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Deuteronomy 23:12-14 

2 Timothy 3:16-17 

“Half Truths: God Said It, I Believe It, That Settles It” 

Ouch. 

“People definitely say that,” she said. “And it’s something that outsiders would 

look at religious groups and look down on . . .” 

Ouch. 

So here’s where the rubber hits the road, and why we really wanted to do these 

videos and have you see these videos, because the woman at the end is right – 

and we need to hear what she says. If we’re serious about our vision to challenge 

the present to change the future to make Christ known, we need to hear it. 

The saying “God said it, I believe it, that settles” is the root of a lot of hate, and 

outsiders do look at religious groups – people like us! – and look down on us 

because of the hate and the way Bible has been used to perpetuate that hate. 

Now, I know, I know, Presbyterians don’t read the Bible literally. And I made sure 

to tell everyone we interviewed that. But that doesn’t do away with the fact that 

we have an image problem. I’ve shared this with you before – many times, in fact 

– but a whole generation of young people increasingly view Christians as 

insensitive, hypocritical, judgmental, out of touch with reality, boring and anti-

homosexual. See the book: UnChristian: What a New Generation Thinks About 

Christianity and Why It Matters to learn more. And pew research polls confirm 

what everyone knows: the image problem has led to declining numbers across 

the board. So now we have a numbers problem, too. 

All of which presents a particular problem for us since our vision is to challenge 

the present, to change the future, to make Christ known. 

How do we challenge people’s opinions of Christians, in order to change the 

future, so that the Christ we claim as Lord and Savior, i.e. the one who liberated 

the oppressed and powerless, and continues to liberate the oppressed and 



powerless – how can this Christ can be known, instead of the one who keeps 

women silent, and tells gay people they’re going to hell because . . . 

Because people love to pick and choose those verses since, you know, God said, I 

believe it, so that settles it. 

But the Bible says a lot of things that people no longer follow. So, it’s a little more 

complicated than that, isn’t it? 

I mean, look at the passage from Deuteronomy.  

“12 Set up a place outside the camp to be used as a toilet area. 13 And make sure 

that you have a small shovel in your equipment. When you go out to the toilet 

area, use the shovel to dig a hole. Then, after you relieve yourself, bury the waste 

in the hole. 14 You must keep your camp clean of filthy and disgusting things. 

The LORD is always present in your camp, ready to rescue you and give you victory 

over your enemies. But if he sees something disgusting in your camp, he may turn 

around and leave.” 

I’m guessing you’ve never heard a sermon preached on this passage. I know I’ve 

never preached on this passage. But in the 1880s this was a popular passage for 

preachers. Why? Because indoor plumbing was coming, and there were people in 

the church who dared to suggest that the church would benefit from having 

indoor toilets. Can you imagine the horror? But some people really didn’t like that 

idea, so preachers used this passage to say we can’t have indoor toilets here, 

because if we do God will turn away from us! So we’re going to keep the 

outhouses out back, where they should be, because the Bible says it, I believe it, 

that settles it.  

Now, that may sound a little silly to you, and maybe you’re thinking “eh, the Old 

Testament. We don’t need to follow those laws. Do we?” I don’t know, people 

follow those laws to keep LGTBTQ people out of leadership in the church. We did, 

up until 4 years ago. 

So let’s look at a more serious subject, like slavery.  

There are over 200 verses in the Bible that support slavery – and they’re in the OT 

and NT. There are laws in the OT that regulate slavery, and in Luke’s gospel Jesus 



says, “If servants are not ready or willing to do what their master wants them to 

do, they will be beaten hard.” 

Prior to the Civil War, nearly ½ the pro slavery papers written were by pastors. 

They quoted widely from the Bible to solidify their support of slavery. Some of 

you know that the Presbyterian Church split over the issue of slavery, and it 

wasn’t until 1983 that we came back together. 

But in 1983 not everyone joined the PC(USA). There were some who didn’t join 

because they didn’t support women in leadership – and they cited the Bible to 

support their positions. Most of the churches that didn’t join were southern 

churches, and they started the PCA – there are quite a few in St. Louis and some 

of them are large. Now, granted, overall there are only 600 PCA churches as 

compared to our 10,000. But those churches still don’t allow women in leadership 

roles. And at least one won’t (there could be more, but I know Covenant down 

the road has this rule) won’t allow women to teach classes to anyone above grade 

school. They might use 1 Timothy as their support: “Let a woman learn in silence 

with full submission. I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over a man; 

she is to keep silent.” 

I remember a wedding here a few years ago where the couple requested 

Ephesians 5 at their wedding. It goes like this: 

“Wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the Lord. 23 For the husband is 

the head of the wife just as Christ is the head of the church, the body of which he 

is the Savior. 24 Just as the church is subject to Christ, so also wives ought to be, in 

everything, to their husbands.” 

Now, I have a very simple rule about this passage at weddings, and it is: it shall 
not be read. I only had one groom challenge this rule over the years, and I told 
him the only way it would be read was if I preached on it. He agreed, because 
clearly he didn’t know me very well. I never got to preach the sermon though 
because he cancelled the wedding because, ironically enough, his wife wouldn’t 
submit to his religious beliefs. She’s probably thanking her lucky stars now. 

But a few years ago a couple pulled a fast one on me and the next thing I know 45 
minutes before the service the reader asked me to find it in the Bible for her. To 



which I replied, nicely but firmly, that won’t be read. “But it’s in the Bible,” she 
said, questioning why I wouldn’t want that verse read. 

I don’t remember what I said, but the irony of her choosing this passage but 
ignoring the fact that a woman was going to officiate at their ceremony wasn’t 
lost on me.  

Because, as we know, God said it, I believe it, that settles it . . .isn’t so easy. That’s 
why Presbyterians require ministers to go to school and get a Masters of Divinity 
and study Greek and Hebrew, the original languages of the NT and OT. It’s why 
the first classes we take are OT and NT exegesis, so we can study the why, when, 
where, how and who behind the Bible. Take those classes and you quickly learn 
that it’s not as simple as God said it, I believe it, that settles it –  

There are places where the Bible disagrees with itself. The writers of the gospels 
didn’t agree about how the resurrection took place, or Jesus’ birth. They had 
different sources for their stories, they remembered things differently, and they 
had different points to make. Matthew and Luke used Mark as a source, and 
John’s gospel came much later than those three. The psalms are full of people 
raging at God – how long, Oh Lord, they cry! They didn’t say, “God said it, I believe 
it, that settles it.” Two thirds of the book of Job is Job’s friends telling Job what’s 
what, and at the end of it all God said, “They have it all wrong!” Are you going to 
pick a verse from Job and say, “God said it?” Because if you do 1: God didn’t say it 
and 2: God doesn’t agree with it! 

And even Jesus pushes back on scripture! He was a rabbi who often re-
interpreted Scripture. How many times do we hear him say: You have heard that 
it was said, and then quote scripture followed by “but I say to you.” And in the 
Book of Acts the apostles re-interpret some of the laws, such as requiring new 
converts to be circumcised.  

Like the apostles and Jesus and the writers of the Old Testament and even Paul, 
we read the Bible and hear God speak through it. But we also ask questions of it. 
We consider context. We interpret it. We wonder if God really intended women 
to remain silent in the church. We recognize that slavery cannot be God’s will, nor 
is treating LGBTQ people as second class citizens. And we certainly don’t preach 
that having bathrooms inside houses of worship is offensive to God. 



So how, then, do we interpret it scripture? How do we decide what doesn’t apply 
anymore without falling prey to picking and choosing the verses we agree with or 
that support our views? How do we do that?  

Well, we listen for God’s word, just like the people in the Bible. And when we do 
that, we hear God’s word coming to us from a variety of places, like our friends 
and families, current events, things that are happening in our lives. We study the 
Bible, we look at the who, what, when, how and why behind it. And then we 
make conclusions based on all of that. 

For example, I believe God is a God of justice, reconciliation, forgiveness, love, 

inclusion, and compassion.  When I read the stories of the Israelites or the 

prophets or listen to Jesus’ teachings, this is the opinion I bring to the Bible.  So 

when a Biblical text goes against these things, I stop and question the Bible.  

Which is perfectly OK.  John Calvin said about scripture that God spoke with a lisp 

or stammer that the Biblical writers couldn’t always understand, so sometimes 

they got it wrong.  

But ultimately, I read scripture through the lens of Jesus, and what Jesus teaches 

us about the heart, character and will of God, and through the command to love 

God and others. And when I do that, it’s pretty hard to justify passages of 

scripture that are used to exclude, hurt, and oppress. It just is. Because in the 

Bible we hear the powerful words of the Hebrew prophets calling us to work for 

justice.  The Psalms also express a longing for mercy and deliverance.  Jesus sends 

the disciples to heal the sick, to bind up the wounded, and to preach the good 

news of liberation from oppression to all people. 

Not too long ago I came across a t-shirt with these words that pretty much sums 

up what I think we should say about the Bible, and it really covers the whole 

truth, and it’s this: 

(t-shirt image) 

God said it.  

I interpret it. 

To the best of my ability, 

keeping in mind the limitations and filters 

imposed by my worldview. 



That doesn’t exactly settle it. 

But it does provide a trustworthy, 

if incomplete, platform on which to  

Base my values and decisions. 

That might not fit on a bumper sticker, but it’s the whole truth. 

And I want to close with this little nugget: 

A few years ago AJ Jacobs wrote a book titled The Year of Living Biblically in which 

he tried for one year to literally practice everything commanded in the law. It 

became clear to him that it was impossible to literally practice everything 

commanded in Scripture. Among his conclusions at the end of the year was that 

everyone picks and chooses. What’s important is to pick and choose the right 

things. 

Amen. 

 

Sources: 

Adam Hamilton, Half-Tr uths: God Helps Those Who Help Themselves and Other 
Things the Bible Doesn’t Say” 

  


