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Matthew 5:13-30 

Something I have really enjoyed about serving at St. 
James is the spiritual hunger of our members – 
particularly when it comes to learning about the 
Bible.  We always have record attendance in our 
adult forums when we have focus on Scripture – like 
our Overview of the Bible series and our Bible 
Challenge when over 50 signed up and committed to 
reading all or a large portion of the Bible. We had a 
big crowd for our Psalms series this fall and then 
when Fr. Mark lead a series on the minor prophets 
last month, it was standing room only!  And he wasn’t 
exactly teaching on the most popular books of the 
Bible Joel and Habakkuk – and he couldn’t even 
pronounce Habakkuk correctly. ���� What do you call 
it – Habba- COOK?  But in all seriousness –there is a 
deep interest in the Bible here, which I think is 
wonderful.  

I truly believe that the Bible can change our lives in a 
way that nothing else can…it truly has an abiding and 
spiritual potency and power. I experienced the Bible’s 
power in my own life after my second year of college 
when I took a year off to go to Thailand and work 
with a local missionary group serving in Chiang Mai.  
One of the missionaries was a Thai pastor and he’d 
asked me to prepare to teach the Bible when we 
visited some of the remote Lisu and Lahu hilltribe 
villages. At first, I protested, feeling totally 
inadequate for such a task, because, like so many 
people today, I had very little knowledge of the actual 
contents of the Bible.  But the pastor insisted that not 
only did I have more education and knowledge just 
by virtue of my education in the US and being raised 
in the Church, but, he said, “God will help you.” For 
several months I prepared by reading Study Bibles, 
reading the Bible voraciously every day, marking it up 
every page, and then I took a class that included an 
overview of the whole Bible. I think this was really 
the moment that I became a true student of the 
Bible, something that all Christians are called to be…I 
just needed that extra nudge.   

But I will never forget how inadequate I felt on my 
first trip to a Lahu village to be a “Bible teacher” at 
age 19. To get to the village, we had to climb a 
mountain by foot for many miles in deep mud after 
the monsoons – it was awful. I believe a few years 
ago I shared the story here about how I ended up 

falling and being totally covered in mud before my 
arrival. I remember walking into the village and being 
greeted by a mass of villagers absolutely covered in 
mud from head to toe, “Here she is, your esteemed 
Bible teacher all the way from America.”  A woman 
from the village gave me a change of her clothes to 
wear because I’d have to leave my suitcase behind in 
the mud somewhere on the middle of the mountain.  
I proceeded to put the lovely Lahu garment on – 
evidently- both upside down and inside out -which 
only apparent when I walked into the gathering room 
and saw the way everyone else was wearing it.  There 
were definitely some giggles. I was so embarrassed – 
just some brilliant teacher I was going to be! 

I second guessed myself all that night and the next 
day…I felt like such an imposter, what did I really 
know?  I was just some college student that didn’t 
know right from left in this culture. How could I even 
imagine that I could be a Bible teacher. The Thai 
pastor and the translator I was with was brilliant and 
spoke 8 languages while I was still working on “hello” 
and “thank you” in Lahu.  The next day I went back 
over my Bible lessons and prayed as hard and as 
earnestly as I ever had for inspiration and 
understanding from God.   

What happened next was a surprise: the Bible came 
alive to me in a way it never had before.  To this day I 
fully believe I experienced something that could only 
have come from God - it was as if the words and their 
meaning were jumping off the page and being 
opened up to me in a way that was entirely unrelated 
to my actual knowledge or intelligence, but from the 
Holy Spirit.  The Bible actually became a page turner 
for me that week and I couldn’t put it down, reading 
late into the night every night by candlelight.   

And when I began to teach for the very time, with my 
translator, despite all my shaking with nervousness, 
the words flowed smoothly, and insights and relevant 
examples jumped into my mind right then and there 
when I would otherwise have drawn a blank.  On our 
first day of teaching, we had about a dozen people 
come to hear us. But every day more and more came 
and by the end of the week, that little bamboo Lahu 
church was overflowing with people of all ages, 
standing along the walls and in the aisles because 
there were no benches left to sit on.  At the end of 
the week we baptized a dozen people in the river 
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from this little village and they thanked us over and 
over again with tears and smiles.  I learned then how 
much God can and does teach us from God’s Word 
when we ask for the Holy Spirit to reveal its’ meaning 
and really seriously study Scripture.   

In our Gospel lesson today, Jesus says: “Do not think 
that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I 
have come not to abolish but to fulfill.” When Jesus 
speaks about the law and the prophets, he is talking 
about what we as Christians refer to as the Old 
Testament of the Bible and what is known as the 
Torah in Judaism.  Jesus is telling us that his purpose 
is to fulfill the Scriptures. And then he says, “For truly 
I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one 
letter, not one stroke of a letter, will pass from the 
law until all is accomplished.”  The word used here 
for “stroke of a letter” is the Greek “iota.” The iota is 
the smallest, tiniest letter in the Greek alphabet, it’s 
comparable to our letter “i’ but I think of it more like 
the dot on our letter “i”-just very tiny.  The word iota 
is used by English speakers like the phrase, “I don’t 
give one iota about that.”  In other words, I don’t 
care even the tiniest bit.  And here Jesus is saying 
that until heaven and earth themselves pass away, 
not even one iota will pass from the Scriptures until 
all is accomplished. That’s how important it is.   

Scripture is so important and central that Jesus’ 
whole life was lived fulfilling the words of Scripture.  
And we are called to live and fulfill the words of 
Scripture too.  And how can we do that if we don’t 
really know what’s in the Bible? Or understand it? Or 
if we haven’t really studied it?  

So, what is the main purpose of studying Scripture? It 
isn’t to form a to-do list, it is primarily in order to 
know God better: Scripture can draw us closer to 
God, can speak deeply to our spirits, show us the way 
to live our lives even in daily and practical ways. If 
and when we’re open to God’s Spirit, we can find 
ourselves transformed by this book, THE GOOD 
BOOK, the one that contains God’s words and The 
Word: Jesus. At times its confusing and at times we 
have to wrestle with a passage to get behind the 
intention or meaning and how it applies to us.  Think 
about how many people will flock to read a new book 
that claims to be inspired or reveals some new truth, 
but they’ve never taken the time to really read and 
study God’s Word.   

Leading up to the time of the Protestant 
Reformation, the Bible had been taken away from the 
people. They could not read the Bible and were not 
even allowed to read it in their own language- it had 
to be interpreted for them. One of the reasons we 
Episcopalians are Protestants today is because during 
the Reformation in England we claimed the Bible to 
be for the people. People like John Wycliffe and John 
Hus were among the first in the world to translate 
and circulate the Bible in the English language and 
they did so upon risk of death.  Among the many that 
were killed during the reformation, John Hus was 
burned at the stake, and it is said that Wycliffe’s 
English Bible manuscript was actually used as kindling 
for the fire.    

When we look for a Bible today, we have a plethora 
of English Bibles in different translations and styles 
right at our fingertips, and we rarely realize what it 
took historically for us to have that opportunity.  
People gave their lives so we could read and study 
the Bible for ourselves, because it is THAT important. 
And becoming a student of Scripture can truly be life 
changing.   

So, in 2023 or this Lent, if you’d like to study the Bible 
more in depth, I suggest finding a good Study Bible 
with commentary in a readable translation like the 
NRSV. A few good ones are the Oxford Study Bible 
and the Common English Study Bible. I even found 
out this week that there’s a CS Lewis Bible with 
excerpts from his writings – if you’re a fan.  

It is my sincere hope that the people of St. James will 
continue to hunger for Scripture and be students of 
the Bible. God’s Word truly is a treasure worth 
studying. And not until earth and heaven pass away 
will one iota will pass from it, until all is fulfilled. 
Thanks be to God.   


