
  Reading Lesson 17: Community Reading 

 81 

17 

READING LESSON 17: COMMUNITY READING 

Reading and discussing what we’ve read with others is a way to process through material 
more carefully and to allow the details to sink into our memories.  
 
Let’s assume you’re able to find a reading partner or a group with the same goals as you. 
There are really two different ways to approach understanding a book together: take turns 
reading it aloud together, or each of you read it by yourselves and then use your time 
together to discuss your observations and questions. The best option for you may depend on 
how much time you have for each session or how many people are in your group. The more 
people you have, the more questions and opinions there will be. This could make it seem 
better to just read the book aloud, pausing for clarification or discussion, but the downside 
to that is the more people you have, the harder it is to coordinate schedules and get 
everyone there. Try starting with just two or three people who can meet weekly or every 
other week, then try it different ways and tweak it to best meet your needs. 
 
 
Reading Aloud 
 
If you’re going to read aloud, realize that this is also a separate skill that needs to be 
developed. Don’t expect to be great at it if you’re not used to it. Encourage each other from 
the start to read with a measure of enthusiasm. Just like music has natural rising and falling 
of notes and volume and tempo, reading aloud is best when it’s not monotone or 
metronomic. If your group feels self-conscious about it but you want to develop the skill 
together, spend some time at the outset just practicing the same paragraph different ways. 
You may feel silly, but it becomes more pleasant the more you do it. You won’t be able to 
handle a read-aloud book if it’s particularly challenging for anybody’s reading comprehension 
skills.  
 
Even in a duo or trio, it’s helpful if the non-reader(s) raise a hand if they want to make a 
comment or back up a little. It’s frustrating to be the reader and to be constantly interrupted 
with others’ interjections. You may find that one of you enjoys reading aloud and the other(s) 
don’t, so you end up with a designated reader. That’s great if everyone’s happy. Realize that 
reading aloud and stopping to explain the parts that are difficult can be the very step that 
someone needs to help them transition from the need for others’ help to read to the point 
where they can make unaided discoveries themselves. So sometimes a reading group can be 
better if everyone’s at the same level, but other times you might want to set up a situation in 
which one person is a much stronger reader and is eager to help the other(s). 
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Reading Alone, Discussing Together 
 
More commonly, reading group members will read the assigned chapters on their own and 
then come together for discussion. In this case, the reading itself is mostly solitary, but 
comprehension becomes a group project. Here are some suggestions if you want to start a 
group like this: 
 

• It’s a process for a group to decide what to read. Maybe each person could submit 
their first choice and tell why they want to read that book. It’s possible that everyone 
will agree on the same one of the options submitted, but otherwise draw a name 
from a hat! 

 
• After you decide which book you want to read together, figure out how long you 

want to take to finish it and determine how often you can meet. Then you’ll just 
divide up the number of chapters of the book by how many meetings you’ll have, 
adding an extra one or two in case you need extra time one week or something 
unexpected happens. Everyone needs to be really clear about the completion 
deadlines and be committed to meeting them or this doesn’t work. I recommend 
setting the expectation at the outset that this group is only meeting for one school 
year, or else for whatever length time you’ve allotted to read just one book. Everyone 
needs to feel perfectly free to move on and try it with another person or group next 
time with no hard feelings. No problem if your group really gels and you want to 
continue after that, but that may be rare and you may be missing out if you don’t 
ever read with anybody else. 

 
• Somebody needs to keep the group on task. It’s great if you’re friends and you want 

to be social together and talk about other stuff, but if the understood purpose of the 
group is to be helpful in getting through good books, then you need to spend the 
agreed-upon amount of time on the book. I have a small group that goes through just 
one book in the course of a school year, but the purpose of that group is not about 
reading. First, we gather to care for each other, which includes hearing about each 
other’s’ lives. Second, we gather to pray together. In any given meeting, we may or 
may not get around to actually discussing the assigned chapter of our book! That is 
not a reading group, even though we all think it’s especially meaningful to be reading 
the same book at the same time (and it greatly enhances our shared “experiences” 
and reference points!). You’ll need to decide at the outset what your main purposes 
are and find likeminded people.  

 
• If your goal is to read more and better books, somebody needs to take on a 

leadership role to keep you to the allotted time and make sure you keep moving 
through the assigned reading. Have some time on the front and/or back ends of your 
meeting for social if you can, but people will stop coming if it goes off course all the 
time or if you chronically go late. It’s just a reality of our culture that people plan their 
days around scheduled meeting times.  
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• The leadership role can be traded around among group members (one person guides 

the discussion through her underlines/observations each time and invites others’ 
comments along the way), or you may find that one person just has the skills and 
confidence to lead most of the time. You may not especially like the situation you’re 
in, but this is why you should really only commit to a certain time period. If you’ve 
committed, see it through.  

 
• When you’re together, you won’t be able to cover all the details in a book. Everyone 

should be making marks in their book to highlight things that stood out to them or 
that they’d like to discuss. If something strikes you emotionally or if you have grounds 
for disagreement with the author, those would be especially important to bring up. 
Highlight specific paragraphs or sections that would be good to read aloud together, 
either just to ponder the topic or because you need help understanding what the 
author meant. Another good way to make use of a partner or small group is to 
practice creating summaries of chapters or sections. Being able to recap something 
you’ve read briefly and in your own words shows that you’ve understood it. Maybe 
your group will want to assign a little bit of writing and then combine forces to come 
up with the best it can be. You’ll learn from each other in that process and definitely 
become better at comprehending. 

 
You’re invited to join an online discussion group in which we read a book together on a 
schedule and then interact on it. I’ve set up a forum where we can see the collection of 
topics or questions that have been introduced and interact on the ones that we choose to. 
Book discussion: https://www.tapatalk.com/groups/letslearn/index.php  
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LITERATURE LESSON 16: NEW TESTAMENT EPISTLE 

A letter is intended for one person (or a few people). An epistle is a form of literature that 
was intended for the public. For example, Romans and Philemon are quite different from 
each other; Philemon is more personal. Letters in the ancient world have a distinct form with 
six parts: 
 

1. Name of writer 
2. Name of recipient 
3. Greeting 
4. Prayer wish or thanksgiving 
5. Body 
6. Final greeting and farewell 

 
Number 4 is the most variable.  
 
Epistles can have more variety and are usually letters, too, but the New Testament epistles 
have two major things in common: they were all written in response to a specific 
circumstance (they’re called “occasional”), and they were all written in the first century. 
Usually the occasion for which they were written was some kind of behavior or doctrinal 
error that needed to be corrected, or maybe a misunderstanding that needed further light 
shed on it. Our problem is that we have Paul’s answers but we don’t have the original 
questions or explanation of what was going on. It’s as if we’re only hearing one side of the 
conversation. 
 
The fact that they are occasional means they are not first of all intended to be theological 
treatises. They are not meant to be summaries of Paul’s (or Peter’s) entire body of theology, 
carefully explained in order and in totality. The theology being introduced is for the purpose 
of meeting the need. 
 
When we begin to read an epistle, there are certain kinds of questions we should be asking: 
 

• What was going on in that place that caused Paul to write it? 
• How did Paul learn about the situation? 
• What former contact has he had with them (what is their relationship based on)? 
• What attitudes do all parties reflect in the letter? 

 
How do you find out the answers? This lesson has several numbered lists, so get ready! 
 

1. Look in your Study Bible notes, or a Bible dictionary, or the beginning pages of a 
commentary entry to find out as much as you can. When we do this about Corinth, 
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for example, we find out that it was a wealthy, bustling metropolis, not a poor rural 
village. This will affect how we interpret the entire letter. 
 

2. Read the whole letter in one sitting (usually about an hour). Nothing substitutes for 
this, since it’s the way we always read a letter. If there are things you don’t 
understand, skip over them for now. Reading aloud can make a big difference. If you 
want to make notes, they should be brief and include big-picture ideas, like 
information about who the recipients are, Paul’s attitudes, the occasion of the letter 
that required its writing, and its logical divisions. Notice repeated words and phrases 
(which you notice much more when reading aloud).  

 
3. Develop a working outline so you know the major sections. A study Bible will have this 

done for you, but creating your own will help you remember. Rather than a detailed, 
multi-layered true outline, you’re really creating section headings or grouping the 
existing ones into similar topics.  

 
Example from Fee & Stuart for the last half of 1 Corinthians: 
 

• About behavior within marriage (7:1-24) 
• About virgins (7:25-40) 
• About food sacrificed to idols (8:1-11:1) 
• The covering of women’s heads in worship (11:2-16) 
• An abuse of the Lord’s Supper (11:17-34) 
• About spiritual gifts (12-14) 
• The bodily resurrection of believers (15:1-58) 
• About the collection (16:1-11) 
• About the return of Apollos (16:12) 
• Concluding exhortations and greetings (16:13-24) 

 
Always think in paragraphs and how the paragraphs flow together when you’re interpreting 
epistles! It’s not the same for Gospels (where we think in pericopes) or the prophets (where 
we think in oracles). An example that happens from not thinking about continuity between 
paragraphs is when Paul shifts metaphors in 1 Corinthians 3 from agriculture to building.  
 

5 What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, as the 
Lord assigned to each. 6 I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the 
growth. 7 So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God who 
gives the growth. 8 He who plants and he who waters are one, and each will receive 
his wages according to his labor. 9 For we are God's fellow workers. You are God's 
field, God's building. 
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10 According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid 
a foundation, and someone else is building upon it. Let each one take care how he 
builds upon it. 11 For no one can lay a foundation other than that which is laid, which 
is Jesus Christ. 12 Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious 
stones, wood, hay, straw— 13 each one's work will become manifest, for the Day will 
disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will test what sort of work 
each one has done. 14 If the work that anyone has built on the foundation 
survives, he will receive a reward. 15 If anyone's work is burned up, he will suffer loss, 
though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire. 

16 Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in 
you? 17 If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy him. For God's temple is 
holy, and you are that temple. 

 
We eagerly apply the later parts about the building to our own personal lives as individual 
Christians and forget that he’s talking about the building of the whole Church. The “you” 
pronouns and the verbs are plural throughout the whole passage! People need the 
perspective that they’re part of something more. We’re not to use human wisdom or 
eloquent speech to build the Church… these are wood, hay, straw. Paul’s point in the entire 
context of the passage is that the Corinthian church was to be God’s temple in that place—
not all those other temples to other gods. They were God’s people in Corinth and were 
supposed to display an alternative to the typical pagan Corinthian lifestyle. Yes, this will be 
done through individual behaviors and choices, but it shouldn’t ignore the big picture. 
 
You just did exegesis. You didn’t have to go outside of the text to get the point. You saw how 
this was God’s word to them, and the main points also apply to you, although details may 
differ. If you still have questions, that’s when you go to commentaries.  
 
Many times, exegesis can be done on your own. But what about the problem passages—the 
ones everybody asks the tough questions about? How do we find out what those mean? 
 

1. In many cases, these passages are difficult because they weren’t written to us. We’re 
not on the same wavelength. The author may have explained some things orally and 
is just taking care of loose ends in his letter, so we’re missing part of the 
conversation. God has communicated to us what he wants us to know. The rest may 
still be interesting to us, but we shouldn’t be dogmatic about the parts that are 
uncertain. 
 

2. Differentiate between what you can be certain about and what must remain as 
“possible, but uncertain.” 
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3. Usually you’ll still get the main point of the passage, even with some remaining 
uncertainty. 

 
4. The thing that separates good commentaries from not-so-good ones is that they 

handle such passages faithfully, listing and discussing the various interpretive options 
and the reasons the author chooses one over the others. Find the good 
commentaries and use them. 

 
5. Remember that when there are a lot of viable options about what a text means, even 

the scholars are guessing! There should be humility in this, and we shouldn’t build 
doctrines out of guesses. 

 
The biggest issue for Christians today who want to interpret Scripture rightly has to do with 
cultural relativity. Which things in the epistles were directed to the particular culture of the 
first century and, therefore, have no bearing on our own? Which things transcend culture 
and are therefore God’s instruction to us?  
 
There are many things we encounter in the epistles that we are comfortable overlooking 
because of common sense. Nobody feels compelled by the Spirit to go to Troas with Paul’s 
cloak, even though 2 Tim 4:13 clearly commands it. All of us know that we are to join in 
suffering like a good soldier of Christ, as Paul said earlier in the same book (2 Tim 2:3) Most 
of the matters in the epistles actually fit nicely into common sense interpretations; we just 
need reminders of them from time to time.  
 
But the differences between us arise when it’s not clear whether the concept was only for 
the past or also applies to the present. Some of us think we should obey certain directions 
that others believe were only for the first century. There are real hermeneutical difficulties to 
address, yet we should acknowledge that everybody is inconsistent to some degree. We 
bring our own experiences and background and we become selective as we interpret certain 
texts. In the 60’s and 70’s, many churches taught based on 1 Cor 11:14 that long hair on boys 
was defiance against God, but these same churches ignored the same chapter by allowing 
women to cut their hair short and not insisting that they cover their heads during worship. 
One’s own culture dictates what seems like common sense. If you read 1 Corinthians 14, 
you’ll see that some things are seen to transcend times and cultures and other things are 
relegated to the first century church. When it comes to difficult texts about things like 
women’s roles in the church or the leadership structures of a body, it seems that many Bible 
students aren’t really asking what the texts actually mean—they’re finding ways to get 
around them to support whichever opinion they already have! 
 
The same basic rule applies that we established earlier: a text cannot mean what it never 
could have meant to its author or his or her readers. For example, 1 Corinthians 13:10 states 
that “when the perfect comes, the partial will be done away.” This is sometimes taken to 
mean that when the New Testament was completed, the need for the sign gifts ceased. But 
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it couldn’t have meant this to the original readers because they had no idea there would be a 
New Testament. It would have been completely incomprehensible to them if it meant that.  
 
Here’s another rule: Whenever we share comparable particulars with the first-century 
hearers (similar specific life situations), God’s Word to us is the same as his Word to them. 
Even in our day, we have all sinned (Romans 3:23) and we have all been saved by grace 
through faith (Eph 2:8). We are certainly to still clothe ourselves with compassion, kindness, 
humility, gentleness, and patience (Col 3:12). But we can’t extend applications to situations 
where the specifics have changed; we have to stick with the original intent. 2 Corinthians 
6:14 tells believers not to be yoked together with unbelievers. This has been used to forbid 
marriages between believers and unbelievers, even though there is nothing at all in the 
context that puts marriage in view here. (We can use other passages and good sense to say 
that Christians shouldn’t marry unbelievers, but that is not what this passage is saying. It’s a 
metaphor that was not used in that culture of marriage.) 
 
Some texts are just not directly comparable to our time. Some situations in the New 
Testament do not have modern counterparts. Others speak to problems that are very 
unlikely to happen, although there’s a slight chance they could. We’re not going to be asked 
to join our neighbors in making sacrifices to false gods in the local temple, and we no longer 
have apostles that have seen the risen Lord and have that kind of authority over local 
churches. I suppose people in our churches could still abuse the Lord’s Supper by being 
greedy and getting drunk, but with the way we do communion, that’s beyond unlikely.  
 
What do we do with these kinds of texts? 
 

1. Examine the passage to determine if a clear principle has been articulated that 
transcends the historical particularity. 
 

2. This principle then doesn’t get to be applied randomly or selectively or to every 
situation. It would only apply to genuinely comparable situations.  

 
For example, when Paul tells believers not to be a stumbling block to others, he isn’t saying 
we must never do anything to offend another believer. It’s quite particular in specifying that 
it’s about leading someone to go against their conscience to emulate your own actions. In 
context, he’s also talking about doing things related to the occult and witchcraft, because he 
talks about “participating with demons.” Having a glass of wine at dinner is not the same 
thing. 
 
It can be difficult to distinguish matters of indifference (those in which there is Christian 
freedom) from matters that really count, especially since those who think abstinence from a 
particular behavior is not a matter of indifference. How do you know if something is really a 
matter of indifference? 
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1. The epistles indicate that food, drink, and observance of holy days are such, so we 
can still regard them this way. 
 

2. They’re not inherently moral, they’re cultural—even if they stem from religious 
culture. If things differ from culture to culture, even among mature believers, we can 
consider them matters of indifference. 

 
3. Things mentioned in the sin-lists would NOT be matters of indifference. If they’re 

listed in the things Christians should do (Rom 12, Eph 5, Col 3), then there’s flexibility. 
 
As Paul says, we are not to disparage one another if we disagree on what’s best in these 
areas. We should never flaunt our freedom or cause others to violate personal convictions. 
 
When it comes to trying to determine whether something was a matter of first century 
culture or if it still applies today, we need to recognize that it’s valid to acknowledge cultural 
flexibility. It’s difficult to be consistent because there is no perfect culture that God says is 
best. Fee and Stuart suggest these guidelines to distinguish between culturally relative 
matters and those that transcend culture and should be normative for Christians in all times 
and places: 
 

1. First distinguish between the central core message of the Bible and which things are 
dependent on it or peripheral to it. 
 

2. Distinguish between what is moral in the New Testament, and therefore absolute. 
Paul’s sin lists never contain cultural items (so sexual immorality, adultery, idolatry, 
etc., are always wrong). Foot-washing, hair length, head coverings, and holy kisses are 
not moral matters. 

 
3. Make special note of where the New Testament itself has a uniform and consistent 

witness and where it reflects differences. (Love, nonretaliation, and non-divisiveness 
are uniform. Women’s roles, what to do with wealth, food offered to idols… these are 
not treated uniformly.) 

 
4. Distinguish between principle and specific application in the New Testament. A good 

question is, “Would this have been an issue for us had we never encountered it in the 
New Testament documents?” Would we think it might be wrong not to have a head 
covering if there were nothing about it in the Bible? 

 
5. If possible, determine the cultural options open to any New Testament writer. For 

example, non-biblical writers in antiquity both affirmed and condemned 
homosexuality. Nobody denounced slavery or wrote in favor of women’s rights. In 
light of this, it’s important that we see the New Testament authors remaining firmly 
against homosexuality and encouraging that women and slaves be treated well. They 
had other options in their culture, but they chose to say it the way they did. 
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6. Keep alert to possible cultural differences between the first and twenty-first centuries 

that are sometimes not immediately obvious. Women then weren’t educated, but 
they are now. There was no system of democracy in which bad laws could be 
changed through personal involvement. These things will affect interpretation. 

 
7. Exercise Christian charity. This is difficult! 

 
God has given us all we need in scripture, but not all that we want. We can’t ask the text to 
speak precisely to things like abortion, remarriage, or infant baptism and have every question 
answered about them, because those are issues of a modern time or in which the 
circumstances are different than in the past. To answer them, we have to look at all of 
biblical theology and try to bring the biblical worldview to the problem. 
 
Like all the other genres, the ability to interpret the Epistles comfortably will come with 
practice!  
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LOGIC LESSON 15: FALLACIES AGAINST THE FAITH 

You and I are probably not going to be involved in formal public debates where we would 
point out the technicalities of their mistake, but it will help us in our own faith if we can 
recognize that a fallacy is being used. It’s also quite possible that you’ll be involved in a casual 
conversation with someone who is antagonistic toward Christianity, and you’ll just have 
clearer thinking if you can recognize what’s happening.  
 
For the first part of our exploration today, I’m basically summarizing an article by Edwin K.P. 
Chong that I thought was helpful.1  
 
 
Example 1 
 

1. Either you think for yourself or you simply accept Biblical creation.  
2. You do accept Biblical creation.  
3. Therefore, you do not think for yourself.  

 
You can think for yourself and still accept Biblical creation. The either/or fallacy is common in 
pressurizing believers into rejecting beliefs for fear of being considered a pushover. For this 
reason, the argument above also commits the argumentum ad baculum fallacy. It’s one we 
didn’t talk about, but it means that someone is using force or put-downs or derogatory 
language to pressure someone else into their point of view. 
 
 
Example 2 
 

1. Faith involves believing without basis.  
2. You have faith in the Bible.  
3. Therefore, you believe in the Bible without basis.  

 
This is a common description of what faith is, but it doesn’t actually define what the Bible 
means to have faith. The sense here is similar to how the word “faith” is used when a mother 
reassures her son just before his spelling bee: “I have faith in you, son.” It’s equivocation. 
 
 

                                                             
1 From Edwin K.P. Chong. “Logical Fallacies in Attacks Against the Bible: Eleven Examples” 
http://www.engr.colostate.edu/~echong/apologetics/fallacies-in-attacks.pdf. 2003 
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Example 3 
 
Some refuse to read the Bible on the grounds that there is nothing to be gained from it, 
often using an argument that goes something like:  
 

1. I know people who have read the Bible but got nothing out of it.  
2. Therefore, there is nothing to be gained from reading the Bible.  

 
 
 
Example 4 
 

1. The Bible was written by people.  
2. People are not God.  
3. Therefore, the Bible is not God’s word.  

 
The error becomes clearer if the conclusion is reworded: “Therefore, the Bible was not 
written by God.” The Bible was certainly (physically) written by people. But the sense in 
which it was “written” by God is clearly different. Equivocation again. 
 
 
Example 5 
 

1. There is no evidence that the Bible is the word of God.  
2. Therefore, the Bible is not the word of God.  

 
This fallacy is common in debates about the existence of God. It is easy for the atheist to 
support his or her case by declaring that there is no evidence that God exists. The argument 
is fallacious simply because “absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.” (Proof by Lack 
of Evidence) 
 
 
Example 6 
 

1. The Bible claims that God performs miracles.  
2. But miracles cannot happen.  
3. Therefore, either the Bible is false or there is no God.  

 
The intended conclusion is that either the Bible is false or that God does not exist. But the 
truth of the second premise presumes, essentially, the conclusion. For it is only if we know 
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that God does not exist that we can we be sure that miracles do not exist. Otherwise, the 
existence of miracles cannot be dismissed. (Circular Reasoning) 
 
Example 7 
 

1. It is important to liberate humanity from its superstitious baggage so there can be 
peace.  

2. Therefore, we should reject the Bible and faith.  
 
This one actually fits more closely with other fallacies that we didn’t cover, but I see in it an 
Appeal to Fear. Even if you don’t know the name of a fallacy, notice that the first statement 
bears no relation with the second (non sequiter). It is simply an emotive appeal to the listener 
to accept the conclusion in the name of “humanity.” 
 
 
Example 8 
 

1. The Bible speaks of God seeing.  
2. Seeing entails having eyes.  
3. Therefore, God has eyes.  

 
The Bible does indeed speak of God seeing (e.g., Genesis 1:31). But this is a False Analogy 
because such a description of God is clearly anthropomorphic—one that uses human terms 
to describe God’s actions. No useful conclusion about God’s ontological nature can be 
obtained from such anthropomorphisms of God. But some do take such descriptions literally, 
leading to a departure from orthodox theology (for example, the Mormon view of God’s 
corporeality). 
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More Examples 
 
The remaining examples are from an Answers in Genesis blog sequence called “The Logical 
Fallacies Series” by Dr. Jason Lisle.2 
 
 
1. Creationists are wrong because we can see evolution happening all the time. Organisms 

are constantly changing and adapting to their environment.  
 

This does not prove that all organisms have a common ancestor, which is what is usually 
implied in the term “evolution.” Dr. Lisle says: 

 
I cannot overstate how common this fallacy is in evolutionary arguments. Bacteria 
becoming resistant to antibiotics, speciation events, changes in the size and shape of 
finch beaks, the development of new breeds of dog, and changes in allele frequency 
are all examples of change, but none of them demonstrate that the basic kinds of 
organisms share a common ancestor. When you hear evolutionists cite these as 
examples of “evolution in action,” you need to politely point out that they have 
committed the fallacy of equivocation. 

 
 
2. Creation cannot be true because you would have to ignore all that scientific evidence. 
 

But this argument begs the question (a form of circular reasoning) because it 
presupposes that scientific evidence somehow provides support for evolution, which has 
not been demonstrated. 

 
 
3. Why are creationists against science? 
 

This is a loaded question. Creationists are likely against something being called science 
that is actually opinion, but they’re not opposed to an objective observation of nature. 

 
 
4. I could never live by faith because I am a rational person. 
 

This is the either/or fallacy. A person with faith can be a rational person. And the most 
rational person still has to operate with a measure of faith. A Christian worldview chooses 

                                                             
2 https://answersingenesis.org/logic/logical-fallacies-
series/?item_level=&item_count=24&item_start=0  
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a third option that is not presented here: rationality with faith. Lots of people very 
intelligent, rational people are dedicated Christians. 

 
 

5. You must not really believe that God is going to answer your request for healing; 
otherwise you would not have gone to the doctor. 

 
Either/or again. We believe God sometimes uses human actions as a means toward 
accomplishing his will. It’s not one or the other. 
 

 
6. Christianity isn’t true. You just believe in Christianity because you were brought up in a 

Christian home. If you were brought up in the Islam religion, you would be a Muslim now. 
 

This is the ad hominem fallacy because the circumstances by which the person became a 
Christian are not relevant to his or her argument for Christianity. Dr. Lisle: 

 
While it may be true that I am much more likely to become a Christian by virtue of 
being reared in a Christian home, this is utterly irrelevant to whether or not I have a 
really good logical argument for Christianity. It would be just like saying, “You just 
believe in the multiplication table because you were taught it in school!” It is true that 
I probably would not have discovered the multiplication table without someone 
teaching it to me, but this does not mean that I don’t have some really good reasons 
to continue to believe in the multiplication table! 

 
 
7. Creationists do not believe that animals change. But clearly, animals do change. So, 

creationists are mistaken. 
 

Creationists do believe that animals change, so this is the straw man fallacy. It might be 
done innocently because the evolutionist truly thinks this is what creationists believe. 
There’s a lot of ignorance among atheists about what creationists actually believe and 
what they don’t. Many don’t seem to understand, either, that we’re not claiming that the 
Bible is a natural history manual.  
 

 
8. Creationists teach that the world is roughly 6000 years old, but the majority of scientists 

disagree. 
 

This one could fit in with Appeal to the People or Faulty Appeal to Authority. Just because 
the majority thinks something is true does not make it so. Besides, there is no scientist 
alive who was actually there 6000 years ago to prove or disprove his/her assertions so 
they are not qualified experts. 
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STORY TIME: STONE HER1 

You may have noticed a disturbing little footnote when you’re reading along in the Gospel of 
John. When you get to chapter 8 and come upon the story of the woman caught in adultery, 
many English translations have this entire episode enclosed in brackets with a note at the 
bottom that tells us there are several verses that are not included in the earliest manuscripts. 
How can we know if the story is authentic or not?  
 
When you consider the options, it seems most likely that this encounter really happened. 
The notion that the story was completely made up and inserted into John’s Gospel is the 
least likely scenario, since a written account by one of Jesus’ inner circle of disciples would 
have been held in high regard by the Church. It wouldn’t be that easy to just add something 
without others noticing and objecting. One possibility is that John didn’t include the story in 
the original writing, but that it was so well-known and loved (and maybe even connected 
with John through oral tradition) that it became accepted as coming from John. It’s possible 
that at some point along the way, the scribes just included it. It just seems like one of the 
Early Church Fathers would have mentioned this if it had happened. 
 
Probably the most likely scenario, though, is that the discrepancy exists because some 
people chose to leave out what John had included. There are strong cultural reasons that this 
might have been the case, and it’s not at all difficult to see how it could happen. To 
understand it, we must consider how copies of manuscripts were made. With no printing 
presses, if someone wanted a copy of something, they usually hired a professional scribe to 
write it out by hand. This could be a private business arrangement, not subject to the 
oversight of any church leaders. 
 
Now suppose a wealthy Christian in the early second century wants a copy of John’s Gospel 
for his household, which happens to have some daughters in it. Middle Eastern culture has 
always attached the honor of a family to the sexual behavior of its women. This is why in 
some cases; families will even kill their wives or daughters if they violate sexual codes. This 
episode about Jesus forgiving an adulterous woman could have been seen as just too 
dangerous for our imaginary man. He pictured his daughters hearing this read aloud and 
then going out and behaving badly and claiming, “Jesus forgave this woman and therefore 
you should forgive me!” All it would take is for one man like this to tell his scribe to please 
leave out that particular section. Perhaps he even told his friends about the great “solution” 
he’d thought of for this problem, so others asked their scribes to leave it out, too. As other 
copies were made from these copies, you would end up with some manuscripts that contain 
the passage and others that don’t.  
 
                                                             
1 Primary source for background information on this story: Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes (by 
Kenneth Bailey), chapter 17. 
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We can’t know for sure if something like that happened, but it provides a possible 
explanation that doesn’t require us to ditch the story as inauthentic. You can rest assured 
that there are many biblical scholars who accept it as an accurate historical account. There’s 
certainly nothing in the story or in the language itself that contradict anything else that Jesus 
said or did. In fact, because of the potential problems with Jesus forgiving such a woman, it’s 
extremely unlikely that men would want to try to add such an account to scripture if it hadn’t 
actually happened! Like the accounts of Jesus speaking to the woman at the well or to the 
woman in Simon’s home, this one contained a cultural cringe-factor for the disciples that 
would have made it a less-desirable story to tell. 
 
Let’s take a look at the episode itself, which is nestled right in between Jesus’ startling claims 
to be the water of life and the light of the world. Jesus stood up during the Feast of 
Tabernacles and declared himself to be the Living Water—a direct and personal fulfillment of 
Isaiah 55:1-3. Yet again, Jesus had taken scriptural language about God and applied it to 
himself. The authorities were really tired of this kind of thing! The end of John 7 devotes 
twelve verses to the confusion and division that arose among the common people in 
response to this water claim. They were taking sides about who he was. Meanwhile, the 
Jewish leaders were annoyed at the temple officers for not just arresting him like they had 
been told to do. It’s a bit humorous as you read about their increasing desperation and their 
ignorance about Jesus’ birthplace.  This is from John 7: 
 

40 When they heard these words, some of the people said, “This really is the Prophet.” 
41 Others said, “This is the Christ.” But some said, “Is the Christ to come from Galilee? 
42 Has not the Scripture said that the Christ comes from the offspring of David, and 
comes from Bethlehem, the village where David was?” 43 So there was a division 
among the people over him. 44 Some of them wanted to arrest him, but no one laid 
hands on him. 
 
45 The officers then came to the chief priests and Pharisees, who said to them, “Why 
did you not bring him?” 46 The officers answered, “No one ever spoke like this 
man!” 47 The Pharisees answered them, “Have you also been deceived? 48 Have any of 
the authorities or the Pharisees believed in him? 49 But this crowd that does not know 
the law is accursed.” 50 Nicodemus, who had gone to him before, and who was one of 
them, said to them, 51 “Does our law judge a man without first giving him a hearing and 
learning what he does?” 52 They replied, “Are you from Galilee too? Search and see 
that no prophet arises from Galilee.” 

 
Scholars have long joked that the chapter and verse divisions of the Bible were done by a guy 
bouncing around on the back of a horse. It’s a blessing to have them so we can find our 
place, but sometimes they seem quite random! This is one of those cases where it would be 
better if there were no chapter division to break up the flow of events.  In any case, there are 
two short verses here that give us time-connectors so we know how the stories fit together. 
 

53 They went each to his own house, 1 but Jesus went to the Mount of Olives.  
 
And then it jumps right into the very next day, when our story happened.  
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2 Early in the morning he came again to the temple. All the people came to him, and he 
sat down and taught them. 3 The scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had 
been caught in adultery, and placing her in the midst 4 they said to him, “Teacher, this 
woman has been caught in the act of adultery. 5 Now in the Law, Moses commanded 
us to stone such women. So what do you say?” 6 This they said to test him, that they 
might have some charge to bring against him.  

 
So it seems that overnight, those angry Pharisees decided to end this thing once and for all. 
Let’s not forget that the later plot involving Judas just happened to be the one that God 
allowed to “stick.” These guys had plotted against him several times without success. This 
time, their plan was to humiliate Jesus and cause him to lose credibility with the people. They 
figured this would happen when Jesus was confronted with such a tricky dilemma that he 
was not able to answer. His popularity would quickly fade when the people saw him publicly 
bested. Throughout the course of Jesus’ ministry, they tried this same tactic many times and 
in many different ways. 
 
Jesus knew that he had just caused a lot of confusion among his listeners over the claim he 
had made to be the fulfillment of Isaiah’s living water. He had seen the temple guards appear 
the day before to arrest him, and had seen them leave without doing so, presumably to 
report to their bosses and find out what they should do. An ordinary man would have stayed 
out of sight the next day and waited for it to blow over. But of course, Jesus showed up at 
the temple again first thing the next morning. This eighth and final day of the festival was a 
no-work day for the Jewish people. Instead of staying home and watching football like we do 
on holidays, the community would gather in public places on days like this. A crowd quickly 
gathered to see what Jesus would do or say next. Can you picture the press gallery with their 
note pads, microphones, and cameras, hoping to get an official statement or witness the 
next shocking claim that the young rabbi might make? Jesus sat down and began to teach 
them, which was a statement that he was teaching with authority. 
 
As soon as enough witnesses were gathered for Jesus’ public humiliation, the Pharisees 
made their move. They interrupted the teaching by dragging in a woman they had somehow 
caught in adultery. This was so obviously a set-up that it seems laughable. For one thing, why 
did they so urgently need Jesus’ opinion on the matter? Clearly, they were testing him, and 
everyone would have known it. It was very rude of them to interrupt the rabbi in the middle 
of his discourse, just like it would be if someone interrupted your pastor’s sermon to get his 
judgment on something that had nothing to do with him. It could wait for another time, so 
why interrupt him and his listeners as the Word of God is being taught? 
 
Of course, we also have to wonder where in the world the man was that she had been 
caught with. How does a group of religious professionals catch a woman in adultery anyway? 
If she were really caught in the act, her partner should have been right there with her for all 
to see. In fact, the law dictated that they should both be stoned. If these religious leaders 
really cared about the law, where was the guy? There can be no doubt that there was some 
other agenda at work here. The woman was just a prop. Unlike the other times they tried to 
trap Jesus with their questions, this one wasn’t hypothetical. Instead of just asking, “What 



Let’s Learn!                                                                                                                                                                                  

 76 

would you do with a woman caught in adultery,” they actually had a guilty woman in hand. 
Terribly dramatic! 
 
We have seen that the Pharisees were careful to wait until Jesus had a large crowd of 
witnesses around them, but we should notice that they also attempted to use the location to 
their advantage. Rabbis usually taught their disciples beneath the long, covered walkway that 
surrounded three sides of the temple complex. It happened to be near the Antonia Fortress, 
which would have been brimming with Roman soldiers who kept the peace during the large 
religious festivals. Civil unrest often began in the temple enclosure, so the soldiers would be 
roaming through the crowds and keeping a very close eye out for any signs of unrest. 
Everyone would have been acutely aware of this armed military presence.  
 
The Romans did not allow the Jews to execute people, yet this is what the law required for 
adultery. You can see the trap that was set for Jesus. If he said she should be stoned, a 
commotion would draw the attention of the Romans and he would be taken away in shame, 
maybe even to his death. If he tried to get out of it with some feeble speech about how they 
needed to make allowances for the political realities of Roman domination, the Pharisees 
would have jumped on that and made much of his cowardice. They would have emphasized 
his unwillingness to pay the price to uphold the law of Moses. According to their plan, Jesus 
would either be arrested or discredited—preferably both. I’m sure you know what he did and 
how it played out: 
 

Jesus bent down and wrote with his finger on the ground. 7 And as they continued to 
ask him, he stood up and said to them, “Let him who is without sin among you be the 
first to throw a stone at her.” 8 And once more he bent down and wrote on the 
ground. 9 But when they heard it, they went away one by one, beginning with the older 
ones, and Jesus was left alone with the woman standing before him.  

 
The Pharisees were notorious for insisting on a strict application of the law. Jesus was 
notorious for emphasizing the kind of justice found in Isaiah 42:3, which predicted that the 
Messiah would faithfully bring about justice by not breaking bruised reeds or quenching 
dimly burning wicks. Jesus showed what God meant by justice when he didn’t follow man-
made restrictions about healing on the Sabbath day or when he forgave prostitutes and tax 
collectors when they repented and gave him their loyalty.  
 
Yet he was not ignorant about the Pharisaic laws. In an ironic gesture, his response when the 
woman was brought to him was to bend down and start writing with his finger in the dirt. It’s 
been speculated for centuries about what he wrote, but just by the act of writing in the dust, 
he was demonstrating that he was perfectly aware of both the written law and the popular 
oral interpretation of that law. The rabbis had determined that it was only considered work 
to write on the Sabbath if some kind of permanent mark was made, like with ink on a paper. 
You were allowed to write in the dust because it wasn’t permanent. Since this last day of the 
feast was considered a Sabbath, Jesus showed them that his country upbringing in Galilee 
had not left him completely ignorant of the Jewish writings. He was allowed to write in the 
dust, and so he did. The text gives us the idea that while he wrote, he was being barraged 
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with taunts and questions about what he was going to do with this woman. The Pharisees 
were trying to start a riot with Jesus at the center. 
 
Author and teacher Kenneth Bailey thinks that Jesus almost certainly wrote something that 
reflected a strict observance of the law, like “stone her.” If that were the case, then the thing 
that would eventually blow away in the wind was the official penalty for her sin. But after 
writing his legal opinion, he stated how it was to be carried out: 
 

“Let him who is without sin among you be the first to throw a stone at her.” (8:7) 
 
Jesus was asking every person in the crowd to take responsibility for the woman’s stoning, 
not to anonymously participate in a mob reaction. The first question the Romans would have 
asked when they arrived on the scene of a public stoning would have been, “Who started it?” 
The issue of who threw the first stone was an important one. The Pharisees knew that Jesus 
would have been implicated as the person behind the stoning if he had commanded it to be 
done, but he was essentially asking which of them would be willing to accompany him into a 
Roman jail cell by being willing to defend the requirements of the law of Moses.  
 
In this shame/honor culture, the Pharisees had been quite sure they could get Jesus arrested 
because they figured he would be too ashamed to take the cowardly route by making 
allowances for the reality of Roman domination. But Jesus turned the whole thing on its head 
by insisting that one of them step forward and claim to be without sin. Nobody could do this 
without bringing shame on himself and his family, because the scriptures clearly taught that 
there was nobody on earth who is righteous all the time and never sins. Who would dare to 
make such a claim? 
 
Instead of the pressure being on Jesus, it had now shifted to each individual person. 
Specifically, the group would have looked to the eldest man for leadership. This is why they 
left in order of age. It was a humiliating admission by each one in turn as he refused to 
defend the law for fear of being arrested. As the eldest left, the one who remained who was 
now the eldest had to make the decision for the group, and so on until there was nobody 
left. Jesus very kindly and tactfully didn’t stare them down while they thought about it. He 
had stood up to challenge someone to throw the first stone, but he bent back down and 
wrote in the dirt again as they all eventually slunk away. He didn’t smirk or rub their defeat in 
their faces. He didn’t take pleasure in their humiliation. Yet in any culture, it is a dangerous 
thing to publicly humiliate powerful people on their own turf. These men would come back 
with a bigger stick on another day. 
 
The mob had left, but the group Jesus had been teaching remained and had witnessed the 
entire episode. What would his disciples have hoped Jesus would do—have the woman 
stoned to defend the law and then make this the start of the overthrow of Roman 
domination? What should he say at this point?  
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10 Jesus stood up and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned 
you?” 11 She said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you; go, and 
from now on sin no more.” 

 
Once again, Jesus broke the cultural taboo and spoke to a woman in public. Did this mean 
that he condoned the woman’s sin? Jesus’s words to the woman expressed grace, but also 
upheld the law: “Neither do I condemn you; go, and do not sin again.” Jesus affirmed the 
sexual code of the Old Testament by calling adultery sin, yet he removed the penalty of sin 
for this woman. He would soon do the same for each one of us. God’s moral principles 
remain the same today as they were thousands of years ago, yet because of the cross, the 
penalty for breaking them has been removed. As Paul so clearly stated in Romans 6, this 
doesn’t give us a license to keep on sinning. James illustrates that true loyalty to God is 
evidenced by doing good works instead of sinful ones. Besides, we are still subject to sin’s 
destructive effects, so we really ought to heed that part about “go and sin no more.” 
 
I’ve often wondered what the woman did next. Like so many of the stories we’ve explored 
together, we don’t get to hear the ending. Did she leave her sin behind and become a 
follower of Jesus, or did she fail to understand and accept the gift that had just been offered 
to her? Did she become an effective witness through her transformed life, or did she 
squander the opportunity and live out the rest of her days trying to find meaning in dead-end 
relationships? We could ask ourselves a similar question: in response to having the 
tremendous penalty for our sin erased, do we respond to Jesus with surrender and devotion, 
or do we spend our days pursuing things that won’t last? Is this God worthy of our complete 
loyalty, or isn’t he? 


