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Freeport MC 

Mere Anabaptism: Jesus Centered Bible 

Sept 29, 2019 

Heb 1:1-3a, Col 1:15 

 

Purpose: To encourage the congregation to read the Bible through the lens of the life and teaching of Jesus as 

made known in the gospels. 
 

**A note to readers. This is what I call a “loose transcript.” It is written so that it can be spoken in sermon 

form. The wording and vocabulary are not the same as they would be for an academic paper. This transcript 

has been developed from a tight outline which was meant to trigger additional thoughts and comments. Space 

is always given for the Holy Spirit to add or subtract from the notes that are prepared. For that reason, the 

Sunday morning sermon version was slightly different than what you will find below, but the overall message 

and intent is the same. The basic sermon given on Sept 29 is as follows: 

  

 

The foundation of this message comes from my Biblical Literature class at Hesston College, and the text book 

the instructors wrote: The Bible as Story by Marion Bontrager, Michele Hershberger, and John Sharp. 

 

How we approach the Bible matters.  

 We bring our expectations to the Bible. Perhaps in the past we approached the Bible expecting to 

“hear from God.” When it didn’t happen the way we wanted we were disappointed. Now that experience 

influences how we approach the Bible.  

Or we might expect the Bible to be full of rules telling us what not to do. 

Maybe other experience with scripture has impacted us. Memory verses as a kid left a bad impression? Or the 

Bible was helpful in a time of trouble? Maybe you are not a very good reader or you have a version of the 

Bible that is harder for you to understand or follow. 

 

How we approach the Bible can impact how we read it and the experience we have with it. Today we will be 

talking about one way that Anabaptists have historically approached the Bible. 

   

 

One place we can start this conversation is with the question: 

What is the Bible? 

 

There are many angles I could take to answer that question. I could talk about different aspects of the Bible: 

Its content (letters and poems, etc), Semantics (Cannon, word of God, “inspired”), or how it has a practical 

purpose (A book to help us in life). 

 

What will be most helpful for our conversation today, and how we can talk about the Bible within Anabaptism, 

is to talk about how the Bible impacts our daily life choices: how the Bible impacts our ethics.  
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Different branches of Christianity seem to have different ethical standards: different ideas about what is 

appropriate for Christians, different ideas about what we should strive for as Christians. War is an easy 

example. Different branches of Christianity have different ethical ideas about war. 

A simple definition of ethics is “what is right.” We could also think about ethics as “how to live life well,” 

because in Christ wat is right is ultimately what is best for us.  

 

Some Christian groups focus on the salvation event and getting to heaven. For these groups ethics are 

sometimes simplified to “try to be a good person until you die.” Ethics are vague or less important than the 

salvation or conversion event itself.  

 

Anabaptists tend to be more focused on how a person in Christ should live their life, here and now. Salvation 

is an ongoing process. We are saved, and being saved. Our goal is living in the Kingdom of God here and now 

as we await it to be more fully revealed when Jesus comes again. Ethics are then seen as the Jesus centered 

boundaries for living in the Kingdom – how to live life well. 

 

The “rules” of the Bible are not seen as rules, but as fruit that should accompany our salvation. The places to 

put effort into living out our new life in Christ. We don’t “work” for our salvation, but our growth in Christ 

takes “effort.”  

 

So what does the Bible have to do with this? 

This takes us back to the question, how do we read the Bible? How do we understand the Bible?  

 

To us it seems obvious that if Jesus said turn the other check and love your enemy that means you shouldn’t 

join the army, but in many churches young people are expected to join the armed forces.  

 

Why is there a difference? 

 

How is it that we can all read the same Bible and have such different expectations about how we should live, 

and what is acceptable for a Jesus follower and what is not?  

 

Many of these differences come from how we understand some of the disunity within the Bible, in particular 

often the place of the Old Testament. How can it be that the God the OT and NT are the same?  

 

That is what we will be talking about: How Anabaptists read the Bible, and why.  

 

Let me start with some light academic Bible terms.  

Hermeneutics: how to understand/interpret the Bible.  

You can’t develop a theology until you have a hermeneutic. (You can’t have a belief system about God based 

on the Bible until you decide how you will interpret the Bible.) Our hermeneutic has large influence on 

theology. 

 

Here are some common hermeneutics you may find out in the wider Christian world.  
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Dispensational: 

The Schofield Bible is based on this.  

The basic idea is that God deals differently with people at different times. In different “dispensations.” 

Depending on who you talk to there are 3-10+ different “dispensations” or time periods with different 

expectations for God’s people. This way of reading the Bible developed in the late 1800’s. It’s fairly common in 

evangelical Christianity. It spends a lot of time trying to figure out end times events and the prophesies that go 

with them. 

The problem with Dispensational thought is that it tends to take some of the teachings of Jesus and say that 

they are for the future coming of Christ. For example, the Sermon on the Mount is seen as too difficult for us 

to practice today so it must not have been meant for today’s dispensation. It must be for the future coming of 

Jesus. Instead, Paul’s teachings are what we should look at for today. (But often not the book of Acts where 

speaking in tongues and miracles were more common, that dispensation was just for the early church. -So 

they say.) 

 

Flat Bible:  

This is probably the most common way that people implicitly read the Bible. This way of reading the Bible says 

that God’s will is different in different situations/ contexts.  

For example, for ethics that apply to a group, country, or institution look to the OT for ethical guidance. The 

kingdom of Israel is seen as the example to follow. For personal ethics look to New Testament.  

So with this way of reading the Bible I can say that I would not kill anyone that tried to rob my house, 

(Personal), but support war (corporate), or capital punishment because Israel went to war and Kings executed 

people. With this way of reading the Bible I can say “no immigrants should come into this country,” but show 

kindness to the Latino hotel staff that clean the room.  

 

Anabaptists read the Bible differently. 

Christo-centric:  

This way of reading the Bible acknowledges the inspiration and usefulness of all scripture, (2 Tim) but gives 

more authority to the words and teaching of Jesus over other scripture when these scriptures disagree with 

each other. (When the Bible disagrees, Jesus is the referee.) 

This way of reading the Bible takes seriously John 1, the scripture that tell us that Jesus is the Word of God. Jn 

1:18 “It is God the only son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.” 

And Col 1   
15 The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. … 19 For God was pleased to have all 

his fullness dwell in him… 

Hebrews 1:1-3 (NIV) 

1 In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways, 2 but in 

these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom also 

he made the universe. 3 The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his 

being, sustaining all things by his powerful word.  

 

From the foundation of these scriptures, Anabaptists conclude that if Jesus is fully God, then what Jesus does 

in every circumstance is exactly what God’s will is. Jesus is the clearest picture of who God is, and what God 

really wants, and it should be applied similarly in all contexts. 
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In many ways this is the simplest approach to the Bible. Jesus is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact 

representation of his being, so when the Bible seems to be contradictory, which is what “God spoke to our 

ancestors in many and varies ways” means, then we should look to Jesus for the best revelation. 

 

This way of reading the Bible understands that God does have an ultimate will for us and that it is revealed 

most clearly and fully in Jesus who was completely faithful to God, as opposed to the people of the OT who 

were at times unfaithful. Even Paul was not perfect. 

 

Some have called the gospels the Canon within the Canon. The authority within the authority. 

As I thought of other examples, the closest I could come up with was the Bill of Rights within Constitution. 

Though that isn’t exactly the best analogy…  

 

So what about these things in the Bible that seem like inconsistences? 

 

Jeremiah 18 uses the image of God as a potter working with clay, when the clay gets lumpy, God reshapes it. 

Unlike clay people can make choices, and even when we choose to disobey, God makes the best of it and 

continues to work with us. We may have to deal with the consequences of our negative choices, but God will 

stay with us. Some call this way of working with human disobedience God’s “remedial will” as opposed to 

God’s “ultimate will.” 

 

Much of the Bible is God working with people who did not follow God to the fullest.  

Holy war is one example. In the Old Testament we have the crossing of the Red Sea. God says, “Be still and I 

will fight for you” Ex 14. This is completely radical from the neighboring countries. No one else has a God that 

fights while they do nothing. It is a witness to God. 

Soon holy war was modified and the people fought with God. The idea being that Israel’s God fights the other 

pagan gods in heaven while Israel fights the people on earth. This is not God’s ideal plan, but God works with 

their shortcomings. 

Then with David people fight FOR God. Now they are the same as their neighbors who are also fighting for 

their gods. No longer was their very existence as a people a witness and miracle.  

Soon the cycle was completely switched and God fought against the Israelites hoping they would repent. 

 

So then Jesus comes and stands before Pilate and Herod and waits for God to act, just like at the Red Sea. And 

God does act, and Jesus is resurrected. Jesus shows us how to fight evil, going back to the original model that 

God began and the Israelites corrupted.  

The greatest power of evil, death, was overcome through resurrection. 

As the slaves leaving Egypt began to leave the path of Holy war, they began at the Red Sea where God worked 

with them. Then Jesus came and lived out the true way to fight evil and evil was defeated by the empty tomb. 

This is just one example of God’s ultimate will being revealed in Jesus.   

 

Marriage and divorce are another example where we see the original model in the garden of Eden, and then 

Jesus says that the people were unfaithful so Moses allowed divorce, but that is not the ideal path, (See 

Matthew 19). 
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As we look around the Bible (particularly in the OT) we can also see that there are many scriptures that should 

be read as descriptive rather than prescriptive. An example would be Mt 26:11 “The poor you will always have 

with you.” Not a prescription to make sure there are poor people, but a description of a reality. 

Judah and Tamar in Gen 38 is another.  

 

In general we can chart through the Bible these 3 questions: 

 

What is the sin problem? 

What is God doing to solve the sin problem? (How is God working with the brokenness of humanity?) 

How faithfully are God’s people responding/cooperating? 

 

This view turns the Bible into a story. A true story.  

It is the story of God working with and within humanity to correct the problem of sin. It is the story of people 

responding to God’s voice and presence in their lives throughout time. It is the story of God’s journey to walk 

among us again just as in the garden to bring blessing to all people as promised to Abraham. To show us how 

to live life well.  

 

Jesus is our example of how to live life well. As Anabaptists we read the Bible, looking to Jesus ultimately for 

how to do that, and looking to the HS for guidance and grace to live life well through Christ within us.  

 

 

Another thing that is a bit more particular to Anabaptists is how scripture is traditionally interpreted in 

community.  

In some ways this came from reacting against the idea of a Pope who singularly says what the Bible means. 

(This is an overly simplified version of how papal authority works, but seen as a major issue for early 

Anabaptists with the corruption experienced during the Reformation time.)  

In the early days the people would gather together reading, praying, and discussing scripture together. If 

Christ is in each of us, then we can speak to one another and be formed by the Christ within the other person. 

It is a form of checks and balances, preventing one person from leading the flock astray. At other times it 

might be that what someone besides the leader says may be exactly what another person needs to hear. We 

can experience Jesus speaking through the gathering rather than just one person.  

 

Often in our Bible Studies or small groups we share about what scripture “insights” we may have or what we 

think the text being looked at “means.”   

One option to deepen your experience as a group could be to share how the scripture is “speaking” to you. 

How has/is it impacting you? Others may find that you put into words the exact thing they needed. Someone 

may say, “when I read that verse I was suddenly encouraged because I realized that….” And that may be the 

exact encouragement you needed that day.  

 

Conservative churches still practice a form of community scripture discernment in worship. I went to a 

Holdeman service in Kansas (similar to Beachy Amish). People were invited to stand and offer input after the 

preacher was done (who often gives thoughts on a text, not formal pre-written sermon). Other groups 
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practice communal discernment through hearing multiple preachers on a Sunday, or preaching from a 

“bench” (rotating group of preachers). 

 

I know a few MC USA churches that still practice communal discernment intentionally within their services and 

many others that allow for a sharing time directly following the sermon where space is given for a response to 

the sermon if anyone has something.  

 

The way we approach scripture is different than some others in the Christian circle. We see Jesus as the center 

of the Bible, and not just the death and resurrection of Jesus! The Bible anticipates and shares the story of 

God’s people being prepared for Jesus. Jesus shows us what God is like and what it means to live life well. 

Jesus provides the foundation for our ethics. Col 1:28 28 He is the one we proclaim, admonishing and teaching 

everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone fully mature in Christ.  

 

We see the Old Testament preparing the way for the New. The NT fulfills or completes the OT. Guy 

Hershberger even says it this way: “The NT supersedes the OT, not in a way that makes the OT less important, 

but in that Christ is the final authoritative word of God.”  

 

Many people can see that Jesus is the fullest revelation of God. Anabaptists take it a step beyond and strive to 

live it out. We understand that we have been saved by grace, but we must also put off the old and put on the 

new (Col 3). We must encourage the good fruit in our lives. Our ongoing transformation involves some effort 

on our part. 

 

Jesus has shown us what it means to live a life well and we read our Bibles to get to know Jesus better - to 

understand more deeply who God is.  

 

We read our Bibles with Jesus at the center. 

 
 

Let us pray 

 

 

 

 

 


