Using the Scriptures: Jesus’ Method or the Devil’s?

Rev. Dr. Anil Daniel Solanki, EMS/EMU 

Text: Matthew 6:1-11
Using scripture verses for one’s own purpose has been problematic in our times, throughout the history of the church, and even during the time of Jesus.

The temptation narratives, recorded by both Matthew (4:1-11) and Luke (4:1-13), give insight as to how Jesus uses the scriptures. The way Jesus uses scriptures, let us call the “Jesus’ Method” and the way the Devil uses scriptures, the “Devil’s Method.”
In all three temptations Jesus uses scripture to defeat and silence Satan.

The comparison is never clearer than in the Second Temptation when the Devil challenges Jesus:

“Throw yourself down, God will command his angels to lift you up,” says the Devil quoting Psalm 91:11-12.

Recently a story on TV told of a mother duck leaving her nest on a high ledge of a city building and going to a pool of water, leaving her ducklings high above the street.  A banker walking by saw a duckling tumbling out of the nest and somehow he caught it! Then one by one others tumbled out and he caught each one. Still some remained in the nest, so with a ladder he rescued those remaining and led them all across the street to reunite them with the mother duck!  The banker became an angel for the ducklings!
The temptation narrative is different.  In this temptation the Devil asks Jesus to throw himself down purposely to test God – the Devil uses the scripture to validate and support himself  (Psalm 91:11-12).   But Jesus says, “It is also written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test’”(Deuteronomy 6:16). 
The Devil takes verses out of context and uses them in the wrong way to challenge Jesus and to test God.
In one West Virginia congregation they emphasize and uplift the handling of snakes (Mark 16:18)! One pastor died in the sanctuary when the snake he was handling bit him! This is testing God and not a wise use of the scriptures.

The Devil takes one scripture…Jesus takes another scripture and puts the two in dynamic tension, in holy tension.  Two scriptures are placed side by side: because truth has many sides, not just one.   Compare what one scripture says with what another scripture says – they must be seen in creative tension or balance.
Let us apply Jesus’ method, his way, to two verses that sound strange (I Corinthians 14:34-35). “Women should remain silent in the churches...” Some Christians use these verses for the purpose of silencing women in the church and to justify treating them as “second class citizens.”  On the ABC Evening News we learn of one woman, a Sunday School teacher for 35 years, who was prohibited from teaching by a new pastor!  Some churches take pride in silencing the preaching/teaching ministry of women. They insist that “women can’t do this; women can’t do that.”   No teaching or preaching -- maybe no “Amen!”   Now let us look at Jesus’ method from the same book, I Corinthians.
In I Corinthians, 11:5, in the context of public worship, Paul says, “Any woman who prays or proclaims God’s message in public worship…” (GNB version).  The lead translator of this version was Dr. Robert Bratcher, a Baptist missionary to Brazil.  His denomination does not allow women to preach or teach men!  So this translation of I Cor. 11:5 is significant as he and his team remain faithful to the original intent over against denominational position.  One of the most exalted sayings of Paul (his magna carta) is in Galatians 3: 28-29, “there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”  No Jew or Gentile = no discrimination on the basis of race; no slave or free = no discrimination on the basis of socio economic status.  No male or female = no discrimination on the basis of gender.  Biological differences between male and female are not obliterated (thank God!) but only discrimination, “Because all are one in Christ Jesus.”  
So Galatians 3: 28-29 and I Corinthians 14: 34 – 35 should be kept in dynamic tension and  holy balance because truth has many sides, not just one.  At no time in the early church were women silent.  They sang, prayed, taught and preached. In the growth and consolidation of the early church women played an important role.
In Romans 16 several women are mentioned as leaders. Priscilla was an important leader and teacher (Romans 16:3). More women than men are praised in this chapter for their leadership!  Phoebe was a minister (Deacon) at the church in Centchrea (16:1). She was a benefactor and supporter of Paul. Persis is referred to as “beloved”.  Junia was referred to as an apostle (So her name was later changed to Junias .. no such name was discovered in Rome according to archeological findings!)  Mary Magdalene was the first to announce the good news of the Resurrection! On the day of the Pentecost in Acts 2:17 Peter tells us “…and your sons and daughters will proclaim my (God’s) message…” (GNB version). 
What about the gifts of the Spirit?  (Romans 12; 3 – 8, I Corin. 12: 1 – 14:40, “Let all things be done for building up”  Eph. 4: 11- 13).  Gifts of the Spirit are not the monopoly of males only (Joel and Acts).  I personally know of two wives, one in the USA and one in India, writing sermons for their pastor husbands as wives were not yet ordained to preach!

Why don’t those who squelch or muzzle the preaching and teaching ministry of our mothers, our sisters and our daughters (if they take I Cor. 14: 34 – 35 so literally) take Mark 16: 18 (about handling snakes) literally? Why don’t they go and handle snakes – poisonous snakes?
When we put other scriptures alongside I Corinthians 14:34-35, then we realize that here is something strange.  We know that the manuscript evidence of these two verses presents problems.  In some old manuscripts these two verses are at the end of Chapter 14 after verse 40, and in one manuscript there is notation in the margin, and in most manuscripts the verses are after verse 33.  In some new versions (NRSV) these verses are put in brackets [  ]. They are considered not from Paul but later interpolation.  However, they are in the Bible so we have to deal with them by Jesus’ Method. It is suggested that in the Pauline
 churches women had important functions n the worship service. It is also suggested that these verses also inspired I Timothy 2:11-15 in the sub-apostolic age.  
Jesus’ Method of using scriptures is also called “horizontal reading”. Reading one scripture in one place and reading another scripture in a different place – and then bring them together in balance.  This horizontal reading is not what most people do, rather they read vertically and then forget to refer to and read the other scriptures.  We need to use horizontal reading of the Bible to deepen our understanding of context within the scriptures.  Let us look at another example of horizontal reading.
David conducted a census by counting the fighting men.  In 2 Samuel 24:1 we read “God made him do it” while in I Chronicles 21:1 it says, the “Devil (Satan) made him do it.”   Who is right?   Both!  It depends on each writer’s viewpoint, perspective, and theology, whatever one may call it.  We have to put both verses together and keep them in dynamic tension because truth has many sides, not just one.
I am told that the “horizontal approach” is now in vogue in the field of medicine also. For example, a health issue is viewed across the specialties, not just up and down in the hierarchy of specialization. It is said, “We need super generalists as much as we need specialists in medicine. In all the fields of study, e.g. economics, sociology, political science, scholars and specialists say “on the one hand…but on the other hand.” Recently another phrase is used more frequently with similar meaning: “Having said that….let me add also….” 

Economists seem to be notorious about “on the one hand…but on the other hand.” One of our presidents (probably LBJ) was so frustrated by economists that he is reported having said, “I want an economist with one hand!” Maybe pastors, teachers, theologians, and church leaders should learn to say “on the one hand…but on the other hand” (most of them may already be doing just that). Some simplistic lay persons may want the above only with “one hand” like the president.  But that is not helpful.
Most of the younger scholars and seminarians belong to a new generation (new paradigm) who will examine manuscript evidence and other parallel passages of the Bible. The old generation may continue to practice the old paradigm of vertical reading and say “the Bible says….”

There is a story of a rabbi who listened to one man’s complaints against another and told the man “you are right” and the man went away happy.  When the man against whom the complaints were made came to tell his side of the story, the rabbi said “you are right” and the second man went away happy.  The rabbi’s wife challenged what she felt were inappropriate responses by the Rabbi, saying, “They cannot both be right!”  The Rabbi declared, “You are also right!” 
Turning again to the scriptures, read John 3:7. This verse is widely misunderstood. “You all (plural) must be born again (or born from above).”  Who are “you all”?  Nicodemus was a Pharisee.  “You all” are Pharisees! Now if we place this verse along with Matthew Ch. 23 – the seven woes of Pharisees
-- and  especially Matthew 23:23 we get some idea of the issue.  Pharisees were giving tithe of mint, dill, and cumin, but they lacked justice,( i.e., no care for the needy) mercy and faithfulness.  Jesus is saying to Nicodemus and indirectly to all religious people that “you all must be born again to do justice, care for the needy.”

The genius of Jesus, the Master Teacher, is powerfully manifested in the grand example of Jesus bringing two scriptures together .. side by side in Matthew 22:37-40; namely, Deut. 6:5, “Love God with all your heart…” and Leviticus 19:18, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” These two sayings/commandments come from two different books of the Bible and belong to two different traditions.  It is possible that the Pharisees believed in the first part “Love God” and interpreted it in a legalistic way in their practice of “giving tithe of mint, dill and cumin.”  But they neglected justice (Matthew 23:23) and did not care for the needy.  
Jesus combines the vertical love of God to the horizontal love of one’s neighbor .. like two sides of the same coin.  To evade responsibility when someone asked, “But who is my neighbor?”  Jesus told the Good Samaritan story and commanded, “Go and do likewise.”  Pharisees neglected part of the Torah (law) which could be hard on their pockets!
In my congregation I teach these two scriptures as “Passion for God and compassion for the needy.” Pharisees and scribes took only one part of the scripture – the vertical relationship with God and neglected care for the needy (actually “they devour widows’ homes” Mark 12:40 – that is some kind of foreclosure!)
When, like Jesus, we put one scripture beside another scripture and try to understand, we follow Jesus’ Method. But if we use only one scripture to force our case, it is not Jesus’ Method, it is the Devil’s Method.  If we follow Jesus’ example we must put more scriptures side by side.
One example from real life:

I have a friend who is a devout Christian and a devoted husband.  His wife seems to know a lot of Bible verses pertaining to husbands and men!  One day he told me, “Anil, my wife asks me to do this and that and she always quotes some scripture to support her.  She says, “You must do so because you are the man.” What should I do?”  I told him that when your wife is in a good mood after a good dinner in the evening, you sit with her and ask her to read Proverbs 31:10-31.  This passage of the Bible describes a wise and industrious wife.  She does everything and anything (including buying real estate – 31:16) while her husband sits with his buddies in the town square and has a good time! My friend followed my advice.  Like Jesus he put this scripture (Proverbs 31:1—31) side by side with his wife’s scriptures verses .  The result was dramatic.  His wife still requests that he do this and that (though less frequently then before), but she does not quote any scripture anymore!  Unless a wife is full of scriptures concerning husbands and men, no husband should read to his wife this idealized portrayal of an imaginary wife!
Jesus’ Method of putting scriptures side by side works in real life!  
Let me be provocative. If one can take any verse from the Bible and say “the Bible says…” to make a point, one need not study at the seminary. Just read the Bible vertically. Do not use Jesus’ method of putting a verse along with other verses but use the “Devil’s method.” If pastor Jerry Jones of “burn the Koran” notoriety would have used Jesus’ method and not burned a Koran some lives would have been spared. Not following Jesus’ method in the use of the Bible is dangerous. Studying similar and at times paradoxical verse(s) on an issue and viewing the issue historically, theologically and in the flow of church tradition is now called “doing theology” or “theologizing.” 

There is a conscious and at times unconscious discernment on issues in the church about practices. For example, no Mennonite (or any mainline) congregation practices snake handling (Mark 16:18). Rarely do mainline congregations excommunicate a member. Churches have a nuanced understanding of weight, priority and relevance of some verses (e.g. dietary and purity rules in the book of Leviticus). There is also good understanding of provisional historical accommodation in the Bible (e.g. issues of slavery, Sabbath, women, etc.). Richard Hays argues and uplifts the “moral vision of the New Testament.”

However, the issue of the community of faith against a prophetic individual is a thorny one. As we all know from the Biblical events, history of the church (Galileo against Roman Catholic Church) and even contemporary happenings, sometimes an individual is more faithful to the message of the Bible than a whole community (John chapter 9). Sometimes a community has more discernment: The church makes progress towards the message of Jesus in a dialectical process between prophetic individuals and a community of faith, and constant self criticism in the prophetic tradition (Amos and all).
The lessons of Jesus’ method are simple and direct:
1. The Devil knows, misuses and abuses the Bible and so do some preachers and teachers.

2. We need to know the Bible to counter the Devil’s wiles and those of false teachers.

3. We need teachers and preachers who use Jesus’ method.

4. Greater and greater faithfulness to the message of the Bible may occur as prophetic individuals and a community of faith interact with openness and humility.

5. Truth has more than one side.
(Updated November 1, 2011)

� Pauline churches were the churches first established following Paul’s teachings.


� Seven woes of the Pharisees ….see Matthew Ch. 23
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