
CONCERNING THE WO.RD OF GOD 

INTRODUCTION This morning in a good many of the churches of the 
Protestant faith particular attention is being given 

to the fact that today is UNIVERSAL BIBLE SUNDAY. And eo in vlew of 
this, we're going to set to .one side, at least temporarily, our own 
immediate problems and concerns and our thoughts about Christmas, and 
go. back, wa.y back, to a story in the Old Testament about two men 
whose na.mes were Samuel and Saul. 

Most of you, I imagine are familiar with the names of these two 
men, but all of you, I imagine, are a little hazy with the role that 
these two men played in the history of their people. I'll try to tell 
you the story as briefly as I can. To begin with, Samuel was old and 
well established. History would say thgt he was something less than 

. a prophet, and y·et it would ac·knowledge that he was something more 
than ,1ust an ordinary fortune teller. 'l'he people of that time called 
Samuel a "seer", and they called him that because of his ability to 
see more than other men could see. He had the gift of vision; he 
could see things that were hidden from other people. And because of 
his peculair gifts, it was only natural for people to ·turn to him when 
they were in trouble. Sometimes their troubles were relatively 
trivial; for instance, if they lost some money, or if they lost their 
donkeys, they would go to Samuel and often he could them where these 
t hinp:s ·could be found. When they were in real trouble, they turned to 
Samuel, and he would help them straighten themselves out. You might 
say that he was a kind of spiritual leader of the people, their father 
in God, so to speak, and as Samuel from shrine to shtine, he settled 
their affairs the best he could. 

At this particular point in his life, his people were in real 
trouble. They had made their way out of the desert into the land of 
Canaan, and they had done this at great cost and sacrifice. In so 
doing, they had taken possesion of-the hill towns, and their position 
seemed to them to be impregnable. They could defend themselves from 
all attack in this elevated position, so they thought. But they had 
overlooked ahd minim·ized the fierceness and warkikeness Of the people 
who were occupying the coastal plain area - the Philistines • These 
people - the Philistines - were well organized and they were 
determined to drive the people out of the hills to the east of them. 
The Israelites were no match for them, even in their mountain seats. 
They were a loosely knit bands of tribes; they had no unity; they had 
no kinEZ but Jehovah, their God. The situatl.on was desparate; they 
were losing every battle. 

And so at this time, they turned to Samuel, their "fa.ther in God" 
and said "We want a king". Samuel woe reluctant. He knew the danger 
of power concentrated in the hands of one person. He hated to see a 
man take the place that God bad. alwa.ys held in the life of his people. 
Perhaps he himself was reluctant to surrender the position of leaderhip 
that he had had for so many years. to a younp:er, more pol1t ically-
man. But the people persisted and because St:tmuel was a man who could 
see both sides of a situation, he gGve in to their wishes. He could 
see that unless the people were united, they were lost. He could seed 
that unless they had a·king, they would never be uhited. So he agree 
that they needed a king, but this was the question: WHO woul~ ~e d r-
their king? Where could they find a man with the oualities o ea e · 
ship that were needed. No one was in sight· 
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One day a young man came up the path looking for Samuel. He we"s 
strong, tall and young. Samuel had never seen this man before. Hie name 
Saul. He came from one of the smallest and most insignificant tribes 
in the whole of Israel, and h&e family was one of the humblest families 
in that tribe. We nota as we read about it now that Saul was on a 
r.ather stranp;e and amusing errand. Some of his father's donkey had 
strayed away and his father had sent Saul and a servant to look for 
tqem. They ha.d looked everywhere and had had no success. They were· 
just about to ffive up on their search for these lost donkeys when the 
servant said: rwe can't go home until we have done one more thing. There 
is a man who lives .in this vicinity, a. man of God, who is a seer. Let us 
go to him; perhaps he can tell us where the donkeys c·an be found 11 

As Saul came up the path on this strange errand, Sam:uel, who had 
never before laid eyes on him "saw" his man. Here was the man with 
the gift of leaderhip. Here was the man with the phyeica.l and spiritual 
qualities there weee needed to lead the people. Samuel listened 
politely as Saul told him what he wanted, and then he said, "Forget 
about those donkeys. They've been lost for three days, and by now some
one has probably found them. You come with me. Come up to the high 
place where we are about to hR..ve a feast. I want the people to meet 
you and to see you." Saul went with Samuel. He joined in the feast. 
He met the people. He stayed overnight. Early in the morning Samuel 
aroused him to send him on his way. And accord in~ to the scriptures, 

"As they were going down to the end of the city, 
Samuel said to Saul, 'Bid the servant pass on 
before us, but stand thou still a while that I 
may show thee the WORD OF GOD. 111 

The servant passed on and Samuel took some oil and poured it on the head 
af Saul, and then kissed him. He then said ''The Lord has a-nnointed you 
to be prince over his people Israel." And so the young man who went out 
searching for his father's donkeys found a crown and the fortunes of 
Israel began to improve. A nation was born! 

HISTORY So much for the story. There are two things that I should 
like to say about this story by wR.y of comment and illuminatim. 

The first is that this is history. This is a record of things that were 
done by men in the past. As a matter of fact, it is one of the first 
pa.ges from the recorded history of. the Hebrew people, R.nd as such, it is 
very moving. But like most history, especia.lly ancient history, it is 
a mixture of fact, folktale and legend. It •·s not difficult to tell 
which ie which especially if you read it with any imagination. For 
instance, I think that most _of you if you were hearing this story for 
the first time might suspect that this story about a man who went off in 
search of his father's donkeys and who bec:a.me king of hie people over
night ts something of a folk tale, one of those tales that are bound 
to ·cluster about a man who becomes prominent. But the fact that the 
tribes of Israel were about to lose everything - that ie history. The 
fact that at the time of crisis, a man appeared with the gifts of 
leadership, a man who was strong enough to weld the people into a 
unit, that is history. And the fact that the people recognized the 
aua.lities that Saul had, and that Samuel was the spearhead of that 
recognition, that is history. 

Now the Bible is filled with history like that. The Bible, mind you, 
it not all history however. The first chapben of Genesis, the story of 
creation, isn't history, that's mythology. To write history, you have to 
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be there a.nd record what happened; at least, someone has to observe 
wha.t takes place before it can be written down. Ndbbdy was present 
at the time of creation; at a later time men wrote a story that would 
tell what they believed and how they felt about the wonder of the 
cre~ted order and how it all came from God. The 23rd psalm is not 
history; it's poety, reac·hing the very heights of religious emotion 
and poetic beauty. Job isn't history; it's a meditation on the 
nature of God and the meaning of human life. The Revelation of John 
isn't h1.story; it 1 s a series- of tracts for heard times. But the 
story that we've been touching on here this morning is history. It's 
a record of events that move you. So is the story of Davie and how 
he built the kingdom; so is the story of Solomon and how the 
disintegration of the kingdom occured. so is the story of the 
crucifixion. So is the story of Paul's adventures as a missionary. 
This is history. 

WORD OF GOD Now the second thit;tg tha.t I td like to say about this 
story, qnd here we re coming to the heart Of the ser

mon, is that this is also the WORD Olt"' GOD. You know there was one 
particular line in this narrative concerning Samuel and Saul which 
to my way of t'hink1ng stood out above all the rest. Some of you 
may have noticed it. Samuel, the elder, looking at Saul, said to 
him: 

"Bie the servant pass on before us, and stand thou 
still a while that I may show thee the Word of God 11 

Just think for a moment, if you will, on what that means - "The 
Word of God 11

• sometimes we're guilty of using that phrase casually 
and hapha.za.rdly. we fail to take in the tremendous meaning of those 
words. To put it sim~ply: it mean,s that God e.peake to us. It means 
tha.t behind all of this complex course of huma.n events there is a 
mind of the maker, and from time to tim,e the maker speaks that mind to 
m·en·. This is what's implied when· we use that phrase - the word of 
God. God· has the will to communicate his meaning to us. He has the 
will to communicate his mind to us. We're not left entirely to 
ourselves to figure out the meaning of life' e strange events. In the 
case of the story that we've been reflecting upon here this morning, 
I think that his message was that he wanted Saul to be King. How he 
c::mmunicated that to us is something of a mystery, ,1ust as it is 
today when this kind of thing happens, when we know beyond a shadow 
of -a doubt that God wants us to do some pnrticular thing and we're 
moved to do it as though by an irrestible foree. 

All of this point a to the climax of our thought about the 
Bible. It is the word of God. God speaks to men in the ·Bible in a 
very unique way. He tells us more about himself in the Bible than he 
does in any other place. Mind you, however, this doesn't rule out the 
possibility of God speaking to men in other ways. He speaks to a 
grea.t many people in the wonders of the created universe. He speaks 
to a great many people in John Keat 's 11 0d'e to a i.~ight ingale". But he 
doe en 't epeak to us in that particular ','Ode 11 the way that he does 
shall we say in John 1 s Gospel. In John s Gospel, he speaks to us 
about himF\elf, a.nd he tries to tell us what he is like, how he loved 
the world so much that he ca.me into it as a Son of Man that all who 
believe in him sbould not perish but have everlasting li~e. 

Of course, some people, probably not any in thiP. congregation, 
who make the mistake of t.hinking that the Bible is the DICT&'.l:ED word 
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of God, and that God };lim self dictated each word, comma, semi-colon, 
and period, and that the very words are the word of God. Therefore, if 
in Genesis, the words say that the God made the world in six days, he 
did, and if anybody says that the world was made in any othe; way, he 
is wrong because this is the word of God. They would say it s not to 
be cuestioned, not to be analyzed, that we're wrong to use the modern 
methods of historical criticism when it comes to the word of God. It's 
a dangerous kind of interpretation because it can lea.d a person into 
endless confusion a.s it did William Jennings Bryan in the Scopes trial 
e~rlJ ln this century. 

Harry Emerson ft'Osd 1ck tells of an incident that. happened in his 
ministry. One Monday morning a man called· him on the tel~ phone and 
a.ft(::'r introducing himself said, 11 I listened to you yesterday on the 
rad 1o~'. Dr Fosd 1ck replied poll tely, 11 Did you, I ~m pleased to hear 1 t" 
The man went on to say, "You said in the course of your sermon that 
the he~ling miracles of Jesus were sometimes exaggerated. Did you 
say that? 11 "Why yes I did" said Fosdick. "Do you think so?" replied 
the man "Yes, I do" said Dr. Fosd 1ck. "Does that mean that perhaps 
there may be other things in the Bible that are exaggerated" "Yes, I 
think it does·'. "Well •••• 11 said the man "I was brought up to believe 
that the Bible ie the word of God" ''So was I" interjected Dr. Fosdick. 
"And if 1 t 1 s the word of God" said the man "Then every word in it is 
true'' At this point Dr. Fosdick said •ii don't think we can go into 
on the telephone. Do you belong a church?" "No" he said ".I ·don't. I 
listen to all the Pr9n.chers on the ra.d io" "I think" eaid Fosdick ;'that 
your clue is to join a church, because the Bible is the literature 
selected and endorsed b.y the Christian community, and your church will 
help you interpret it. 11 

For all I know there may be some people in this congregation wbo 
ha.ve not yet grappled with this.problem. They have not yet come to 
see th9.t the Bible as we under stand it is the INSPIRED word of God, and 
not the dictated word of God. The words are the words Of men through 
whom God has expressed !.3.nd revealed himself, and each writer in 
writing undoubtedly leaves the stamp of his own personality on what
ever he wr i tee. Goo n oe en 't express h1.mse lf equq,lly in all his words, 
because all the writers are not eaua.lly inspired. For instance in the 
137th Psalm ahe Bible says: "Happy shall he be who takes your little 
ones and dashes them against a rock." Is that the word of God? 
Personally Id on' t t·hink so. It 1 s the word of a man who hadn't yet 
come to see the glory of loving your enemies and blessing them that 
persecute you. God may be saying something in that line from psalm 137, 
but you cantt take these words and put them next to the words of 
Jesus in the sermon on the mount and in the same breath say that both 
are the word of God. 

To bring all of this together, I would say this that we ought to 
use our 1ntell1genc·e and understanding in reading the Bible. It takes 
imagination to understand the Word of God, just as it does to understand 
the words of any human being. When we read the Bible, we ought to 
be saying to ourselves "What is it that God is trying to say to me on 
this page. " Take the story of Saul and Samuel. What is God trying to 
say in this ancient story. 

This is what he says to me: {1) Above and beyond all of your 
planning and your attempts to run your own 11f~, there is a greater 
pl.q.n by a greater planner. { 2) And while you re lookin~ for a kingj 
he is preparing a king who will appear before you in due season. (3 
While ·you're trying to work out the problems of your own life, he is 
working, sometimes in hidden ways, to bring his purpose to pass through 
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you. This is what he says to me. (4) When a need appears, a man 
will apear to meet it. (5) When you're in trouble, ·there is some
thing alrea.9y being prepared•to help you meet it. (6) When you're 
at your wit s end and don't know which way to turn, and you think 
the Philistines will come up from the coastal plain to destroy your 
whole life, don't panic. 

"Stand thou still for a while and hear the 
word of God." 

And 1t~s the conviction of those most deeply schooled in the things of 
the spirit that the word will come, at it came in the time of Samuel 
and Saul, to the person who listens carefully. This ie reading the 
Bible as the INSPIRED word of God. 

LET US PRAY: 

Open the eye of our understanding, 0 God, as we try to interpret thy 
word. 

Keep our minds clear •••• 
Our imaginations alive •••• 

Our hearts pure and 
Humble •••• 

So that MIS we turn to thy word, we may hear thee speaking to us. 

Amen. 


