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    We’ve Got Issues, God Has Solutions

Part One: Does the Bible Really Address Everyday Problems?

Introduction

As participants in a fallen world we all experience problems.  Many of our struggles are of our own making, while some are caused by the actions of others.  We sin and are sinned against; we are both perpetrator and victim.  Problems are a fact of life in a fallen world.

Yet, in the search for solutions, too often we fail to look to God’s Word, The Bible.  Instead, we seek out “experts” to tell us why we behave as we do, and how we should react to the behavior of others.  When it comes to our struggles, the therapist’s couch, the self-help section of the bookstore, Oprah, etc., are substituted for the Bible’s wisdom.  Why?  Why do “people of the Book” look first to sources other than the Bible when dealing with life’s issues?  This lesson will examine some of the reasons that we fail to consult Holy Scripture for answers to our problems, and begin to show that the Bible is a trove of riches for addressing our individual issues.

I.
Barriers to the Biblical Counsel

A.
The culture of the Church

Church is often seen as a country club for the healthy rather than a hospital for the sick.  As a result, people conform to the expectations of the church culture, and hide their problems rather than deal with them.  After all, members of the club aren’t supposed to have problems.  In fact, you were invited to be a member precisely because you have it all together, right?  Wrong!

B.
A compartmentalized view of life, and the Bible

Most people do not think of life as an integrated whole, with Christ and His mission at the center.  Rather, we tend to think of our lives in compartments, and the “religious” or “spiritual” compartment is just one among many.  We have our work compartment, leisure compartment, family compartment, health compartment, finance compartment, mental compartment, etc.  Since “church” is just one of many things I do, it has its place, and a small place at that.

In addition, many simply do not believe the Bible addresses every issue of life.  John Frame rightly contends that the scope of biblical teaching is universal, and quotes his mentor, Cornelius Van Til, in that regard:

From a viewpoint governed by sola Scriptura, the “scope” of Scripture, the range of subject matter to which it may be applied, is unlimited. As Van Til says, there is a sense in which Scripture “speaks of everything:”

We do not mean that it speaks of football games, or atoms, etc., directly, but we do mean that it speaks of everything either directly or indirectly. It tells us not only of the Christ and his work but it also tells us who God is and whence the universe has come. It gives us a philosophy of history as well as history.

Moreover, the information on these subjects is woven into an inextricable whole. It is only if you reject the Bible as the Word of God that you can separate its so-called religious and moral instruction from what it says, e.g., about the physical universe.

C.
Misunderstanding the purpose of the Bible


1.
Doctrine is not the purpose of the Bible.

The purpose for which God gave the Bible is to enable us to know God’s will and do it.  Doctrine is not an end in itself; rather, God has communicated truth to us so that we might better serve Him.  Note the purpose (“so that”) given in 2 Timothy 3:16-17:

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

2.
Giving only nominal authority to the Bible

We sometimes accord authority to the Bible in name only because we don’t believe it is relevant to every aspect of life.  That is, although we mentally acknowledge the Bible as the final authority, in practice it is not used that way.  Author David Henderson explains the difference between actual relevance and functional relevance:
The word [relevance] traces back to a medieval Latin word, relevare’, which means, “to bear upon.”  Something is relevant when it has to do with my circumstances, when it bears upon my questions and struggles.

For something to be relevant to me, two things need to be true.  First, whatever it is – a talk, a book, a letter, an instruction guide – needs to be pertinent to my life.  It has to address the issues I’m wrestling with, answer the questions I’m asking, meet my needs.

But that is not enough.  Something is not relevant for me unless I see and understand its pertinence.  Unless I can make the connection, unless I see how this book or conversation connects with my life, it really isn’t helpful; it isn’t relevant at all.

I call these two aspects actual relevance and functional relevance.  Actual relevance gets at whether a message has anything to do with my life, while functional relevance has to do with whether I am able to see the connection.



3.
The Maker’s Diet and Emaciated Christians



Henderson summarizes well the way the Bible is to be used:
We often treat the Bible as if it were the ultimate how-to book, an encyclopedia of practical wisdom and insight.  But the Bible is more like a novel.  I can dip into my Encyclopedia Britannica wherever I want, read a few paragraphs, pick out the information that will benefit me, and then close it.  But with a novel I can’t do that.  I must relate every passage, every description or conversation or turn of events to the overall plot.  Otherwise, it makes no sense.  At least, not its intended sense.

The Bible is not a collection of Confucian proverbs, each of which can stand alone.  It is all of a piece.  Nor is it a collection of stories.  It is one story, the story of how God in Jesus Christ came to indifferent and self-absorbed humanity with the sole notion that those cold and callous men and women should be made right with Him.

The term biblical needs to be redefined.  It cannot mean merely “from somewhere within the pages of Scripture.”  In light of the way the Bible is written, as a single fabric of thought stretching from front to back,” biblical” must mean “in keeping with what the Bible is about.”  And the Bible is about God’s unstoppable passion to be known, loved, and served – through Jesus Christ – by those He has made.
4.
Mysticism

Mysticism is “a form of religious practice which seeks direct knowledge of God rather than an…intellectual knowledge of him.”

5.
Pietism.

Pietism is “a variety of Christianity that emphasizes personal experience.”
  Pietism “can lead to inordinate subjectivism and emotionalism; it can discourage careful scholarship.”

D.
Misinterpretation of the Bible

The process by which we come to know God’s will contained in the Bible is study.  For believers, the Holy Spirit does a work of illumination that causes him to understand the true significance of Scripture.  However, the meaning of a Bible passage is only obtained by careful study.

The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned. (1 Corinthians 2:14)

Having studied the Word of God, we must then make application of its truth to our circumstances.  This requires that we ask relevant questions of each passage.  The Scripture Union, an organization that has provided Bible reading and study materials since 1867, recommends that at least three questions be asked of each passage:


1.
What does this say about God?


2.
What does this say about mankind?


3.
What should I do?

Because the Bible is composed of human elements (human authors and languages), it is to be interpreted as normal human communication.  Thus, the principles of interpretation that apply to any human communication are equally applicable to the Bible.



1.
A text cannot mean what it never meant.

2.
All texts are not alike.

3.
A text has only one meaning.

The Bible differs from other human communication in one important respect: Although it was composed by several human authors, it has one ultimate Author - God.  Since there is ultimately a single Author of the Bible, it has internal consistency.  This means that the Bible will never contradict itself.  The following interpretive rules flow from the fact that the Bible communicates a unified message:

a.
Interpret difficult passages in the light of those that are clear.

b.
Interpret each biblical book in the light of its overall biblical context.

II.
An Example of the Bible’s Teaching on Human Motivation: “Lusts of the Flesh”
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