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Making the 
BIBLE REijEVANT 

for the Moral Life 
n a recent Sab
bath moming I 
attended a 
church some dis
tance from my 
home. The Sab-

bath school superintendent invited 
visitors to join any class, including 
the collegiate/young adult class in the 
balcony. 

Although I am a long way from 
· qualifying as a young adult anymore, 

I have spent moSt of my adult life on 
a college campus, and rationalized 
that this would qualifY me to attend 
the class in the balcony. I rook a seat 
on the front row and soon found that 
I could hear this class as well as both 
of those meeting on the main floor. 

It didn't take long to discover that 
there was a much greater gap be
tween the balcony and the main floor 
than the 15 or 20 feet that separated 
them. On the main floor, the teach
ers did almost all the talking. They 
read questions from the Sabbath 
school Quarterly and provided &ctual 
answers. 

The balcony was a different world. 
Young adults talked about their 
lives--about personal problems and 
strUggles ranging from alcohol recov
ery to infertility to sexual abuse. In
terestingly, however, they made vir
tually no mention of the 
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main floor they t3lked about the 
Bible, and what went on the main 
floor had little to do with life, and the 
discussion in the balcony made little 
reference to the Bible. Is there any 
way to bridge this gap and bring the 
Bible to the balcony? 

We seem to be developing two 
very different cultures in the church. 
An older generation StUdies the Bible 
because it is the right thing to do, 
while the yo~oer genetation finds it 
difficult to relate the Bible to the real
ities oflife. Certainly, if we are to 
make the Bible more relevant to the 
younger generation, what happens in 
schools and colleges will play an im
portant part. 

To develop effective strategies for 
making the Bible relevant to the 
moral life, however, we must first un
derstand the Bible's role in the moral 
life. One deterrent to the successful 
use of the Scriptures in moral reason
ing has been unrealistic expectations 
about the Bible's role in our decision-
making. 

Um:ealistic Expectations 
The Bible as a Rf!erence Book. Too 

often, the Bible has been understood 
as a reference book that we take down 
off the shelf when confronted with a 
decision. But most people who tty to 

use the Bible this way feel 
Bible. 

In the balcony they 
talked about life and on the 
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disappointed. They often 
find that the Bible doesn't 
have much to say about 
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their particular dilenunas. 
For example, a student asked me what 

the Bible had to say about dating. He bad 
a whole list of questions, such as what to 
do on dates and what kinds of physical ac
tivity were appropriate at various stages of 
dating. He insisted that be wanted biblical 
answeiS, not just my opinions. 

He was a bit disappointed when I 
pointed out to him that the Bible doesn't 
say anything about dating because there 
was no dating in the Bible. Through most 
of the history of Scriprure, ~oes were 
arranged by the parents. This was usually 
accomplished at an early age, before the 
children started thinking about the oppo-
site sex. . 

Of couiSe, the Bible does have much to 
say about the values of marriage and family 
that ought to be relevant for the broad is
sues of sexuality, and even for dating. But 
one won't get much help from simply 
looking up terms in a concordance and 
then reading the key passages the way be 
or she would do with an encyclopedia. 
Rather, help comes from continual stUdy 
so that through many different stories, in
cidents, insauctions, and admonitions, one 
begins to understand God's purpose for 
marriage. 

This is why Ellen White says of Scrip
ture, To skim over the suiface will do little 
good. Thoughiful investigation and earnest, 
taxing study are required to comprehend it.1 

In another passage she declared: By 
Bible study and daily communication with 

Jesus we shall gain clear, weU-defitU!d views of 
individual responsibility and strength to stand 
in the day of trial and temptation. . . . 

The Christian is required to be diligent in 
searching the Scriptures, to read over and over 
again the truths of God's word. Wil!fol igno
rance on this subjea endangers the Christian 
life and charaaer.2 

The Bible as Instruction Manual. I'm 
writing this just a few days after a won
derful ChristmaS with family, when my 
wife surprised me with a new computer. 
It has so many instruction manuals! 
There's one for the computer, one for the 
MS-DOS software, one for the Windows 
software, and on and on. I find that these 
manuals are not my favorite books. They 
seem to assume either more intelligence 
or more knowledge (or both) than I have. 
But once I figure out the lan:,ouage, the 
instructions are quite detailed. Usually 
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they tell me exactly what to do. 
The Bible doesn't do that. Too often 

we assume that the moral life is simply a 
matter of reading the Bible and doing 
what it says. But God•s hopes and dreams 
for us are greater than that. 

God does not merely call us to do 
what the instruction book says. That 
would be legalism. He wants us to learn 
to think and do as a response to His grace. 
There are plenty of examples in Scripture 
of people like the rich young ruler (Mark 
10:17-31 and parallels), who outwardly 
kept all the rules but never understood 
what God really wanted of them. 

Another problem with this approach is 
that life is complex. The same action may 
have quite different consequences in vary
ing circumstances. That is why Paul had 
to spend three chapters (1 Corinthians 8-
1 0) advising the Corinthians about the 
issue of food offered to idols. A simple 
"It is right" or "It is wrong" would not 
do, for the context of the action made a 
difference. In a private setting, Paul saw 
no problem with food offered to idols. 
Idols, after all, could hardly affect the food 
itself. But in other settings, the associa
tion with idolatty gave the act of eating 
food offered to idols a different' meaning. 
In these cases Paul advised against eating 
it, lest another person be hun or led 
astray: The context of the action made 
the difference. 

So, if we cannot expect the Bible to be 
an encyclopedia ofbehavior or a detailed 
instruction manual outlining God's will, 
what can we expect it to do? How can 
the Scriptures make a difference in our 
lives? How do they become relevant to 
the realities oflife? 

What We Can Expect 
The Bible tJS Proclamation. The first and 

most important thing that the Bible does 
for us is share the story of God's good 
news. It tells us that God is our Crearor, 
and since the very beginning He has been 
actively involved in rescuing us from the 
consequences of our destructive decisions. 
It tells us that Jesus Christ our Saviour died 
for us. He lives and will come again. This 
incredibly good news is, according to Paul 
in Romans 1;16, 17, the power of God for 
salvation. Our success in finding meaning 
and pmpose in this life, as well as our eter
nal destiny, is determined by our response 
to the gospel. This response of faith comes 
by hearing, and bearing by the word (Ro
mans 10:17}. 

UnfortUnately, the Valuegenesis mater
ial tells us that our'srudents have not suffi
ciendy heard this good news. A large per
centa:,oe of them do not undeiStand that 
their salvation is based not on their rule
keeping, their achievements, or anything 
else they have tO offer, but is purely based 
in God's goodness. Leading our smdents 
into the Word and helping them discover 
this good news is the most important fust 
step in making the Bible relevant for 
everyday life. 

The Bible QS a Revelation of God's Char«
ter and Values. It is impossible to under
stand the good news and not find God 
worthy of worship, adoration, and emula
tion. The Bible shows us what God val
ues, and then calls us to live lives wonhy of 
the gospel of Christ. (See, for example, 
Philippians 1:27, Colossians 1:1 0; and 1 
Thessalonians 2:12). The Bible's most im
portant contribution to the moral life is 
this continual shaping of our values as a re
sponse to the good news. This process re
quires regular reading of Scripture to lead 
us in our contemplation of God and His 
goodness. Ideally, this kind of scudy shapes 
who we are on a daily basis. When we are 
confronted with difficult situations, the 
Christian response then comes narui4lly 
because we have learned what God values 
and we want to please Him. 

For example, a husband whose values 
are shaped by Christ's love for us will take 
seriously Paul's portrait in Ephesians 5 of 
the husband who loves his wife as Christ 
loved the church. He will not only be 
f.rithful to his wife because the law says he 
has to, but will also value faithfulness and 
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commianent to his vows of 
love. By applying this ap
proach in other areas, we 
come to see that many ac
tions are simply inconsistent 
with the good news of sal
vation. 

That's why, in Galatians 
2, Paul accused Peter of not 
walking straight with the 
truth of the gospel when 
Peter refused to eat with 
Gentiles. The gospel pro
claimed that God loves and 
accepts all people, and for 
Peter to refuse to do the 
same violated the gospel .. 
Thus, we see that the gospel 
baS implications for the 
moral life. The Bible 
teaches us those implications 
and shapes our values. 

The Bible as a Soune of 
Christian R4feaion. But 
Christians still face some dif-
ficult dilemmas. There are situations 
where values come into conflict, where no 
solution seems ideal. And even though the 
Bible doesn't give us instruction manual
type advice for these problems, it is never
theless useful for Christians to reflect on 
what the Bible does say that relates to the 
issues and values in a particular situation. 

How do we go about this? First, we 
should pray for the guidance of the Spirit 
as we study. This isn't a matter oflooking 
in a reference book to find an appropriate 
answer. Rather, it is a way ofletting a 
personal God speak to us through Scrip
ture. Therefore, we begin by asking for 
God's presence. 

Second, we can gather materui related 
to the ls5ue at hand. Then we should look 
at each passage and ask some questions. 
Scholars often make biblical interpretation 
seem as if it can be accomplished only by a 
professional. But good interpretation is 
more a matter of good sense. under the 
guidance of the Spirit, asking questions and 
probing for meaning. 

As you study the pas5a;;,aes. note the 
kind of material in which each appears. Is 
it a historical story? A proverb? A Psalm? 
An admonition? Ask yourselfhow the 
type ofliterature might make a difference 
in your understanding of what God is try

ing to communicate. 
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Now look at the literary context. 
Where does this passage come in the flow 
of the argument or narrative within the 
particular book where it is found? Does 
the context offer any clues to the author's 
original purpose? What issues or principles 
are at stake in the situation as it is pre
sented in the Bible? 

Also of concern is the historical con
text. What situation was being addressed? 
Can you tell this from the book? If not, 
do commentaries provide any helpful in
formation? What was the situation of the 
people in the story? Can you determine 
the direction in which God was trying to 
get them to move? 

After you have struggled with the bibli
cal material, reflect on.your own situation 
as well. How do the issues and principles 
you have discovered relate to the specifics 
of your situation? 

Some will feel uncomfo~ble with this 
kind of reflection because of the danger 
that it might lead to rationalization. That 
is always possible. In fact. that is why we 
pray before we enter this process. We pray 
not so much that God will drop an answer 
from the sky as that He will guide us and 
keep our motives honest as we seek His 
will. And we must remember that ration
alization is equally possible when one uses 
the legalistic instruction-manual approach. 

If we teach scudents to 
use this process of reflec
tion in applying the Bible 
to their lives, God's Word 
can become much more 
meaningful to them. I 
find that one of the moSt 
helpful ways to involve 
srudents in this kind of re
flection is through case 
studies. I give them a situ
ation, and then ask them 
to find biblical material 
they think is relevant to 
the problem. Then they 
go through the process of 
asking questions. Later, I 
have them provide case 
studies from their own ex
perience. 

This is obviously not a 
science. My students do 
not all come up with the 
same answers. But that in 
itself is good preparation 

for living in a church and a society where 
not everyone agrees. Only by involving 
students in this kind of ~&ent process of 
using Scripture to reflect on ls5ues of life 
will the Bible become relevant. 

Coadusion 
Our students will soon become the 

membership of our churches and will 
eventually be its leaders. If they can gen
uinely hear the gospel and be tatiooht to use 
scriptural principles to reflect upon the na
ture of the gospel as they address the com
plexities of contemporary life, I predict 
that the Bible ·will make it back to the bal
cony and real life will even make it to the 
main floor. ' 
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