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At one of my former churches, I took on a big project of launching a new worship experience. We 
wanted to create a space that felt safe, experimental and practical. I spent weeks thinking about the 
content, building our team, spreading the word and praying for this new gathering. I had very high 
hopes for what it could be. I remember the first couple weeks being...okay. Some people showed up 
and we heard good feedback of how the experience felt for folks. But somewhere about the fourth 
week in, I remember pacing around the building about an hour before it started. The voices in my 
head were not being encouraging. The outcome we were getting didn’t match the outcome I pictured 
in my head. Which meant my heart was saying it was a failure, which is a surprisingly close step to, “I 
am a failure.”  
 
And I remember the moment soon after that my heart broke open and God gave me a moment of 
grace beyond grace. That I had missed the whole point. Again. Perfection was never the goal. It 
never is. I was simply called to be faithful and let the rest go.  
 
Later that night, I was able to show up in a new way, to sit around a long table with old and new 
friends as we broke bread, celebrated communion and made sandwiches for a homeless shelter. We 
were being the church! That’s all that mattered. 
 
Our series, “Tell Me A Story,” continues today. We’ll explore two questions: What does it mean to say 
the Bible is inspired? And what do we do with all the violence and contradictions in the Bible? I’ll also 
give you a couple ways to explore the Bible that may be helpful.  
 
But first, a reminder of what we worked on several weeks ago. On January 22, we talked about 
biblical literalism and how Martin Luther and friends opposed the teaching of the Catholic church and 
needed a superior authority to appeal to instead of the church. They chose the Bible. But as in most 
reform movements, it got a little extreme. Instead of seeing Jesus as the center of their faith, the Bible 
became the very heart of their faith. We remind ourselves this idea that what we read in the Bible is 
literal and without error is only about 100 years old. 
 
That brings us to our first question for today:  
 
What does it mean to say the Bible is inspired? 
 
Did God inspire the writers with basic ideas and they wrote about them? Or did God dictate exact 
words? Almost as if God lifted their hand for them and wrote the words?  
 
The biblical authors were people like us. And Christians do not hold, as Muslims do, that our holy 
book was dictated by God. The biblical authors wrote in particular times, for particular audiences, out 
of a particular context. Part of interpreting Scripture is reading it in the light of what we can know 
about its historical and cultural context, the author’s purposes in writing and knowing something about 
the people they were writing to. 
 
In 2 Timothy 3:16, Paul writes, “All Scripture is inspired by God…” Christians often assume they know 
what this means, but Paul seems to have created the word “inspired.” It does not appear in the Greek 
language before this and is used nowhere else in the Bible.  
 
The Greek word for “inspired” is Θεόπνευστος – theopneustos. 



 
In classic Roman times, it had come to mean "to breathe deeply" and "to instill [something] in the 
heart or in the mind of someone.” Many interpret it as “God-breathed” but Paul doesn’t go on to 
explain precisely what he means. It is a metaphor, and metaphors are not precise. Push them too far 
and they break down (Hamilton).  
 
United Methodist pastor Adam Hamilton says it well, “Many fine Christians hold strongly to a doctrine 
of Biblical inerrancy. If by Biblical inerrancy we mean that those truths that God wants humanity to 
know, are preserved without error in the Bible, then I’m on board. But if by Biblical inerrancy we mean 
that the Bible contains no errors, no logical inconsistencies, no facts that are not historically accurate, 
I’d have to say, no, the Bible is not inerrant.” 
 
Some would argue: if there is an error anywhere in the Bible, how can we trust anything it says? The 
answer is simple – we are constantly trusting the words of people whom we have found to be 
trustworthy, even though none of them are inerrant or infallible. 
 
He further said, “No pastor is infallible or inerrant. God knows this and chooses to use imperfect 
people to do God’s work. God doesn’t make them perfect when they step into the pulpit, yet God 
works through them nonetheless.  
 
I am not perfect. Want an example? A couple years ago, I bought four round trip tickets from 
Anchorage, Alaska to Dayton, Ohio for Thanksgiving. Cost $1400. About two months before the trip 
we realized I booked them for the wrong dates! We lost quite a bit of money. I am not perfect. And 
not allowed to purchase our airline tickets anymore.  
 
The divine inspiration of scripture was not God dictating the scriptures word for word, but 
God working in the hearts and minds of the biblical authors (Hamilton).”  
 
Imperfect people were inspired by the Holy Spirit and wrote these accounts & stories. The 
stories are not perfect. But God’s bigger truth comes through. 
 

It’s similar to making a cake. Have you seen Pinterest cake fails? We see 
an image of a beautiful cake and commit ourselves to replicating it, much 
to the oohs and ahhs of our friends and family. And yet, how often does it 
turn out pretty differently from the picture? Most of the time!  
 
It’s like God put in an order for a cake. “Okay, humanity. This is the story 
the world needs to hear and know deep down in their bones.” People are 
inspired. They want to create this beautiful thing. They write, tell stories, 
pass the word on the best they can. But the catch is...they’re human. 
Beautifully sinfully graciously messed up. They have personal 
preferences that sneak in, they do their best to write what they know and 
sense to be true. It’s a masterpiece full of beautiful stories that was 
meant to help others connect with God. But does it look like the perfect 
cake we dream of? No. It’s a bit of a Pinterest fail. But it still tastes pretty 
great.  
 
Let’s switch gears for a moment. We’ve addressed that to call the Bible 

inspired means not that God necessarily dictated it, but that God’s people were inspired to share a 
story that had to be shared.  
 
Now we turn to a question that troubles many in their relationship with the Bible.  



 
What do we do with all the violence and contradictions in the Bible?  
 
God puts 70,000 Israelites to death to punish David for taking a census. God commands Joshua to 
kill every man, woman and child in 31 kingdoms as an offering to God. God commands priests to 
burn their daughters alive if they become prostitutes. 
 
What? 
 
You should see me reading a children’s Bible with Isabella each night. I often struggle with our Old 
Testament stories. I’ve spent five years showing her the grace and love of God. Am I really going to 
send her to bed with visions of God killing children? It’s tough. Many find it easier to not read the Old 
Testament, or worse, not to read the Bible at all. It’s just too weird.  
 
The better thing for me to tell my daughter would be this: “The people who wrote the stories in our 
Bible lived in a very different time than we do now. They thought about war and gods differently than 
we do today. So it’s important when we hear stories that don’t quite make sense and don’t seem to be 
the same God we understand through Jesus, it’s good to stop and remember good people wrote 
down what they understood and believed at the time. And as people who want to live and love like 
Jesus, we run everything we hear through Jesus. Jesus tells us to love our enemies, so that’s what 
we try to do.”  
 
We can become fully aware of contradictions and very negative images of God in the Bible. 
We don’t deny they’re present. But they don’t have to make us run away from the Bible. They 
can endear us to the Bible. The writers were fully human and honest about their pain. We can 
even be thankful the shadow sides were left in the Bible. We can see ourselves in some of 
them. 
 
There’s this verse in 1 Corinthians 14 that’s held some tension in the church over the years. To lift up 
the irony, please allow me to read it for you today, right here, in our worship gathering, as a woman.  
 
1 Corinthians 14:29-35 CEB: 29 In the case of prophets, let two or three speak and have the rest 
evaluate what is said. 30 And if some revelation comes to someone else who is sitting down, the first 
one should be quiet. 31 You can all prophesy one at a time so that everyone can learn and be 
encouraged. 32 The spirits of prophets are under the control of the prophets. 33 God isn’t a God of 
disorder but of peace. Like in all the churches of God’s people, 34 the women should be quiet during 
the meeting. They are not allowed to talk. Instead, they need to get under control, just as the Law 
says. 35 If they want to learn something, they should ask their husbands at home. It is disgraceful for 
a woman to talk during the meeting. 
 
This piece of our holy story has done incredible damage to many of my friends and women all around 
the world, simply because of the lens through which many interpret it. If we take it out of its context 
and take it literally, then what I am doing in this very moment is against the will of God. I should sit 
down, close my mouth, push my calling down and find a new way to serve God. Do you think that’s 
going to happen? No. And here’s why.  
 
Ken Bailey, a scholar, notes that during this time in the Middle East, services were often held in 
classical Arabic, which women could not understand because most spoke a local dialect. Throughout 
the service they would begin to gossip, often so loudly that the minister would ask them to be silent. 
Paul was repeating this directive in his letter to the church in Corinth.  
 



In the very patriarchal culture of the Bible, I’m thankful that leaders like Deborah, Miriam, Ruth, 
Esther, Mary of Nazareth, Martha, Mary of Bethany, Mary Magdalene and other women answered the 
call of God and were written into these pages. They were faithful and many heard Jesus’ message of 
love for all people through these women.  
 
Let us be people who offer grace to the writers of our holy stories. They had a lens, a perspective, a 
relationship with God that made sense in their context. We must let these texts breathe and depend 
on the Holy Spirit to help us see the fuller truth being communicated to us in our day and age. 
 
Some days I wonder if our need for the Bible to be perfect to be true, actually keeps us at a safe arms 
length from these stories. If I can keep them at a safe distance, then I can stay how I am. If we can 
argue over this text or that text, then I don’t actually have to engage the larger truth of the story, which 
calls me to something I may not be quite ready for: Loving someone I don’t like, letting go of my pride, 
forgiving someone, speaking out against injustice, or giving until it feels like sacrifice. 
 
As long as the Bible is perfect in my mind, then I can’t really see myself in it. Because I’m not perfect. 
And if I can’t see myself in it, then the story never even gets a chance at my soul. And my soul needs 
these stories. So do yours.  
 
So what can we do today to engage with the Bible in a new way? 

• Bible study in community - online group - text group  
• Get a version you might like 
• Journal what you’re learning 
• Pray - God will guide you  
• Slaughter’s SON technique 

 
SON method of study 

• Scripture (write it down) 
• Observation (from story) 
• Name application for my life 

o If you start doing this a couple times a week, or every day...the Bible will get into your 
life.  

 
So there you go, friends. The truths in these stories are real. We bring grace to these authors and to 
ourselves as we read. And may these stories get off the shelf and into our hearts so that our walking 
around-everyday lives are an offering of joy to our glorious God. Amen.  
	


