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Part 1 of ‘ The Journey: Entering God’s Epic Story’

Pilgrim
Bible Centred?!
Welcome to KBC. If you’re new to this
church, then there’s something we hope
you pick up pretty quickly. We are Bible 1
Centred. I know … because I read it in our
DNA. It’s the perfect seventh of our
identity statements, snuggled in between
“passionately seeking God” and “relationally
connected”. It reads, “By faith, we believe
in, and live by the principles and promises
contained in the Bible.” Sounds good, huh?
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Now, I need encouragement as much as the
next guy, so tell me, how are we going this
year? Okay, maybe a rating out of ten? … I’m gunning for an eight.
This has been a huge push across this year … there’s the set designs (currently quoting
Isaiah 6, sporting the lovely reflective mirrors showing that we are the ones on mission:
“Here am I Lord, send me” … ah yes, now it’s becoming clear—it’s not a cheap disco party!)
2 We’ve been Bible centred in the reading plan and weekly devotions. And I’d like to think
we’ve been Bible centred in the preaching series … God forms us, God frees us, God
sends us, and finally We Celebrate.
It’s a veritable feast of Bible Centredness. (And yes, I would like a stick-pin to
commemorate how well we’ve done.)
But let’s be real for a second.
For all this talk of Bible-centredness, what on earth does it mean?
I mean, I’m reading Homer’s Odyssey before
bed each night, a classic poem of an epic
voyage, written around 800 BC, just after
King David’s time. And this story rocks. It’s
centred on this hero Odysseus taking ten
years to return from the Trojan wars,
getting waylaid by the Gods. Zeus sends
thunderbolts, Poseidon stirs the seas, this
Nympho traps the hero on an island,
Odysseus blinds gigantic Cyclops by poking
him in the eye … cool tale right! But no one
speaks of being “Odyssey Centred.” It’s an
ancient book, right? No one wears WWOD bands, asking “What Would Odysseus Do?”
So why all the fuss on being Bible Centred?
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Over the last year I’ve done a fair bit of
work with the Bible Society, mostly in
response to alarming data we’ve collected
on Gen Y and how the Bible has pretty
much slipped off the radar. Biblical illiteracy
is rife. Only one out of ten people regularly
reads the Bible; seven out of ten never
engage it at all. And try saying “The Bible
says … ” in the public square today … you’ll
be laughed off stage.
And I get this. Like Homer’s Odyssey, the
Bible is an ancient book. It seems irrelevant to modern life. And it’s slow to read. My
facebook status is more pressing, and my iPod more stimulating, than a long tale of
divine intrigue. No wonder more people read their Horoscopes than the Holy Bible.
Besides, what exactly do I ‘do’ with it? How does it make my life’s story great?
Even Christians struggle with the Scriptures. On average we’ve got 8 Bibles each, yet
we’re lucky to open any of them even once a week. Now, this isn’t about a guilt trip.
But if the Creator of the Universe—the one true God—really has spoken, then wouldn’t you
want to know what He said? Especially if He has told us stuff we could never work out
for ourselves, which directs all our journeys?
You see the Bible doesn’t just position itself as an ancient tale. It’s more like the
authorized story of the world from God the Creator’s perspective. He’s the Alpha and
Omega, so He has the bird’s eye view on how it all hangs together. Your story, and my
story, only make sense in light of the Big Story.
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So today we enter a new four part series
called “The Journey: Entering God’s Epic
Story.”
Did you know that we live according to the
story we think we’re in.

So what happens when we forget the Bible?
What happens when we no longer
recognize the key characters advancing the
plot line—like Abraham, Moses, Mary, Jesus,
and Paul? What happens when these
events are just disconnected tales, no
overriding story; when we’re ignorant that the main actor is actually God Himself, on
mission to set the world right? What happens to our sense of mission?
That’s why, across the next four weeks, we’ll explore what is the Bible, and how should
we engage it. What kind of story are we in? Why is God’s Word worth trusting? And
how do we faithfully enter God’s epic story?
1 To

help with this, can I encourage you to join a growth group aligning with this series.
There are study materials, and a supporting DVD, so you can put into practice what
you’re learning and make it sing.
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Also, now’s the best time to buy The Insect and the Buffalo from the help desk for just
$10. A few hours of reading and you’ll have fresh eyes for how the story of the Bible
hangs together.
But into this week, PILGRIM.
What exactly is the Bible, and how do we journey with a God on the move?
The question still remains: what does it look like to be Bible Centred?
Deep down, I think we’re afraid it looks like
A. J. Jacobs, in his book, The Year of Living
Biblically. He’s a secular Jew who records
his “humble quest to follow the Bible as
literally as possible.” First he compiles 72
solid pages of commands. The big ones of
course, like “The Ten Commandments”,
“Love thy neighbour” and “be fruitful and
multiply”. But also hundreds of oft-ignored
ones: “do not wear clothes of mixed fibres”,
“do not shave your beard”, and “stone
adulterers”. In his words, he tried to live the
“ultimate Biblical life”.
It’s a funny read, especially his attempt to stone a Sabbath-breaking workaholic with
pebbles, in New York’s Central Park. But the point was clear: it’s impossible to ‘literally’
live the Bible in today’s world—times have changed, and no-one appreciates a backward
looking bearded guy in a robe, stuck in the first century. You can’t read the Bible as a
to-do-list, or even a love letter—not with all the random events and battle accounts. God
may be timeless, but the Bible’s not a timeless tale … it’s a story embedded in real
history, and it takes some careful interpretation to be Bible Centred in the 21st century.
So much for Jacob’s attempt at being “Bible Centred”.
But what about for us at KBC. How should we engage the Scriptures? We need a
better model. Okay, open your Bible to Acts 6, and let’s consider this guy Stephen and
his year of living Biblically. He’s not stuck conserving the past. As Stephen entered
God’s epic story, he saw the future. He became a pilgrim who left the comfortable
behind, on mission with God to help heal the world.
Before we read, let’s pray:
God, you are the author of history, the Director behind all our comings and goings.
As we engage Your Word, would you open our eyes to see how you might be calling
each of us to leave the comfortable behind. May we join you as the Pilgrim God, always
on the move. May we find our mission within the pages of your ongoing journey
restoring a broken world in love. In Jesus’ name, Amen.
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Stephen: On Mission (Acts 6-7)
Reading from Acts 6:8-7:1:
8

Now Stephen, a man full of God’s grace and power, performed great wonders and signs
among the people. 9 Opposition arose, however, from members of the Synagogue of the
Freedmen—Jews of Cyrene and Alexandria as well as the provinces of Cilicia and Asia—who
began to argue with Stephen. 10 But they could not stand up against the wisdom the Spirit gave
him as he spoke. 11 Then they secretly persuaded some men to say, “We have heard Stephen
speak blasphemous words against Moses and against God.”
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So they stirred up the people and the elders and the teachers of the law. They seized
Stephen and brought him before the Sanhedrin. 13 They produced false witnesses, who testified,
“This fellow never stops speaking against this holy place and against the law. 14 For we have
heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change the customs Moses
handed down to us.”
15

All who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at Stephen, and they saw that his face
was like the face of an angel. 7:1 Then the high priest asked Stephen, “Are these charges true?”
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Okay, what’s going on here? We’re in the
first century, Middle East, in the heart of
Jerusalem. It’s under Roman rule, but they’ve
given significant power to the Sanhedrin, a
Jewish council made of the rich, religious,
and powerful. With Jewish religion under
threat, they help the people stick together
and protect Israel’s four key symbols: the
Holy Land, focused on Jerusalem; their
exclusive ethnic identity defined by markers
like Sabbath and circumcision, as the
chosen people of God; the Law, received
from God by Moses; and at the centre of it
all was theTemple, where God’s presence
was believed to dwell.
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A trouble-maker Jesus had previously come through threatening their power, telling all
kinds of stories about how God was doing a new thing, a new chapter in the epic. But
they dealt swiftly. Yet this rejected and crucified leader wouldn’t stay dead. They
couldn’t produce the body to silence this new movement, followers of ‘the Way’, a.k.a.
‘Christians.’ Some of the Sanhedrin even left their number to worship the resurrected
Jesus as the promised Messiah, the one who’d save Israel and bless the nations.
But all of this was a heard as a threat by those in power. They wanted to retrace
previous chapters in the story, to go back to their glory days where they were safe and
secure, ruling their own country. Miracles were happening and the crowd was excited, so
back in Acts 5:40 the Sanhedrin let Jesus’ disciples off with a warning: “shut up, or else”.
They were headed for a showdown.
Meanwhile, the church is growing, and the apostles need support with their “Helping
Hands” food van, so they appoint seven newbies, including Stephen.
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Stephen is the full package, the complete believer, “full of faith and of the Holy Spirit,
grace and power, performing wonders among the people.” It’s what we’re called to be
right now, marrying Spirit and truth, power and the Word. No one could resist his
inspired arguments. He argued that Jesus had carried the story of Israel forward; all of
their sacred symbols were good for a season, but they’d been fulfilled in Christ.
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Jesus didn’t come to destroy the law of Moses, but to fulfil it (Matthew 5:18-19). He was
faithful where we’ve been faithless, and paid for the curse by dying on the cross for us.
Now all can enter God’s family. And the Temple was good, but Jesus is God’s very
presence among us. His body the temple was destroyed, but then rebuilt after three
days, rising from the grave. And now He’s sent His presence, His Spirit, to enter anyone
who asks. We are the Temple of God, built together as one. So there’s no more need
for playing off Jew and Gentile. This good news is for everyone. Beyond the land of
Israel, the whole world is our inheritance.

4 We’ve

got to go! We can’t just sit inside a building at this stage in the story. God
sends us to bless the nations.
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You see, thus far in the story, Israel expected the nations to come to them, to Jerusalem.
God’s presence was localized, or even fossilized, in the Temple building. But now “the
restless Holy Spirit is about to make His people restless to spread the good news
throughout the world.”
Stephen has read the Scriptures and He can’t play it safe anymore. The other disciples
were taking their stand in the Temple porches. But Stephen steps out on mission to
Greek speaking synagogues within the Jerusalem area.
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Surely the guys at the Synagogue of the Freedmen would get it. Just two generations
ago these Jewish slaves working on foreign plantations were set free by Rome,
ransomed, now to worship God in Jerusalem as Freedmen. Free people should free
others, right? So Stephen told them that this chapter of the story is over, and it’s time
to move out—from Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, to the ends of the world. They’re on
mission. Yet they were respectable church-members now, more concerned with peace
and quiet. They were stuck in the last leg of the story, and refused to read on to the
new thing God was doing through Jesus. Stephen threatened their safety.
This was Stephen’s year of living Biblically! Those in charge weren’t worried about
archaic robes and conservative policies. Hardly! The Scriptures made Stephen radical …
he was too progressive for them. He was threatening centres of power, overturning
age-old institutions, and sweeping through with the wind of the Spirit, blowing away
dusty cobwebs. That’s what a right reading of the Bible does.
When arguments failed, mud prevailed. A
smear campaign started against Stephen,
the sequence replaying Jesus’ trial. It
moved from the synagogue to the
Sanhedrin. The accusations are clear: “He
never stops speaking against this holy
place, and against the law.” Really, the law
wasn’t their problem, but their ‘customs’—
their man-made institutions and
misreading of the Scriptures. But by
undermining these symbols of God,
Stephen was charged with blasphemy.
The High Priest awaited his defense.
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Now before we get onto his defense, ask yourself: “What would I say?”
If you were in Stephen’s place, before the High Priest, knowing you may soon be the first
martyr, what would you say?
Would you cower back and deny the charges? “This Christianity is meant to be safe …
how did this ancient text get me into trouble. I deny it all!” Or would you launch into the
fresh experiences of the Spirit and how Jesus just makes you feel all warm inside … “Why
don’t you give it a try too—God has a good plan for your life if you’ll invite Jesus in.”
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Not Stephen. He doesn’t even defend himself. He delivers the longest single discourse
in the whole Bible. I remember reading this as a kid thinking Stephen was like a dithering
teacher … he got caught on a tangent, and tries to instruct experts in Moses’ law on their
own history, as if they didn’t know.
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But I should have been tipped off by his shining angelic face. God made Stephen glow
just like Moses coming down from the Mountain with the Ten Commandments. Stephen
is endorsed from above. It’s the Sanhedrin and the Status Quo who misread the story.
So Stephen takes a deep breath and backs up to the beginning to tell it right. They
were living out of the wrong story. They had missed God’s mission.

Story: Living Oracles of a Pilgrim God
It’s so important for us, right now, to get
what Stephen says. He’s a model of being
Bible Centred—of living Biblically. The
Scriptures shaped everything about his
life, just like it can for us when we read it
right.

1

Stephen doesn’t deal with their charges
directly, of undermining the Temple, or
doing away with the laws of Moses. He
winds up by quoting the Law and Prophets
directly, claiming that they were the ones
who missed the punch-line.

2
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But he does unpack four major epochs in Jewish history. He knows that to follow God in
the present, you need to know the journey He’s taken us on in the past. And you need
to see the trajectory of where the story is headed in the future.
1

For Stephen, the Bible isn’t some man-made ancient tale like the Odyssey. It began with
an Event—God acted in history, to free Israel, to judge the people, to restore the world in
Jesus. From event it moved to Inspiration—God chose human authors to record what He
had done, and their journey of walking with Him across the millennia. Stephen quoted
word for word from the Septuagint, a faithful Translation of the Scriptures from Hebrew
into his own language of Greek, just as we quote English translations in our day, like the
King James Version, celebrating its 400th anniversary this year. And finally, from event
to inspiration to translation, Stephen knew that a right reading of the story required
Illumination—the Holy Spirit opened his eyes to make sense of the text, to know his
mission in the present.
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If anything, it was the Sanhedrin who were stuck in conservative readings, like the
simplistic slogan, “God said it, I believe it, that settles it.” It was A. J. Jacobs’ style “living
biblically,” where they would pick and choose old rules to recapture the golden past
when they were in charge, leaving today’s status quo unchallenged. As one
commentator says, “they found it easier to deal in simple, clunky affirmations and denials
rather than appreciating that the Word of God itself tells a story which is moving
forward and … getting to new points as it does so.”
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Being Bible Centred means to play our part in an ongoing story, not trying to keep static
commands. God has given us His Spirit, and placed us in community, to read it right and
find our role in this unfolding epic. It’s not about living in the past. The Bible is radical,
calling us to new vistas, on mission with the God of the journey.
Let’s briefly look at Acts 7 to see Stephen’s
Spirit inspired reading.
1
2
3
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He packs a lot of history into a short space.
Four epochs, all key actors in the life of
Israel: Abraham, Joseph, Moses, and David. If
the Sanhedrin get the story the way
Stephen tells it, then all this stuff his friends
have done following Jesus will make sense.

In verses 1-8, the “God of glory” appeared to Abraham. All Jews knew their national
identity began here, but they’d forgotten that Israel was God’s response to a good world
gone wrong. He didn’t save them out of the world, but for the world, in order to bless
the nations. Stephen echoed God’s call for Israel to leave their comfort behind and go
from their land to reach the Gentiles. So why were they so static and safe? Notice, too,
that Abraham’s faith and action is hardly mentioned … God is the main player, appearing,
speaking, moving, giving an inheritance, promising, judging … Abraham merely responds.
God appears where and when He wishes, directing and moving people to fulfil promises,
never settled. Stay in step!
And as for Temple, where did the glory of God appear to Abraham? In Jerusalem? No!
Of all God-forsaken places, it was in Mesopotamia! Abraham was called to Canaan, but
no-one inherited it for a solid 400 years. God’s tied to a people, not a place.
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Then comes Joseph and Moses, in verses 9-16, and 17-43. Again, God appears outside
the Temple, now in God-forsaken Egypt. God prefers a mobile tent to a static building.
His presence leads them on pilgrimage across the wilderness in Exile. If you want to
keep up, then travel light. Stephen also brings in a second theme: God appoints leaders
for Israel, but you keep rejecting them. They call you out of safety, but you get
protective, preferring golden calves and man-made customs that quarantine God’s Spirit.
But God’s presence is a holy fire. He’s unpredictable. And wherever He is, is holy ground,
be it a Temple, or a burning bush in Midian.
See the parallels to Jesus? He promised His presence would be with them always, even
to the end of the age, so they were sent on mission to the ends of the world—wherever
they set foot would become holy ground. So why had they huddled together in
Jerusalem, inside a building? (This also stung the Christians, hanging at home base till
Acts 15, when persecution struck.) You leaders play it too safe? You’re stuck in the
past. The story has moved on. You rejected God’s Messiah. But He has risen. He’s still
moving. Rise up and follow!
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The final epoch is David and Solomon, in verses 44-50. God never asked for a building.
Granted, He gave Solomon the design and filled the Temple, but it was a concession to
King David, like a dad receiving a finger painting from his kid, and sticking it on the
fridge for all to see. It was done in love; it wasn’t where the main story was headed, of
God’s presence flooding the whole world, overflowing the Temple. “The Most High does
not dwell in temples made with human hands … heaven is His throne, the earth His
footstool.”
Are you getting the picture?
This is the living God, always on the move.
The whole story is about God choosing a
people to bless the World, and this story
has come to a climax in Jesus. Now, jump
on board. Leave the comfortable behind.
Follow this divine leader. God’s Spirit, His
presence, has fulfilled the Temple, the Law,
the Land, even our national identity. Now
“go into all the world and make disciples.”
The living God, the pilgrim God, who
appeared to Abraham in Mesopotamia, was
with Joseph in Egypt, spoke to Moses in
the burning bush in Midian, and led His people across the wilderness to Canaan … He’s
doing a new thing.
Is God saying the same thing to us? Western Christianity is in decline, and yet we cling
to our status; we look backwards to our glory days, and seek shelter in our crumbling
buildings. We invite the nations into our ‘Sanctuary’, but are afraid to be the Temple and
go to them. But we cannot box God up in any building. Stephen stands in our midst
with a warning: “KBC, if you misread my Word and turn inwards, you resist the Holy
Spirit” (7:51). God is doing a new thing. He is on the move. All those names on the back
wall, with Connect One, we’re turning outwards. And God calls us keep in step with Him,
on mission: “Restore my broken world; be my messenger.” Will we go?
“Here are we, Lord, send us!”
Will we live out of this ongoing epic?
For Stephen the Bible is not backward
looking and safe. It’s not stuck in the 1st
Century, with untrimmed beards and
single fabric robes. This is not a manmade story. As Stephen says in Acts
7:38, Moses received and passed onto us
“living oracles”.
It’s an oracle, from God Himself, inspiring
the authors and illuminating us in the
reading, right now (2 Peter 1:19-21). And far
from being static, the Bible is alive and
active; when we read the Word, God reads
us (Hebrews 4:12-13).
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Through the Spirit, the Bible becomes living water and our daily bread (Luke 4:4; John
4:10-11; 6:51-58; 7:38; 11:25-26), our primary means of connecting with the resurrected
Jesus. The same God who acted in history still speaks today if we have ears to hear.

Improvise: My Role in the Ongoing Epic
So what does all this mean for us today?
Simply this: that through the story of
Scripture, God is calling us to leave the
comfortable behind, to join His mission in
the world. When we read the story right, in
the power of the Spirit, then we see the
trajectory of this pilgrim God to set the
world right. God sends us. And life will
never be the same again.
Next week we have the chance in all three services to experience the story of God, a 1 ½
hour interactive presentation blending worship, multi-media, drama, and even food. This
will carry us through the Bible from cover to cover. But right now I want to give you a
simple way of understanding how to enter this epic story.
I want you to imagine you’ve stepped on
stage for a Shakespearian six act play.
Four acts have finished. The sixth is still
to come. And the fifth has started strong.
You enter the stage, expected to play
your part. But it’s live theatre; there are no
set lines. The stakes are high. What would
you do?

1

You’d immerse yourself in the first four 1
acts, right—in the language and culture of
Shakespeare and his time, and then with
humility you’d step out and faithfully improvise. This isn’t ‘anything goes’. The
trajectory is set, so any innovation must be consistent with what went before, and
directed toward the final scene. At the same time, it would make no sense to simply reenact scenes from earlier in the play.
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Coming back to the Bible, can you see how this works?
Act 1 was Creation, in the Garden. We’re designed for good, to love God, love others,
and garden the world.
1

Act 2 was the Fall, at the Tower. We’re damaged by evil, despising God, abusing others,
and vandalizing the world; our rebellion comes to a head at Babel.

2

Act 3 was Israel, in the Tent. Israel is chosen to bless the world, but their rebellion
threatens covenant with God and lands them in exile. They’re waiting to be saved.

3

Act 4 was Christ, on the Mountain. God enters the story through Jesus, and on the
mount of crucifixion he completes their exodus to freedom, and establishes His
kingdom. We are restored for better.

4 Now,

the last act, Act 6, is the New Creation, in the City. Jesus returns and judges the
world to set everything right; no more tears and pain, God’s reign is established
everywhere, and His presence is at home with us in the perfect garden-city.
But where is Stephen? And where are we? …

5

We are IN the story!
We’re in Act 5, Church, starting from the upper room of that House at Pentecost. God’s
Spirit falls in power to unite former enemies in a community of love; and we’re sent
together to heal, a preview of how the story ends when Jesus comes as King.
Through the Holy Spirit, we are called to faithfully improvise in the fifth act, telling and
retelling this story as the story of the world. As we find ourselves in this story, the Holy
Spirit directs us, just like Stephen, to join God’s mission of making all things new.
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Pilgrim: Leave the Comfortable Behind
I don’t know what this means for you. For
Stephen, it was anything but safe. He dwelt
in God’s Word and heard the call to lay
down His life as the church’s first martyr.
But his life became a pivot as the church
moved from inward concern to outward
mission.
In an age where the church is losing status,
pushed to the margins, it’s tempting for us
to exert power to freeze God in one form—
to stay safe in our buildings, and read the
text in a way that says ‘damn the outsiders,
and let them come to us.’ But God will not be confined to a box. His Spirit is on the
move; He wants pilgrims prepared to journey.
Enough trying to make the Bible relevant to us, reducing it to bite-sized advice to prop
up my story. God is looking for people who will dwell in His Word, and become relevant
to the ongoing story of a God on mission. He wants radical people who live for the
future, shaking structures and setting the world right. God sends us. Will we go?
I had plans to finish this service with the story of Dr. Martin Luther King Junior—a
modern-day Stephen, living in the Word and following the Spirit, in his case to set free
African Americans. He saw “justice roll down like waters and righteousness like a mighty
stream.” This man knew where he was in the story.
But I feel we need to wait on God. Do we know where we are in the story, individually
and as a church? God is on the move.
We don’t normally do this, but let’s wait on the
Spirit for a minute in silence, that He would speak
to us. Then turn to your neighbour, and pray into
what’s on your heart. Maybe God will illuminate a
passage of Scripture that shapes our mission
right now? Maybe He’ll give you an image, or
bring a cause to mind? If He gives you
something you think is for the whole church,
bring it to Ric or John at the front to discern.
Whatever it is, let’s commit to rediscovering
where we are in God’s story, and faithfully
improvise in the fifth leg of this epic journey.
Come Holy Spirit, Come.

[WAIT > PRAY IN PAIRS … ~5 MINS.]

> Let’s pray:

“God, thankyou for the gift of Your Word. This story, Your story, directs our steps.
Energize our mission today through the Bible, as you did Stephen. Let us dwell on your
Word, and be reshaped in the process. Help us see our entire life within this story, to
leave the comfortable behind. Empower us to join you, the Pilgrim God.
In Jesus’ name, Amen.”
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