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“The Test of Truth”
Psalm 111; Mark 1:21-28 February 1, 2015

Since its founding, the college I attended has had at the core 
of its community life an honor code that says quite simply 
that students are to refrain from cheating, stealing and lying 
and that students are honor bound to report those who do. 
At the school there was zero tolerance for violations of the 
code. Those who violated the code were dismissed. The rules 
were clear. It was easy to know the right thing. Sometimes 
ethical and moral issues are not always so black and white. 
In larger social issues, there can be many viewpoints to 
consider and far-reaching consequences to weigh. In complex 
circumstances, it is not always easy to know what’s right.  

Sometimes it seems like we live in a world of competing 
truths. Whose word can we trust? Who speaks with 
authority? Belief systems, world views and even religions 
line up against each other to do battle like  troops on a 19th 
century field of war. 

A tension underlying the New Testament story is the 
question of who speaks with the authority of God – Jesus 
or the scribes, Pharisees and Sadducees.  Near the beginning 
of his ministry, Jesus enters the synagogue in Capernaum.  
A synagogue is a place for teaching and learning the Law of 
Moses. The community gathers in the synagogue for study, 
prayer and worship. In Mark’s story, Jesus assumes the role of 
a teacher like one of the scribes or Pharisees.

A man appears who is possessed with an unclean spirit. 
The unclean spirit recognizes Jesus as the Holy One of God. 
Jesus heals the man and brings him to his right mind. The 
crowd’s reaction is surprising. Instead of being astonished 
by the healing, they are astonished by the teaching. They 
exclaim, “What is this? A new teaching - with authority! 
He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.” 
The healing of the man is like an exclamation point that 
emphasizes the authority of Jesus. He is the one with the true 
word – the word that can be trusted.

This same authority of Jesus is affirmed throughout the 
gospels. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is the new Moses, 
who reinterprets the law for the people. Jesus says, “You have 
heard it said of old, but I say unto you….” Jesus takes the 
ancient laws and traditions and interprets them with fresh 
power. This is why Jesus says, “I am the way, the truth and the 

life.” Jesus is the incarnate word of God. 
How do we know what is the right word of God when we 

come to the thorny questions? How do we test what is true? 
There are many personal situations in our lives and struggles in 
our relationships where we need the light of God to illuminate 
our understanding and guide our actions. There are economic 
questions, social concerns, environmental problems and 
justice issues that we want to understand from the perspective 
of our faith and from the wisdom of God’s word. We have 
questions about salvation, the purpose of life and the place of 
other religions.  Christians, in good conscience, disagree over 
some of these issues, just as we see differences of opinions in 
the church about questions of capital punishment, abortion, 
family life, Christian marriage, war and immigration. A part 
of the Christian life is bringing what we know, what we learn, 
what we experience and what we question to be examined in 
the light of Scripture so that we might come to the truth as 
God gives it to us to understand. Simply repeating the old 
formulas and interpretations is not enough. Guided by the 
Holy Spirit, we do what Jesus did. We interpret the word and 
apply the word of God in new ways in new situations.

How do we know who has the right word? We all stand 
under the authority of Scripture, but we understand Scripture 
in different ways. Trust me: we are not the first to experience 
this dilemma. From the very beginning of the church, disciples, 
bishops, pastors, theologians and laity have interpreted 
Scripture in different ways with different results. Throughout 
the centuries, disagreements over biblical interpretation, 
theological doctrines and church practices have shattered the 
body of Christ time and again. As a community of faith, we 
are under a spiritual mandate to seek the truth together in a 
spirit of mutual forbearance, humility and love. 

In 1983, the Presbyterian Church developed some 
guidelines to lead us through the mine fields of biblical 
interpretation (Presbyterian Use and Understanding of Holy 
Scripture). These guidelines reflect spiritual wisdom gleaned 
through the centuries of the church’s life. For our time today, 
I want to share very briefly five of them with you.

• We interpret Scripture in light of Jesus Christ who is 
the center of the biblical story. Our reading of any part of 
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Scripture is not complete until we hold it up to the light 
of his life, death, resurrection and triumphant return. All 
of Scripture leads to Christ. The Bible is the word of God 
written which points to Jesus Christ, the living word of God. 
The Bible is authoritative only in so far as it makes Christ 
known. We look through the written word to behold the 
living word, Christ Jesus. The Presbyterian Confession of 
1967 states: “The one sufficient revelation of God is Jesus 
Christ, the Word of God incarnate, to whom the Holy Spirit 
bears unique and authoritative witness through the Holy 
Scriptures.”

• The plain meaning of the biblical passage always has 
priority over other ways of interpreting a text. We discover 
the plain meaning through careful study of the context and 
form of the passage as well as the historical and cultural 
situation in which it was written. The plain meaning is not 
necessarily the same thing as the literal meaning of a text. For 
instance, the creation story in Genesis 1 is a beautiful poem 
that speaks of God creating the heavens and earth in six days 
and resting on the seventh. The use of the word “day” was 
never intended to be a literal 24 hour period, but rather a 
statement of the ordered, balanced process of divine creation 
that culminates in the Sabbath rest.

• We interpret Scripture by Scripture itself as we look for 
other scriptures which will illuminate, complete, balance 
and even challenge the passages we are studying. We cannot 
treat the Bible like a phone book, picking out the one verse 
we want to use to prove a point and ignore the rest, the way 
someone might look up a phone number and not take notice 
of any other. Proof-texting an issue, while ignoring the larger 
themes of Scripture, never got the church anywhere. For 
instance, when Paul says in I Corinthians 14 that “women 
should be silent in the church,” we do not know what 
particular problem or situation he was addressing in the 
Corinthian church. Yet, we find situations in Scripture in 
which women did speak and did lead the church. We also 
hear Paul say in Galatians 3 the more general and universal 
truth that “there is no longer Jew nor Greek, male nor 
female, slave nor free, but you are all one in Jesus Christ.” 
The universal has more weight than the particular.

• We interpret Scripture within the community of faith 
and the creeds and confessions of our church. This is called 
the Rule of Faith. What we learn from the study of Scripture 
is to be tested by the faith of those who have gone before us 
and with whom we live today. In the Reformation, Martin 
Luther believed that the clear guide to the interpretation of 
Scripture was the Reformation doctrine of “salvation by faith 
alone.”  He believed that all of Scripture bears witness to this 

fundamental teaching of the church. Luther stumbled over 
the Epistle of James. When Luther encountered the words of 
James that said, “Faith without works is dead,” he was ready 
to cast the Epistle of James out of the Bible. In the preface to 
his commentary on James, Luther wrote, “I therefore refuse 
him a place among the writers of the true canon of my Bible.” 
John Calvin, on the other hand, wanted to hold together the 
whole of Scripture. Therefore, Calvin resolved the problem 
presented by the words of James that “faith without works 
is dead” by saying that Paul and James were using the word 
faith in two different ways. When Paul spoke of justification 
by faith alone, he understood faith to mean faith as trust 
and obedience; when James spoke of faith without works 
as a dead faith, he meant faith as verbal agreement which 
alone is not faith (from a lecture by Dr. Paul Capetz in 
October, 2008). We need to test our personal interpretation 
of Scripture by the creeds, confessions and historic faith of 
the church.

• We interpret Scripture by the Rule of Love. Jesus said 
that the whole law could be summed up by the love of God 
and the love of neighbor. If our understanding of scripture 
does not promote, encourage and enhance the love of God 
and the love of neighbor, then we are way off the mark. We 
have all known Christians who insist upon certain doctrines, 
theological ideas or biblical notions, but live out those 
convictions in a mean spirited way that does not express 
the mercy and compassion of Jesus. I never cease to be 
astounded by some of the hateful things that Christians say 
in the name of Jesus. If our understanding of the Bible does 
not lead to greater love for others, then we need to rethink 
our interpretation of Scripture.

How do we know the right word? We are not adrift in 
a sea of confusion with no star or compass. We have been 
given the Scriptures to guide us. When we are uncertain, 
confused or lost, we bring our questions and our concerns to 
God. We look to Christ, the living word who stands at the 
center of Scripture, to bring us to the truth. We wait for the 
Holy Spirit to confirm the truth of God’s word in our hearts. 
Then, set on our course, we hold our understanding of the 
truth with conviction, but also with humility and grace. We 
know that God also speaks to the hearts of others who may 
disagree with us. Together, as the church in a spirit of mutual 
discernment and mutual forbearance, we come to know 
more and more of the truth who is Jesus Christ.  In God’s 
word we find our wisdom and our way together.


