular respect for Christ’s words and actions, and after each reading it is declared: This is the word of the Lord, and we respond: Thanks be to God. 
The Bible is also central to our devotional life, or even our total live.  People sometimes open the Bible with virtually no expectations at all, to only find that it speaks into their lives in a miraculous way.  Words of truth, of encouragement, of instruction leap out from the page.  
But the earliest believers obviously did not have access to a Bible like ours.  If they were Jewish Christians, they would know the law and prophets and wisdom, as it is written in our Old Testament, and as it had been read out to them all of their lives in the synagogue.  If they were not Jews, they wouldn’t have had even that knowledge. In either case, when the early Christians gathered in each other’s homes, they would have learned about Jesus through the retelling of personal accounts, and through preaching and teaching based on what Jesus said and did, before it was systematically written down decades later. 
Some early churches may have had a letter from Paul or Peter or some other apostle, perhaps only in a scrap of a letter, but they would hold onto these few words and pour over them for their instructive value, until the next correspondence occurred. Eventually, between AD 60-120, the gospels were written and these were of obvious value to the next generation of believers and Christians ever since. The first actual bible was compiled around 350AD, it in essence was not written all at once because it is a collection of texts written by numerous of authors over a span of more than 1,000 years.
Gradually, in those early formational years, there came a general consensus about which bits of text and letters and poems should make their way into Christian scripture. Some say the process was inspired and completely trustworthy, whilst others say it was patriarchal and political, more likely it was a bit of both.  But, once decided, and particularly once there was a printing press to produce Bibles in quantity, the reading of scripture, by even ordinary people, became possible as never before.  
Sadly, in my eyes, some people, intentionally or not, put the Bible at the centre of their faith and practice, instead of putting Jesus Christ at the centre, because only he and God should occupy that place.  It is possible to dig so deeply into scripture, that we may miss the whole point of what it is saying, or trying to say.
This Gospel of John opens with the poetic words:
In the beginning was the Word,
And the Word was with God,
and the Word was God.
Now, the Bible wasn’t at the beginning.  Jesus Christ was at the beginning. Jesus Christ is the Word of God.  Jesus Christ is what God has to say to us.  Scripture is a testimony to this, it’s a multi-voice literary witness statement. It points to Christ, but it is certainly not where we go to have life. As Paul wrote to Timothy, Scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness,  so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, and equipped for every good work.
Hopefully you all love reading the Bible, or having it read to you, but we must not lose sight of its central claim:  That Jesus Christ is The Message. He is what God has to say.  He is the embodiment of who God is.  If you want to know who God is, then you need to get to know Jesus.
Even if you’ve read all the Bible, if you’ve sat through a thousand services like this one and heard it read every Sunday, as our life changes so does the message we receive from the words and sentiment. It should be seen as a living guide book into the best way to live our own life and also encourage others to live theirs.
If the Bible is a bit of a mystery to you, some practical ideas to get you going in reading it include reading the Gospel of Mark.  It takes about an hour, and you could perhaps read it with a friend, and talk about your thoughts over a coffee afterwards. You could join a bible study group like the one currently running in Tockwith, or one that Karen is looking to start in the new year. There are many study guides that help you read a book of the Bible. If you’re feeling really committed you could get one of the Read-It-in-a-Year Bibles.  Each day you’ll be given a bit of Old Testament, New Testament, part of a Psalm, and a Proverb or two.  
They are a bit like Poundland, because they often take a little more than a year to read, just like most things in Poundland aren’t a pound! You don’t even need a physical Bible, because it can be accessed on your phone or computer.
Of course you could even read or listen to the Everyday Faith App we keep suggesting folk use, a very short piece of scripture followed by an explanation of it and ending with a prayer.
Jesus Christ is what God has to say to us.  The Bible is inspired, and inspiring, a testimony to that message from God.  It is beautiful, challenging, encouraging, and confounding.  It’s words and meaning are so very important to all Christians. So how ever you read it, continue reading it, and more importantly, continue hearing what it is trying to say to you, and the way it is trying to direct your life. 

