
500 REASONS FOR A NEW BIBLE 

Arthur, Betty, Connie, and I get together each week for a game of 500.  It’s been going on for a 
couple of years, and it's probably the highlight of the week for each of us.  I suppose that doesn’t 
say much about life in retirement, but we hang on to the belief that games like 500 provide good 
therapy for the mind.  There’s strategy that needs to be rethought constantly, and the 
occasionally frequent memory failure introduces the excitement of flying by the whatever-it-is of 
your pants.  Each of us, of course, likes to be one of the winning pair, but we enjoy far more the 
challenge of getting to win the tricks we bid, or stopping our opponents from getting theirs.  The 
highest goal is achieving the best fit for the cards staring at me from my hand, with the unseen 
cards in my partner’s hand. 

But lately there’s been less card playing in our time together.  Our attention is being drawn to 
the problems our church is facing, the differences of opinion which seem to pushing people 
further and further apart despite the unity, the close oneness, that Jesus imposes on us.  As our 
card playing gives way to talking and arguing about these issues, we’ve discovered the differing 
opinions the four of us have been dealt, dealt through our upbringing and God’s working in our 
lives.  Hearing the opinions of others, we’ve found ourselves changing or adapting our own 
opinions.  Our arguing and debating seems almost better than card playing because it's giving us 
even deeper therapy for our brains.  Our minds are being stretched by trying to work out what we 
can do to fix the church (memory failure is a real power booster).  But especially by trying to see if 
and how we can achieve the best fit, the best common understanding, for the various opinions 
we are hearing. 

 So what can we do to better achieve our God-given unity?  Arthur thought we should do 
some extra research and study of the things that are causing the problems in the church, and 
about which we have differing opinions.  Betty complained that all that theoretical study only 
meant that nothing would continue to happen — something’s got to be done.  I said that I 
agreed that something has to happen, and expressed, once again, my impatience and frustration 
at the speed at which the church worked.  Connie used her pious voice to say that we need to 
pray about it.  The rest of us felt trumped, crumpled into submission.  However Betty’s practical 
common sense rose to the surface, ‘Yeah, but pray for what?  What should we ask God to give us, 
or do for us?’ 

We all decided that was a question well worth working on. 

What should we ask God to give us? 

Well, we tried to analyse our disagreements trying to understand what issues lay behind our 
failure to reach agreement.  We reckoned we had real trouble finding common ground on the 
way we understood the Bible.  Each of us came with the traditions and the practices that came 
with the family into which we were born.  That dictated to a large degree the way in which we 
understood the Bible.  ‘It’s as if,’ Connie burst out, ‘it’s as if we have 4 different Bibles between us.  
That's the problem!’ 

The same solution came to all of us.  How about we ask God for a new Bible! 

Our reasoning for making this a serious request went something like this: 

Of course, our present Bible has served us well.  But it keeps us digging over the past.  
We’re constantly arguing with each other about what it must have been like back then. And 
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even those with expert knowledge about the past often don’t agree with each other. 

Anyway, knowing what believers did in the past, doesn’t necessarily mean that that’s what 
we should be doing now.  Every part of the Bible is written to a specific audience, and deals 
with issues they were facing at that time.  God chose people to reveal his message to his 
people then. 

Our world has changed in all kinds of significant ways over the last 2000 years.  So what 
we’re faced with is trying to work out what a message to those people then means for us 
today.  Why doesn’t God choose people today to make plain what he wants us to know? 

That's what a new Bible would do — reveal to us exactly what God wants to tell us NOW. 

Maybe, a new Bible might be a good idea. 

But would it work?  Would we accept the authority of those chosen to write a new Bible?  
Would it really stop our arguing, and unite us in our understanding of God?  Would it bring 
to an end our persistent claims that I (or WE) know God and his message better than YOU 
do?  If our grasp of history is correct, that didn’t seem to happen in the past when the 
present Bible was new. 

Anyway, isn’t it the task of the Holy Spirit to take God’s word and reveal to us what God 
wants us to know?  Maybe, despite all our talk about the Spirit, we’re not relying on him for 
that, or even seeking his help. 

Maybe the real problem is us.  We’re not opening ourselves to the Spirit; not allowing him 
to make the Word a power-in-us that changes us and brings us closer to God; not using that 
Word-power (because we’re too busy arguing about the Word) to open ourselves to the 
Spirit — and we’re back at the beginning of the sentence again.  Maybe the real problem is 
us, God’s believing community. 

Still, a new, more up-to-date, Bible MAY be something we should pray for. 

- - - - - - - - - 

As we thought about this over the next few weeks, we came to realize that a new Bible could 
solve another argument that’s going on in our church. 

Our attention was drawn to a letter to the editor in our church’s monthly magazine.  It dealt 
with the failure of the church in insisting that its members uphold the teachings and morals that 
God has prescribed for his people.  It asked why pastors and bishops don’t seem to be 
‘disciplining members any more’. 

Well, the four of us soon found that we had been dealt differing reactions to the question 
raised by this letter.  And when these opinions were laid on the table we had difficulty agreeing 
about which ones trumped the others.  I mean what do you do with differing opinions except to 
find ways to trump those with whom you disagree? 

Or else we could try to see if we could fit our opinions together somehow.  So we made a 
determined effort to listen to each other and to work out why we had the opinions we held on to 
so tightly.  After a few weeks, and of course it didn’t matter how much time it was taking, we 
thought we had arrived at least at the underlying problem.  That seemed to be a big 
breakthrough.  We reckoned it all boiled down to a clash between two instructions God had 
given his people: 

- Welcome, love, accept every other person just as God welcomes, loves and accepts you. 
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- Do all you can to assist each other to deal with the disobedience to God in our lives. 

How do those principles fit together?  Unconditional acceptance on one hand, and on the 
other non-acceptance of the sin which is part of our human nature!  After some time of good 
robust argument we decided to ask God to ensure that the new Bible would clarify how to deal 
with this clash between these two instructions. 

We tried to work out exactly what clarity we expected. 

How can you show unconditional acceptance when you disagree with a person’s religious, 
ethical or moral standards?  Especially of those holding the more popular or more liberal 
opinions (if we can call them that) on abortion, sexual equality and sexual orientation. 

How can you show unconditional acceptance to a person who rejects God and the 
standards you believe God sets for life in this world? 

Given the fact that many opinions take time to develop or to become established in a 
person’s life, when do they reach the point of making a person seem unacceptable? 

How can you really deal with the sins of others when you are entrapped by the same, or 
other, sins in your own life? 

How do you confront others about their sins without being, or giving the impression of 
being, judgmental or non-accepting? 

Does God really intend you to welcome, love, and accept every other person just as God 
welcomes, loves and accepts you? 

Does God really intend you to do all you can to assist every other fellow believer to deal 
with their disobedience to God? 

Anyway, isn’t it also the task of the Holy Spirit to work unconditional acceptance in our life?  
And to make each of us realize that we need to deal with the disobedience in our lives?  
And to give us the power to do this?  Maybe, despite all our talk about the Spirit, we’re not 
relying on him for that, or even seeking his help. 

Again, like the previous situation, maybe the real problem is us.  We’re not opening 
ourselves to the Spirit, not allowing him to change us and work God’s acceptance of each 
other in our lives.  Maybe the real problem is God’s believing community. 

Are we expecting too much from a new Bible?  But we still thought it was something worth 
asking for. 

- - - - - - - - - 

What else could a new Bible do for us? 

Arthur had a suggestion.  ‘Look, at the moment some of our congregations are having 
problems accepting the Covid19 restrictions that the government is imposing on their worship 
life.  They assert that church and state are two different and separate realms, and any laws 
affecting worship in any way are completely out of place.  I’m one of those who are wondering if 
that claim is justified.’ 

We expressed our surprise at his wondering and asked him to tell us more. 

Well, I remember hearing about Martin Luther’s explanation of what he called the ‘Two 
Kingdoms’.  He saw God governing our world in two different ways — through Laws using 
punishment and coercion (which he called the Kingdom on God's left hand), and through the 
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Gospel using love and forgiveness (the Kingdom on his right hand).  Some people, he said, make 
the mistake of regarding the state as being the Kingdom on the left and the church as the 
Kingdom on the right.  But Luther saw the church as straddling both Kingdoms.  All its 
administrative, legal, and organizational structure is part of what God does by his left hand, while 
its proclamation of the Gospel is the work of his right hand.   Now, to carry out that proclamation 
much organization and administration is needed.   But we shouldn’t forget that all of it is part of 
God’s left hand work.  If I understand Luther correctly, government legislation can affect and 
control what is done by the administrative part of the church’s organisation.  Only when laws 
prohibit the proclamation of the Gospel are they out of place.  The covid restrictions are not 
doing that. 

Well, that got us talking. 

All church meetings, from the local congregation to synod, use coercion and power plays 
and the rule of the majority.  The whole administrative system within our church is the same.  
I guess there’s no way of avoiding that.  That’s how administration works anywhere. 

Yeah.  I never thought of that before.  How can you base the running of a meeting on 
forgiveness?  Or the employment of staff on ‘judge not’?  Or a case of child abuse on 
‘forgive and forget’?  Oh, that may not be exactly the best way to put it, but you know what 
I mean. 

Does that mean that in all cases where a congregational member breaks the law the police 
have to be involved, even if that member is repentant? 

Is this why questions are being raised, at least in the catholic church, about the ‘seal of the 
confessional’? 

Is that why churches have been forced to employ lawyers? 

I suppose it’s because church members are sinners that they get into trouble with law 
enforcers.  And we all need to acknowledge that and let the law run its course.  And that 
goes along with passing on God’s free forgiveness to the person who has disobeyed the law 
— for God’s forgiveness doesn’t cancel out the civil punishment for law-breaking. 

All this seems so complicated to me. 

Let’s ask God to make all this clear to us in the new Bible we are wanting from him. 

Or is it that we should be listening better to the Spirit, as he reveals things to us, like he did, 
and does, to people like Luther?  And if we did that we’d save him all the bother of giving 
us a new Bible. 

But we have no problem with asking, do we? 

- - - - - - - - - 

Is there anything more to ask for? 

I thought I’d mention an issue that we’ve been hearing about for some time now, and has been 
highlighted by those who are objecting to some of the Covid19 requirements and restrictions.  
And that’s personal freedom. 

I hear people appealing for freedom, and using the Bible to justify those claims, but each 
person is using the term freedom in slightly different ways — well really, in one of two appreciably 
different ways.  The most vocal of these calls is one demanding personal freedom for ME.  And 
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that, I think, is playing down the another freedom — personal freedom for US.  I would hope that 
a new Bible would give more clarification on the relationship between my freedom and our 
freedom (even though I think our present Bible does that quite well). 

Well, my first understanding of freedom is my personal right to do what I want to do — to 
be the person God has made me. 

Yeah, me too.  But now that you mention it, OUR freedom is just as important, isn’t it?  I 
think that in Australia we have had a fairly strong stress on OUR freedom.  But lately, hearing 
all the cries for MY freedom from all over the world, perhaps we seem to be thinking more 
and more of that. 

Doesn’t the Bible call us to submit to the good of all?  To forego my freedom to ensure the 
freedom of someone else?  And that’s exactly what Jesus did in his submission to the cross; 
that’s the attitude he wants to implant in us. 

The world around us, especially in its advertising, is always pushing us to put ME above US.  
So maybe the Bible needs to be clearer on this point.  Or is our self-centredness locking us 
in so much on ourself that we don’t hear it? 

If that’s the way our world is going, then I’d like to ask for more clarity, or a stronger 
emphasis, on this in our new Bible. 

- - - - - - - - - 

Does that end our list of requests for a new Bible? 

I can think of something else.  Some people seem to have trouble with the idea that there are 
stories in the Bible.  Oh, they can accept parable-stories because we all know they are made up 
stories to get over an important truth.  They can accept history-stories (though they prefer the 
term ‘historical accounts’) because they relate the facts of history.  But any other use of the term 
‘story’ opens up for them the ideas of fiction and untruth. 

It seems to me that much of the Bible could, and should, be called story.  Because the whole 
purpose of story telling is getting across one aspect or another of the truth.  The writers of the 
Bible certainly always want to proclaim the truth, but the truth they are concerned about is God’s 
truth.  Even the historical accounts in the Bible are not told just to give an account of what 
happened, but to reveal what God is doing in that history.  In that sense they are biased accounts 
of history, doing what all good stories do — reveal the ultimate truth. 

I think some folk think the Bible is nothing but fact, truth, literal-truth, about everything in our 
world.  But I reckon it’s one concern is to convey God’s truth about what is going on. 

You know, I never really thought about stories in that way.  But that makes sense. 

And I thought our indigenous people were the only ones who spoke about stories in that 
way.  You’re suggesting that the Israelites shared that understanding.  And what a good way 
it must be to help children understand the traditions into which they have been born. 

I’ll have to think more about seeing the Bible as a series of stories (as you understand the 
term).  I reckon that will make me see a whole lot more of the activity of God in our world. 

Yes, let’s ask that the new Bible we are asking for will especially take into account folk like us 
who so quickly and so completely link ‘story’ with lies and untruth. 
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- - - - - - - - - 

So there you have our reasons for a new Bible. 

- - - - - - - - - 

The next week, as we gathered to resume our 500 afternoons, we were surprised to realize that 
we already had our answer. 

We found we were reading our Bible in the way in which we had discussed the issues during 
the past few months.  We were reading it in the way in which we played 500.  And a 
transformation had taken place. 

The key to this transformation meant regarding — and far more importantly treating — the 
understanding of the Bible as a communal, rather than a personal, activity.  Like the game of 500 
it involves working together, playing together, getting to know each other, enjoying each other, 
enjoying without embarrassment the weird understandings each of us has been dealt, winning 
and losing arguments about God with grace and appreciation for the views of others, enjoying 
the process of being enemies on one occasion and the closest of partners the next, enjoying the 
life-long experience of learning which opinion matters, and which doesn’t, and what the game is 
really about. 

We are feeling we have made a reasonable start on our journey of listening to both the writers 
and the Author of the Bible.  Maybe if God gives us a rich enough life of relating and listening to 
each other we won’t even need the new Bible we’re looking for. 

OR are we just kidding ourselves? 

Neil Stiller 
Nov 2021 
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