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 ‘Let the Message Out’ 
A Reflection for Bible Sunday (Luke 4.16-22)
1. Mount Nod School
Back in the late 1990s, when I was a vicar in Coventry, I was invited into one of the local schools (which went by the great and almost biblical name of Mount Nod), to talk with Year 6 about the Bible as part of a project on ‘Sacred Books’. I was the last visitor in a series, following representatives from the local Mosque, Gurdwara and Synagogue. 
I’d put the date in my diary some weeks before, but had given it no more thought until I looked at my diary on the day, as I finished my lunch, and suddenly realized I should be in school in about 20 minutes! Hastily I grabbed an empty box and filled it with as many different Bibles as I could find in my study: old Bibles, contemporary Bibles, cartoon Bibles, children’s story Bibles, Bibles in other languages, illustrated Bible pages from the Book of Kells, the Bible on video and cassette (it was a long time ago). Fortunately the school was only five minutes away, and at 2.00pm there I was in the hall, with 95 enquiring Year 6 children. 
I spread all the Bibles I’d brought around tables in the hall and the children wandered around looking at them. Then the teacher called the children together and asked them what they thought. 
One boy, who knew me quite well, said, ‘This is quite different from the other sacred books we’ve seen.’ I asked what he meant and soon a couple of other children chipped in as well, telling me what they had seen and heard about the Quran, the Torah and the  writings of the Gurus. All of these books, they had noticed, were treated with great care and reverence. Muslims are sometimes scandalized at the way Christians treat copies of the Bible, resting coffee cups on it, or putting it on the floor in a way that would be deeply disrespectful with the Quran, which has to be understood in Arabic to be read faithfully. The children described the moving Sikh ritual of putting the scriptures carefully to bed in the Gurdwara, and told me how in the Synagogue the sacred Torah scrolls are carefully protected and put away after worship. And in each case, they’d spotted, the specific object itself was the focus. 
By contrast, I’d turned up with a huge variety of versions, translations, and forms of the Bible. Though I did say that in some Christian worship they might find that there was a Gospel procession, it did seem that the book itself was, in the end, secondary. What really matters is the message within it, its testimony to Jesus. The Bible in this sense is a vehicle for Christian faith, a means to an end and not an end in itself. From the very earliest times the words of Jesus, originally spoken in his mother-tongue of Aramaic, were translated into the more widely understood Greek. The story of Pentecost, where the disciples speak in such a way that everyone who hears them can understand in their own languages, and God comes to them rather than them coming to God, underlines the point (Acts 2.5-11).   
I came away from the school that day having learned far more than, I fear, Year 6 had learned from me! What I’d learned was that the point of the Bible is to let the message out. 

  


2. Jesus in the Synagogue 
In Luke’s Gospel the portrayal of Jesus’ public mission begins with his return one Sabbath day to the synagogue at Nazareth. There he delivers what has been called the ‘Nazareth manifesto’ – in effect a programmatic statement that declares what he was about.
Handed the scroll of the prophet Isaiah, he reads: 
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me 
to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim freedom to captives 
and recovery of sight to the blind, 
to send out the oppressed into freedom,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. 
(Luke 4.18-19)
This sounds at first like a straight quotation from Isaiah, but it’s actually drawn from Isaiah 61.1-2, with 58.6 placed between the verses. The words have been changed slightly from Isaiah’s text as we know it – which is quoted not from the original Hebrew but from the Greek translation known as the Septuagint anyway – and they stop before the end of the sentence in 61.2, omitting ‘the day of vengeance of the Lord.’ The effect of these changes is to bring the theme of freedom absolutely front and centre, something most of our English translations don’t bring out. The word I’ve translated above as ‘freedom’ is aphesis in New Testament Greek, where it has a range of meanings: freedom, forgiveness, release, healing, the cancellation of debts or ending of slavery. It was even used in secular Greek to describe the starting-line for a horse- or chariot-race, the point where the animals gallop off down the course in a burst of energy. Here it is linked with the ‘year of the Lord’s favour’ – the Jubilee year where God’s promise of freedom in many dimensions was enacted, and God’s reign of shalom became reality. Good News indeed. 
Jesus doesn’t stick slavishly to the text in front of him in the Synagogue, but creatively reinterprets it for his own time and place. He is faithful to the spirit of Isaiah’s prophecy, which is the declaration of ‘Good News’. This is the message to be let out. God is on the move, and in Jesus himself, ‘Today’, it is happening, he says. Now, ‘the scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing’, or, we might say, ‘before your very ears this is coming true’! God is at work, here and now in Nazareth on a specific Sabbath morning. 
So here Luke shows us Jesus, at the start of his public mission, using the Hebrew Scriptures which he had been taught as a boy as the jumping-off point for God’s new work. We might say that he’s really improvising or riffing on a theme of Isaiah rather than just playing the old tune, rather like a jazz musician does. As Jesus does this, so something fresh comes to life as the Nazareth villagers listen. 


3. Leather-bound, ‘with maps’?
We’re accustomed to think of the whole Bible, Old Testament and New, as one book. But as Michael Ramsey, former Archbishop of Canterbury, used to say, the Bible didn’t descend from heaven, in 17th Century English, leather-bound, ‘with maps’! Have you ever wondered where it did come from? 
Before what we think of as the Bible existed as an actual, physical thing, someone had to be the first to imagine it as a concept. I think that first person was Luke, the author of the Gospel we’ve just been looking at. 
When Luke came to write his Gospel he already knew the Hebrew/Jewish scriptures - more or less what we call the Old Testament, known as ‘the Law, the Prophets and the Writings’. (It still is – the Tanakh or Jewish Bible takes its name from an acronym formed from the first two letters of each element). These three elements were not collected in one book, but were made up of a series of bulky scrolls. The Temple in Jerusalem had a whole set, collected in baskets designated for each type, rather than shelved. A little village synagogue in a place like Nazareth would have had only a few scrolls – these were expensive items, after all – and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah would have been precious amongst them. 
Luke saw, in a way others do not seem to have done clearly before that those scrolls told of the old dispensation, covenant, or testament, but that Jesus brought a new thing, a new covenant or testament, connected to the old but doing something fresh, as the story of his visit to the Nazareth synagogue brilliantly dramatises. 
This meant that a new stage of scriptures had begun in the record of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, which Luke could see had already happened in the Gospels of Mark and Matthew (John probably came later). Luke specifically mentions that ‘many’ had written before him (Luke 1.1). 
A question I have always asked students when teaching New Testament courses is, ‘What makes Luke’s Gospel different from the others?’ Surprisingly few ever get the answer right! Which is, ‘It has a sequel’. Luke didn’t end the story he told with Jesus returning to heaven, because his Gospel has a Volume 2: the Acts of the Apostles, which tells the story of how the Good News travelled all the way from Jerusalem to Rome and beyond. 
In doing this, Luke implied three stages of God’s action: in the people of Israel, in Jesus, and in the followers of Jesus, that is, the Church. In terms of writings this meant the Hebrew Scriptures, followed by the Gospels, followed thirdly by Acts, then joined by the letters of Paul and others also. 
Luke saw more clearly than anyone else had yet done, that Jesus is the centre of time, the heart of God’s action in the world, the hinge on which all history turns. Our system of BC/AD dates makes this so obvious to us that we take it for granted. But someone had to think of it first. 
This was the concept of the Christian Bible as we have it still. But it was in Luke’s time  effectively only a concept. It took centuries for the Bible as we know it to move from being that concept to becoming an actual, physical thing. The story is extraordinary. 
Christians quickly found the scrolls on which their Gospels were first written unworkable, and adopted the then new-fangled invention of the codex – what we know as the book itself, with pages you could turn and which was much easier to carry around beyond a church or synagogue than a scroll. 
Only the richest people (emperors, kings and so forth) or churches and monasteries could afford full copies of all the books of the Bible at first. Usually it was split into several volumes (often at least 8). A good example is St Augustine’s Gospel Book, brought from Rome to Canterbury in 597 – just the Gospels, not a full Bible, in a huge volume – it will be used as part of Sarah Mullaly’s enthronement service in March when she formally becomes Archbishop of Canterbury. To have a whole Bible was almost impossible, because they were just too big and expensive. One of the earliest, Codex Sinaiticus, was put together in Rome around 325AD and you can see it in the British Library. It is enormous (even as it is, missing some of its pages), and it’s been estimated that the parchment it’s written on would have required the hides of at least 360 animals to produce! It’s not the kind of thing to read in bed. 
But there were other ways to make the stories of the Bible visible. Stained glass and Mystery Plays were two means by which medieval people saw and heard the message. 
Superior production and script techniques brought about a revolution in the production of Bibles in the 1200s: hand-sized Bibles were first produced in Paris, using tissue-thin parchment and written in tiny script. (The text was in two columns on each page – if you’ve ever wondered why most Bibles are still printed this way, that is why: the layout hasn’t changed. At the same time what are still the standard chapters and verses were introduced: the original texts had no such divisions.) Where most Bibles were kept in great Churches or monasteries (often chained up), these Paris Bibles enabled St Francis and the Friars to begin a new phase of mission, reading the Bible and preaching beyond the confines of churches and monasteries, letting the message out into the market-places where the poor were most likely to be.  Translations into local languages began to be made around the same time, though this was often controversial. The first major translation into English was by John Wycliffe in the late 1300s. Though it was prohibited by the Archbishop of Canterbury, over 250 manuscripts of Wycliffe’s Bible have survived, suggesting fairly widespread circulation, though only around 20 of these are complete Bibles. More common are manuscripts of the Gospels on their own. Paper began to replace the more expensive parchment in this period too, though the process took several centuries. 
Those first genuinely portable Bibles are recognizably the same in size and appearance as the Bibles most of us still have at home today, but with one big exception. They had to be hand-written, of course, so they remained relatively rare and expensive, and were usually restricted to possession by religious professionals. In the late 1400s printing began to change that, though very slowly at first. By 1600 the mass-production of portable Bibles had become possible for the first time – one reason why the Authorised Version or King James Bible was published in 1611. In the early 1800s genuinely cheap Bibles were produced for the first time as new industrial processes massively reduced the cost of papermaking; soon few British households were without one. (It was only at this point that most English Bibles began to be produced without the Books of the ‘Apocrypha’, which the Church of England included, and continues to include, in its set readings. The combination of Protestant sponsors who didn’t like these books and printers wanting to cut costs led to cheaper, smaller Bibles with reduced contents.) The movement towards universal primary education in England and Wales began with Christians who wanted to make it possible for poor children to read the Bible for themselves. This led initially to the Sunday School movement, and eventually to the provision of Church of England Elementary Schools. 
In recent times the ways that the Bible can be reproduced has grown almost exponentially as the technology available to do so has proliferated. It’s worth noticing that this has always been the case. The codex was a new technology in the 1st century, portable Bibles the same in the 13th, printing likewise in the 15th and new paper-making techniques also in the 19th. 
Film and sound technology proved the precursors to the greater digital revolution which we remain in the midst of. Dorothy L.Sayers produced a series of Radio plays for the BBC during the Second World War which were controversial for having an actor portray Jesus, and after the war the Hollywood films King of Kings (1961) and  The Greatest Story ever Told (1965) took that idea further. 
There is actually nothing sacred about the Bible as a book, no matter how central its place in Western civilization has been. Today, increasingly, the Bible may be accessed most often through a phone app or on a computer screen, rather than from a symbolic leather-bound volume – ironically we have returned to scrolling! But the message is still there to be let out.   


4. So what is the Bible, and how do we use it?
The Bible is not a single book, and this is one reason why in the past it has often circulated in portions (e.g. of the Gospels) rather than one volume. The word Bible comes from the Greek words, ta biblia, meaning ‘The Books’: it’s plural. The Bible is really a library, and like a library it has sections that help its users to find what they are seeking. 
The sections of the Old Testament comprise law, history, prophecy, short stories and poetry, and in fact some scholars suggest that the arrangement replicates the library of scriptures in the Jerusalem Temple of Jesus’ day. The Old Testament books were written over a period of more than 600 years, beginning in the Iron Age, and they gradually coalesced into what we have today, though the process was not quite complete in Jesus’ time. It is worth noting that the Jewish Tanakh is not identical with the Christian Old Testament. It doesn’t just have slightly different contents, but the ordering of those contents differs as well: the Old Testament concludes with the prophecy of a ‘sun of righteousness’ which will rise ‘with healing in his wings’, pointing to the coming of the Messiah, which Christians naturally see as preparing the way for Jesus; by contrast the Tanakh conventionally ends with writings about the exile in Babylon, and open questions about where God may be in that situation of alienation and dislocation. 
The New Testament is far more tightly focused in its timescale (roughly 30-100AD) and consists of only two major kinds of writing: Gospels and Letters. First, it tells the story of Jesus, or more accurately, tells the stories, in four gospels with recognisably the same narrative but differing perspectives, suggesting that no single narrative can capture the whole truth about Jesus, as John admits (John 21.25). Then, as we saw above, comes the story of the apostles and the initial spread of the Church in Acts, which is followed by letters to specific churches or people – Rome, Corinth, Ephesus, Timothy and so on – about their life together and what it might mean to follow Jesus in each of their different contexts.
There is a sense in which these books, both of Old and New Testaments, are not addressed directly to us. We are really overhearing conversations about what it meant to be followers of God in the Old Testament, and how to follow Jesus in the New Testament. The texts are almost all specifically located in time and place, even if the settings seem sometimes to be for literary effect. The early chapters of Deuteronomy frame the Law in a narrative context as the people of Israel prepare to enter the Promised Land; and the Book of Revelation is introduced by a series of letters to specific churches, to give just two examples.
With a few exceptions, such as the 10 Commandments and Jesus’ Summary of the Law: ‘Love God and love your neighbour’, these books are not, I believe, meant to give precise instructions about how to live as disciples of Christ in the 21st century, but are specific to the circumstances of ancient Israel and the 1st century Mediterranean. In those contexts their message would have been Good News, but as the context changes, so does the way the message is to be let out. And it is worth reflecting that through most of Christian history the vast majority of Christians have not had direct access to the Bible, as we have seen, but have managed to follow Jesus pretty effectively anyway through the stories and sayings that they have kept in their memories.  
Yet the Bible is worth reading in order to wrestle precisely with how to live as a disciple of Christ in the 21st century, in the light of how this has been done before, pre-eminently in the Bible itself. The Church of England’s protracted agonising over whether to bless faithful and committed same-sex relationships is an example of that wrestling, I believe. The issue is not just reading off prohibitions in both Old and New Testaments, and saying that this is the last word on the matter, but rather asking how, in our own times, with patterns of relationships very different from the Iron Age or the 1st century AD, we bring the Good News and ‘proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour’ to those around us, aware of how Paul, for example, dealt with divisions in the churches for which he felt responsibility, and how the Church as whole managed the decisive move to embrace gentiles as gentiles – not demanding that they first converted to Judaism. Or how God’s mercy consistently outweighs judgement in the Old Testament, intriguingly echoed in Jesus’ cutting short his quotation of Isiah 61.2 in the Nazareth Synagogue.   

5. A final thought: inspired to let the message out?
So let’s go back to the Nazareth Synagogue that Sabbath morning as a young rabbi stood up to read from the prophet Isaiah, and as he did so creatively reinterpreted the text in front of him, observing the spirit of the prophecy if not its precise letters.
The challenge to us is not to leave the Bible as an old volume gathering dust on a shelf but to find ways to let the message out, as I found that afternoon at Mount Nod School. 
The Bible is:
· A message from a God who loves us.
· A message from a God who has loved us since the dawn of time, whose growing relationship with humanity we read about the Old Testament.
· A message from a God who loved us so much that he lived amongst us in Jesus, died on a cross for us, and rose from the dead to give us new hope, as we read in the Gospels.
· A message from a God who loves us still, whose work is not over, after Jesus, as we read in the Acts and Letters of the New Testament.
· A message from a God who loves us and calls us to let his message out in words and actions in the world as followers of Jesus.
A final thought: sometimes there is discussion about whether we believe the Bible to be ‘the inspired Word of God’. But when there is, I often wonder if we’re looking at this the wrong way round. 
The big question for me is not whether or how the Bible is the inspired Word of God, but rather whether God uses it to inspire us. So that we, too, can let the message out in our own time and place and make Jesus’ riff on Isaiah our own:
The Spirit of the Lord is upon us 
because he has inspired us
to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent us to proclaim freedom to captives 
and recovery of sight to the blind, 
to send out the oppressed into freedom,
to proclaim the time of the Lord’s favour.
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