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Sermon Series 2  “All Scripture is profitable for ... CORRECTION”

As we continue our series on the different things that Scripture is useful for, I’d like to thank Martin for giving me this opportunity to share with you about how Scripture is useful, in the words of our text from 2 Timothy 3:16 for “correction”. Those of you who know Northern Ireland will appreciate that it is always a bit of a risk to ask an Irish Presbyterian to preach about the Bible’s corrective role in our lives. You can never be quite sure about what you will get and you may end up hearing far more than you ever wanted or expected! 
Probably the first thing we need to do today is get rid of the negative associations in our minds to do with correction. Perhaps we are tempted to remind ourselves of teachers who corrected our school work and then insisted we repeat the lesson or exercise because we hadn’t done it well enough. Or maybe former soldiers have a memory about Sergeant Majors who would put them on “show parades” because their turnout or the state of their living accommodation was not of a sufficiently high standard!

Correction and the role that the Scriptures play in effecting it are of a totally different order. The best thing for us to do is to start from the very beginning and ask ourselves the question, what is the end result of becoming a Christian? What purpose does it serve? What is the goal to which we are moving? The apostle Paul gives us a clue in Ephesians 4:15 where, instead of being blown around all over the place by every popular trend and cranky notion in society we will rather find ourselves “speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ.” The great goal of our believing is that we should all ultimately grow up to be fully and completely Christ-like, reflecting his graciousness, holiness and love in every way. Isn’t that an amazing goal? Isn’t that an ambition worth pursuing? When God calls us by his Spirit and grants us the gift of faith in Jesus he justifies us on the basis of what Jesus has accomplished at the cross, grants us the perfect gift of his righteousness and sets us on a path of complete transformation into the likeness of Jesus, a process that the theologians call sanctification.

The great question that should preoccupy us now is how do we get from here to there? How do we progress from where we are to the ultimate goal of our Christian discipleship which is to be completely like Jesus? Earlier we were sharing with the children about how a map and compass can help us when we are going on a journey across country. You get your map out and find the point you want to arrive at. You then use your compass to set your bearings, the route you need to be moving along and you set off. From time to time you may not be able to see the goal towards which you are heading (you may be walking in darkness or there may be an object like a hill in the way) but you trust the map and your compass bearings and eventually you will see the goal again and you will walk towards it. Likewise if you deviate from your route, either by accident or because there is something in your way the map and compass will enable you to check your position and get you heading in the right direction once again.  

Now this is not a sermon on map reading, but I want you keep that idea of the map and compass in mind as we think today about how Scripture is useful for correcting us and keeping us moving in the right direction so that we eventually get to be all that God wants us to be.

1. IN WHAT WAYS DOES SCRIPTURE CORRECT US?
There are quite a number of ways in which Scripture corrects us and we only have time to deal with a few of the more obvious. The first and most obvious way is provided for us in the context of our text from 2 Timothy 3:16. If you back up to v.15 you will notice Paul reminding his young friend Timothy that from childhood he has been acquainted with the Holy Scriptures that are able to make you wise about salvation. Christianity is at its heart a rescue religion so there are no surprises that one of the first things it wants to ensure we are right about concerns the way of salvation and how we can be put right with God. I believe this is a critical issue for anyone who has grown up outside the influence of the Christian Church. Before I became a Christian I entertained the notion that all that was really needed for me to be acceptable to God was that I basically try my best to be a good person and all would be well. It was a profound shock when I began out of curiosity to read the Bible and discover not only that I was badly mistaken but on a totally wrong and destructive path! There was a whole lot of stuff that I needed to literally unlearn so that I could embrace the good news of the gospel that it was not about me but about all that God has done in sending Jesus and doing at the cross what I could never do for myself, gain acceptance with God and be reconciled to him. It was a major corrective in my life as I’m sure it is in the lives of most people who become Christians out of a totally alien spiritual environment. Our natural tendency is to be self-regarding and think that spirituality is all about us. Even a brief and cursory reading of the Scriptures can be the instrument to get us away from that and on to a more solid foundation.
But Scripture doesn’t merely correct our misguided notions about salvation. It is also instrumental in giving us hope: “For everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.”
Hope is such a critical commodity for our time. All around us we can find people who are struggling to find hope in anxious times. All around us we have occasions for despair…the economic disasters that politicians have got us into and will I still have a job in 6 months or be able to afford my mortgage? In recent years we have been deluged through our media by a whole shed load of scare stories from BSE to bird flu and Chicken Little “the sky is falling” scenarios that have contributed to various forms of hysteria, eventually shown to be completely groundless! The key thing to understand is to realise that there is nothing new about any of these things. We’ve had them before in the long story of this world and Scripture tells us that we will continue to have them. But the good news is that when you turn to the Scriptures you discover an even greater truth that God is in control and Jesus Christ is Lord. The last word is not going to be one of doom and gloom. Even in the volatile context of politics in 1st century Palestine where there were “wars and rumours of wars”
 our Lord gives his followers reasons for hope and confidence about the future. As followers of Jesus we of all people are in a position to communicate real and substantial hope to a troubled world and though our media and cynical politicians will push us in the opposite direction if we allow the Word of God to minister to us on a regular basis and correct our perspective we will as a church be in a far better position to communicate a hope that is sure and steadfast to steady and support others in complicated times.
2. CORRECTION IS A LIFE LONG PROCESS FOR THE FOLLOWER OF JESUS
Once you set off to do your cross country trek it is not simply a case of having your map and compass in your day sack and walking off in the general direction of your stated goal. It is necessary from time to time to routinely check that you are not deviating from the right path, especially if you come up against an obstacle blocking your sight of the goal or if you are moving at night. This is especially important if you are walking cross country. By all accounts we humans find it almost impossible to walk in a straight line. Our tendency to deviate and go in all kinds of different directions is legendary. So throughout our lives as followers of Jesus we need to have constant reference back to the Scriptures to allow them to correct our paths and ensure we don’t end up in the wrong place or somewhere that is unsafe or unhelpful to us.
One of the key buzz-words in education circles right now is the concept of “life long learning”. The idea is that learning is not simply something we limit to the classroom and the time we spent in formal education at school. It is for all our lives for the whole of life. This is something that the Christian faith has always emphasised. Like the first apostles, as we follow Jesus on the path of discipleship, listen to his teaching, follow his example and engage with his guidance we will find ourselves undergoing constant renewal as old value systems are gradually and comprehensively set aside so that the likeness of Christ and his value system may increasingly become a part of all that we are and aim to be. That process of re-orientation won’t always be easy and we see in the story of the apostles regular occasions where they struggled with what Jesus was asking of them, but if we are going to take Jesus and his Word seriously then we need to pray for grace to enable its corrective power to shape and mould us into the people we need to become.  

3. HOW CAN I MAKE BEST USE OF THE SCRIPTURES TO CORRECT MY LIFE?
It’s at this point I want to make some very practical observations designed to be of help and enable you to make the best use of the Scriptures. Preachers are often accused of telling people they need to do certain things and then failing to give proper guidance to enable those things to happen. So this is the moment where you get your pen and paper out and consider the following life patterns that will help you get to the final goal of complete Christ-likeness.
* Commit yourself to a pattern of regular exposure to the Scriptures. Get a reading plan that will enable you to get through significant portions of the Bible in the course of a year and make a time each day that you can set aside to read Scripture and think about what it means and how it applies specifically to your life. E.g. Scripture Union notes are just one example. There are lots of these helps available and somewhere there will be a pattern useful for you. If necessary use the traditional SU pattern of asking questions of the text: is there a command to obey, a promise to claim, a sin to avoid or an example to follow which then becomes a basis for your personal reflections and prayers. I highlight the importance of a structured reading plan because I am amazed at just how many Christians barely read the Bible apart from a few passages here and there in the gospels, some favourite Psalms and blessed thoughts from the apostle Paul! The text that forms the background for this series reminds us that all Scripture is profitable. It won’t all be profitable in exactly the same way but all of it will be profitable in some way.
* Becoming a Christian involves us in a life long process of learning and spiritual formation. One of the key ways in which we enable that to take place is by prioritising our Sundays regular attendance upon the preaching of the Word. The sermon is our opportunity to engage in a public way with the message of Scripture and its relevance to us as a community of believers, to receive general guidance about the living of our Christian lives, focussing more specifically on the things we need to believe and why they are important. So important was teaching the Scriptures for the apostles that at a critical moment in the life of the early church they declared: “it is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve tables.”
 Great ages of faith have always been characterised by vital and vigorous preaching of the Scriptures as a key element in the spiritual formation of believers. As a congregation one of the best ways you can help this along is by encouraging those who have preaching responsibilities among you to give of their best in this task so as to facilitate your growth in faith. 
* Finally I would mention the value of the discipline of Scripture memorisation to guide and correct our lives. The Scriptures need to be so engrained into our lives that they are almost second nature to us so that when we need that moment of correction in the middle of our busy lives we hear that prompting in our subconscious that is the ministry of the Holy Spirit bringing to our attention the Word “this is the way, walk in it.”
 Whether you use a diary to record a daily Scripture verse or passage to memorise or you a simple card index system to carry round with you the important thing is to allow the Scriptures to make an impact on your life beyond the experience of Sunday worship so that over time you may be thoroughly equipped for all that God wants in your life, and remember, “Bibles that are falling apart are usually read by people who aren’t!”
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