Sharpening the Skills of Scripture #1

“Seeing the Big Picture”

selected Scriptures

Do you know what is the best-selling book of all time? According to Guinness World Records as of 2024, the Bible is the best-selling book of all time, with an estimated 5-7 billion copies sold and distributed. Coming in a distant second place is the Qur’an with an estimated 800 million copies, while the Book of Mormon has sold an estimated 200 million copies.

Of course, sales are not the ultimate measurement of significance, but I agree with the assessment of A. W. Tozer who wrote, “The Bible is the most important book in the world.”
 This is not only the opinion of evangelical Christians, either. A number of years ago Newsweek magazine published an article entitled, “Religion: How the Bible Made America,”
 that traces the impact of the Bible on the formation and development of the United States from the first permanent European settlers to the present. It insists, “the Bible, perhaps even more than the Constitution, is our founding document…” Yet is also points out that “the Bible has virtually disappeared from American education,” whereas at one time it was practically the only textbook. The article goes on to say, “If it is not read and integrated into our daily lives, the Bible becomes merely an icon,” implying that this has happened in the United States.
 I agree with that assessment.

I would add that, while the Bible may be described as the best-selling and most important book of all time, it may also be the most ignored book of all time. At one time nearly every home in America had a Bible, if not several Bibles. But how many Americans—how many Christians, for that matter—are biblically illiterate? 

For many, this is not due to a lack of effort. I know of many believers who want to read the Bible but just don’t get it. They start reading in Genesis, but by the middle of Leviticus they give up. Or they stumble over the horrendous stories of violence and injustice. Some have even been taught that over half of the Bible doesn’t apply to them anymore, so why bother?

I think this is a shame, and the shame falls at least in part to pastors and teachers who have failed to properly instruct their congregations as to correctly understanding the Scriptures. Over the next few weeks, I want to address the subject of “Sharpening the Skills of Scripture,” or, in the words of one book’s title, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth.
 As we did with the subject of forgiveness, this series will run Sunday mornings and evenings. This morning we will focus on seeing the big picture, with succeeding messages looking at understanding various types of Scripture, including law, narrative, poetry, wisdom, prophecy, parables, and letters.

The Bible is a Dramatically Factual Presentation

In seeing the big picture, I want to first assert that the Bible is a dramatically factual presentation. Throughout this sermon I will be referring to one book in particular, John Kitchen’s book Long Story Short. In the beginning of that book he writes, “I unabashedly and unashamedly contend that the stories in the Bible and the story of the Bible are true. They are accurate as to the facts.”

Peter wrote in 2 Peter 1:16-18,

We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when the voice came to him from the Majestic Glory, saying, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” We ourselves heard this voice that came from heaven when we were with him on the sacred mountain.
John added in 1 John 1:1-3,

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.
The Bible is not a bunch of “cleverly invented stories,” but rather a record of history. These events really took place! One hundred fifty years ago, scholars believed the stories of Scripture were merely fables meant to teach moral lessons. None of the people or places mentioned is real, so we should not read the Bible literally. With the development of scientific archaeology, though, these concepts have been abandoned. The Bible is historically accurate and factual.

Other scholars propose that history is cyclical, that things just move in circles—that what has been will be and what is has already been. They’ll tell you there is no meaning, no significant movement toward a climactic purpose. History, they assert, is like the stairs on an escalator that circle endlessly around, always moving but never really arriving anywhere. History, however, is not cyclical but linear. History moves in a straight line to an appointed destination.

This is just what we find in the Scriptures: Paul can write of God’s “eternal purpose” (Eph. 3:11). He can affirm that God “works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will” (Eph. 1:11). God says, “I make known the end from the beginning, from ancient times, what is still to come. I say: My purpose will stand, and I will do all that I please” (Isa. 46:10). The writer of Hebrews tells us that in all this, “God wanted to make the unchanging nature of his purpose very clear” (Heb. 6:17).

Eventually, the old adage “History is His story” will prove to be a trustworthy perspective on the events of time and space. God’s story is unfolded before us in the pages of Scripture—through historical books, poetic prayers, prophetic oracles and instructional letters. Some folks will tell you that truth is stranger than fiction. I suppose that may be true, but I believe it is more accurate to say that truth is more dramatic than fiction. Drama does not dwell solely in the territory of fiction. I think it is fair to suggest that fiction does not offer nearly the dramatic power that fact does.
 That is why I say the Bible is a dramatically factual presentation.

The Bible has Dual Fixed Points

Understanding the Bible, though, is a daunting task. It is comprised of sixty-six books written by over forty authors over a period of fifteen hundred years! There are so many (often hard to pronounce) names of people and places, with customs very different from our own. It is easy to get lost on the journey, to lose the forest for the trees.

There are two things that will always help you find your way in God’s story. The Bible has dual fixed points, and with them you will always be able to gain your bearings, no matter where you find yourself in this journey from eternity past to eternity future. If at any point in our journey you think you’ve lost your way and if none of it is making any sense, bring these two unchangeable constants into view.

Ancient mariners used an instrument called a sextant, a device that operates at all times from two fixed points—the sun (or the moon or a star) and the horizon. Using those fixed points, you are able to determine where you are and where you are heading. If you know how to use the sextant and can locate those two points, you will never truly be lost. In the Bible, the dual fixed points are God’s glory and God’s grace. As Kitchen puts is, “The goal of everything is the glory of God, and the means of everything is the grace of God.” 

Let’s take up the first point for a moment and consider it: The goal of everything is the glory of God. How do we know this is true? God said so. From His first dealings with the Israelites, God pledged in Numbers 14:21, “As surely as I live and as surely as the glory of the Lord fills the whole earth…” How certain is what God intends to do? It is as sure as His own existence. It is God’s way of saying, “If ever I cease to exist, then you can begin to doubt what I’m telling you now!” Of course, that isn’t going to happen, for God is eternally self-existing.

This idea is repeated throughout the Bible. The prophet Habakkuk wrote in Habakkuk 2:14, “The earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.” In the New Testament, Paul concluded in Romans 11:36, “For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen.”
This fixed point helps us understand why things happen. Why did God create the universe? For His glory. Why did God create human beings with the capacity to choose evil? For His glory. Why did God send His Son to die for lost sinners? For His glory. This may not be the immediate answer to every “why” question raised, but it is the ultimate answer. The goal of everything is the glory of God. Everything about everything is for the glory of God.

The second fixed point is the grace of God. What is the grace of God? A good definition of “grace” is “God doing for us that which we do not deserve and could not do for ourselves.”
 (Mercy, on the other hand, is God not doing to us what we do deserve!) Grace, then, is the means of everything. Whereas glory answers the question “why?” grace answers the question, “how?”

God became a man in the Person of Jesus Christ. Jesus lived perfectly, without sin. When He hung on the cross, the Bible explains that God laid on Him the iniquity of all of us. The guilt for all our sins was placed on Jesus. When He died, He was paying the eternal punishment for who we’ve been and what we’ve done. That is grace! Notice now what the apostle Paul said about this grace in 2 Timothy 1:9, “This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time.”
Paul asserted in Ephesians 3:11 that, “his eternal purpose [was] accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Peter too declared in 1 Peter 1:20, “[Christ] was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake.”
This is true, however, not simply about Jesus as our Savior. It is true of everything in life. Listen to how David prayed in 1 Chronicles 29:14, “Everything comes from you, and we have given you only what comes from your hand.” Jesus is a gift of God’s grace. Forgiveness is a gift. Salvation, heaven, eternal life—they are all of grace. But so is the air you’re breathing at this moment. And so is that bouncing, red pump thumping in your chest. And so is…well, you fill in the blank. It’s all a gift. We didn’t make any of it—He did! We don’t deserve any of it—He does! Yet He created us to share it with Him. That is grace. Such is God.

Every breath you draw in is by means of the grace of God. Every decision you make and every step you take is by God’s grace. Every moment you are alive is a gift. Everything you own is a gift. The money in your back pocket or in your purse or lodged in bank accounts or stocks or wherever it is—it’s all a gift, on loan from Him. Everything. All of it. Without exception. All of it is by grace.

If you travel by these dual fixed points each step along the way, you will conclude at the end of the journey that everything about everything is about the glory of God. Everything…about everything…is about the glory of God. Not our pleasure, but God’s glory!

You will also conclude that everything about everything is by the grace of God. Who gave you life? Who gave you time? Who gave you your job? Who gave you the capacity to make wealth? We can keep multiplying the questions, but you get the point. Where did all this come from? From whose hand it is? Why is it distributed to you? How did you come to enjoy these things? These are not yours by right, but by God’s grace!

The glory and grace of God are what link your life to the lives of Moses and David and Isaiah and Paul. We, like them, have the privilege of living to enjoy the grace of God and to magnify the glory of God. What is God’s purpose for your life? Whatever it is in the specifics, it is about the glory of God. Whatever it is in the minutiae, it is by the grace of God. These are two threads of gold and silver woven into the tapestry of all history. At the end of time, the tapestry will be turned, and we will see that it is those two threads that will connect every part of the story of God—His story, your story.

The Bible has a Divinely Formed Plan

And there is more: the Bible has a divinely formed plan. This plan is revealed from Genesis through Revelation, what W. A. Criswell famously called, “The Scarlet Thread of Redemption.”
 I like how Kitchen summarizes this plan:

God’s plan is to use one man (Abraham) to build one great nation (Israel) through whom He will provide the one Savior (Jesus) who will reveal God’s glory and extend God’s grace to ALL people!

We see both God’s glory and grace ultimately revealed through Jesus Christ, God the Son who became human. John 1:14 states, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” We read in Hebrews 2:9, “But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because he suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone.” Peter concludes in 1 Peter 5:10, “And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.”
Of course, the focus of God’s plan revolves around His Son, Jesus Christ. The Bible itself revolves around Him as well. Remember the Scripture read earlier? In Luke 24:27, while Jesus was walking on the road to Emmaus, we read, “and beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, He explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning Himself.” The whole Old Testament looks forward to Jesus, while the New Testament records His life and ministry and explains the implications of it.

The Bible is God’s story, His purpose and plan for all He has done and will do. Many believe that history is simply random fragments of billions of smaller, personal stories that people are trying to write with the pen of their choices and the ink of their sweat and blood. They say there is not one, big, overarching story, and that we live in a world of chaos, without rhyme or reason.

Such an understanding leaves us with an ethic that cries, in the words of the ancient Scripture, “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die!” (Isaiah 22:13) If there is no grand story being written, then there is no point to any of the individual acts that take place in this world. If there is no point, there is no purpose. If there is no purpose, there is no morality. There is no right or wrong, there is just now. In such a world there is no morality. But, if we are honest, neither can there be any hope.

I invite you, come back to the Bible and begin a journey that will deliver us at the end. I want you to see from Scripture that there is one grand story, one true story that is being written across history, and that your life can be a part of it. Your life can contribute to the fulfillment and completion of that story. You are not an accident. The ordering of your life is not a mistake. There is a point to it all and a purpose for your existence. Your life can have meaning and can contribute to what God is doing from all eternity.
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