
What Does it Mean to be “Bible Based”? 
©2000, Jonathan Stepp 

 

 The following article is based on a sermon I delivered in the chapel of Campbell 

University Divinity School on March 23, 2000. Campbell’s vision statement is to be “Christ 

centered, bible based, and ministry focused.” I was asked to speak on being “bible based” 

and this sermon is the result. It was very well received by the faculty, students, and guests 

who were present and it is presented here in the hopes that it might be of some help to 

others who, like me, wrestle daily with that wonderful piece of tradition that we call simply 

“the bible.”  
 

 I brought my bible with me this morning. [Drops very large, black bible on 
the pulpit.] I thought I might take a few moments to share something of my 

own journey and relationship with the bible before I make my effort to 
address the subject of our bible-based vision of ministry. I hope that 

something of my experience will speak to something of your experience as 
well.  
 I was raised with a profound reverence for the Holy Bible - with the 

emphasis of on the word Holy. The respect which I was taught to accord the 
bible bordered on something close to worship. In the bible, I was taught, are 

the words of life and the answers to all the questions of God, the universe, 
and everything. Within the pages of this book could be found the answers to 

virtually every question of spiritual reality, ethics, or personal decision 
making. All that was required to find these answers was a willingness to do 

the research, locate the principles and/or rules that applied, and piece them 
together into a coherent policy statement.  
 So, for example, my childhood mind wondered whether my parents were 
raising me correctly. After all, I had been assigned to this particular family 

through a seemingly random process - how was I to know whether my 
parents knew what they were doing? To find my answer, I simply checked 

out the biblical principles. Proverbs 13:24 says, “He that spareth his rod 
hateth his on, but he that loveth him chasteneth him betimes.” Well, my 

parents certainly had that rule down. But then some of my older cousins and 

friends made me aware of Ephesians 6:4 “And, ye fathers, provoke not your 
children to wrath: but bring them up in the nurture and admonition of the 

Lord.” So, perhaps there was room for improvement after all.  
 As I grew older I became more and more aware of how difficult scripture 

could be to understand. Not everything in Revelation, Ezekiel, or Leviticus 
made as much sense as, say, the Gospel of John. Fortunately, we were 

blessed to have pastors, magazines, radio shows, and a steady stream of 
mail order literature to explain all those difficult parts. This flow of 

information, of course, gave rise to the necessity of extensive note taking, 
some of it actually done in the bible. [Holds up big bible to show copious, 

tightly written notes in the wide margin.] With the Holy Bible, the right study 
aids, and the best notes our tithes could buy, there really wasn’t anything 



we weren’t prepared for. I knew the bible, I knew what it taught, and I was 

ready to be unleashed on the world to preach the truth and save the lost.  
 It was about that time that some rather disturbing information began to 

come to light. First of all, as a young, zealous undergraduate student I 
began to notice that not everyone had the same notes in their margin that I 

had in mine. In fact a remarkably large number of people had read the exact 
same Holy Bible as me and yet not come up with the exact same Holy 

answers. Within my own church tradition considerable conflict was emerging 
among all those respected pastors and bible teachers. Quite unexpectedly, 

those respected teachers didn’t agree anymore on what the Holy answers 
were. Surely, I thought, I can look to the larger Christian church for some 

clear and unequivocal answers. At this point my quest for a clear consensus 
on the truth of the bible led me to the Baptists, and then the bottom really 

dropped out.  
 I have to admit, that in that process of questioning, praying, repenting, 

and searching, something of my esteem for the bible was lost. It no longer 

seemed so Holy, so inerrant, or so authoritative. In a particular low point, I 
remember a long debate with my mother ending when she said “Jonathan, 

anyone can use the bible to prove anything.” In my despondency I found I 
could only agree with her. Certainly the bible never ceased to be for me 

inspired by God, but somehow my trust in the bible had been undermined.  
 What does it mean for us as a school, and we as ministers, to say that our 

vision of ministry is “bible-based?” I believe that my experience ought to tell 
us something instructive about what it cannot mean if we wish our faith to 

find its heart and root in a transforming experience of the Living God. If we 
desire an authentic and living faith we must find a better way to view the 

bible than the way in which many of us were raised.  
To illustrate what I am talking about, allow me to use an analogy from my 

brief and less than glorious days as a law school student. If I want to know 
the law, I start with the North Carolina General Statutes. I check the index 

for the subject I’m interested in and then I read every code and regulation 

passed down by the legislature. But my task does not end there. I must next 
review all the decisions of the North Carolina appellate courts regarding 

questions on those statutes, and then I must review all the Supreme Court 
decisions on the subject. Finally, if I am a thorough and enterprising 

student, I read the  legal journals and articles that comment on the cases.  
 This process is what lawyers call the review of the controlling authorities. 

It is the search for the statutes and court cases that provide the basis for 
making a legal decision and (one hopes) winning a case. When the process 

is finished, all the controlling authorities are summarized in what is known as 
a “legal memo,” a document which summarizes what the author deems to 

be the correct decision and why he or she feels that it is the proper 
interpretation of the law.  



 My experience with scripture, and I think the experience of many 

Christians, is similar to this process of producing a legal memo. A question 
of ethics or faith presents itself to the Christian and the process begins. One 

does the appropriate biblical research, then checks the opinions of whatever 
court holds sway (be it a church doctrinal statement, Billy Graham, or canon 

law) and then issues a memo on the subject in the form of a sermon, 
Sunday school lesson, or low cost booklet. In short, the bible becomes for 

too many of us what lawyers would call “the controlling authority.” And I do 
not know what else to call the authority which controls my spiritual life 

except “god.” Now we are treading on dangerous ground indeed, for it is not 
the bible that should control my life. The role of controlling authority belongs 

to the Lord Jesus alone, not to some book. The clearest definition I know of 
idolatry is to replace God’s authority over us with something else, be it idol, 

money, person, or book.  
 Very well, enough then about what I think the bible is not. What do I think 

that it is? Time does not permit me, this close to the lunch hour, to wax 

eloquent on theories of inspiration or revelation. Let me speak more 
efficiently by speaking through an analogy: When I look at the bible I see 

the stories of men and women of faith who encountered God and recorded 
their experiences. The record of their experiences becomes a kind of window 

for me to look through and see the same Lord that they saw.1 The bible is 
not my master, it is my tool. It is not an end unto itself but a means to an 

end.  
 As I look through, and step through, this window, I join those men and 

women of faith who went before me and I share in their experience. Thus, I 
am among the disciples as they walk the dusty road on a sabbath day and 

stop with Jesus to pick a few pieces of grain. And when I read an article, as I 
recently did in Christianity Today, about how we Christians need to keep the 

sabbath, I say “don’t bother to send me the legal memo on sabbath keeping. 
I was there the day our Lord said, ‘I am the sabbath, come to me all you 

who are burdened and I will give you rest.’”  
 Once I began to look at the bible in this way, I began to have a new 
esteem for it. A respect verging no longer on worship but now verging upon 

love began to emerge. For this bible had become no longer a source for rules 
and principles by which to live my life, but had become instead the doorway 

through which Jesus could enter my heart. And at last I began to realize that 
what I had lost respect for was not the bible, it was in fact my personal 

reading of the bible -- it was my doctrine, and my dogma, based on my 
compilation of the biblical data.  
 When the Lord began to set me free to read the bible as he meant for it to 
be read, then I began to see less and less the bible and more and more I 

saw Jesus. In essence I stopped looking at the window and began to look 
through the window. The bible, like a window, does sometimes need to be 

studied and looked at in order to understand how it is made and how all the 



parts fit together. But the main and lasting purpose of the bible, like that of 

a window, is to look beyond the walls that enclose us and see the wide, free 
world that lies just on the other side.  
 We, like everyone else in the world, are longing to hear the voice God. We 
long to see him, to speak with him, to know his will, and have a relationship 

with him. The great temptation for us as creatures is to look to a created, 
physical object like the bible and hope that we will find there a message 

written by God and delivered by his messengers. We look for the letter, the 
telegram, or the legal memo from God that tells us how to live and what to 

do. But, if you will, listen to the story of God and look through the window 
for a moment as we read Hebrews 1:1-4.  

God, who at sundry times and in divers manners 
spake in time past unto the fathers by the prophets, 

hath in these last days spoken unto us by his Son, 
whom he hath appointed heir of all things, by whom 

also he made the worlds; who being the brightness 

of his glory, and the express image of his person, 
and upholding all things by the word of his power, 

when he had by himself purged our sins, sat down 
on the right hand of the Majesty on high; being 

made so much better than the angels, as he hath by 
inheritance obtained a more excellent name than 

they.  
 The aggeloi of which the author writes are the messengers; that is, they 

are the ones carrying the message. They are the clerks who circulate the 
memo. But the author of Hebrews wants us to give up our faith in 

messengers and place our faith in the message; that is, in Jesus. Now that 
the Son has come, the time for mere messages and memos has passed. 

Thus, the bible is not a written message from God. It is the story of the Son, 
and of his brothers and sisters who have met him and walked with him. 

“Bible based” must mean for us that we meet Jesus within this story, and 

that what we hear is the voice of God spoken through his Son, the eternal 
Word, and not the self-satisfying sound of our own reading of the words of 

the bible.  
 Yes, our vision as a school and our vision for our ministry is bible based, 

and may it always be so -- because in the bible we find the window which 
gives us our clearest view of Christ.  But if you will direct your attention 

towards our vision statement, we will observe that “bible based” always 
comes under, after, and subordinate to “Christ centered.” 
                                                           

1 This concept, sometimes referred to as “the iconographic nature of scripture,” was first 

introduced to me in an unpublished paper by George Grove entitled “Growing Closer to 

God.” One source for Grove’s thought and my own is M. Robert Mulholland, Jr, Shaped by 

the Word: the power of scripture in spiritual formation. Nashville: The Upper Room, 1985. 
 


