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In last week’s sermon, Pastor Jeff mentioned that the Bible is full of “marvelous one-liners.”1 

That’s certainly true, and many of these one-liners have become part of our cultural language, 

functioning as idioms—figurative expressions—or aphorisms, those short, pithy sayings full of 

wisdom.  Along with sayings from other works of literature and famous historical personalities, 

these one-liners are often repeated as truthful wisdom, usually without really thinking about their 

meaning or their origin. 

 

In order to test our knowledge of the origins of some common phrases, I’ve designed a little quiz 

for us this morning. Our quiz today is called, “Bill, Ben, or Bible?” I’ve pulled out some phrases, 

and I want you to guess whether they’re from William Shakespeare, Benjamin Franklin, or the 

Bible. Just to keep things on a relatively even playing field, I’m using the King James Version of 

the Bible. 

 

1. “How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless child!”  

 

2. “He kept him as the apple of his eye.” 

 

3. “Whatever is begun in anger, ends in shame.” 

 

4. “A man hath no better thing under the sun, than to eat, and to drink, and to be merry.” 

 

5. “Neither a borrower nor a lender be.” 

 

6. “Let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth.”  

 

7. “God helps those that help themselves.” 

 

8. “How are the mighty fallen in the midst of the battle!” 

 

9. “Condemn the fault, and not the actor of it.” 

 

10. “Search others for their virtues, thyself for thy vices.”2 

 

 
 1 Richard Rohr, What Do We Do with the Bible? (Albuquerque: CAC Publishing, 2018), 7. 

 2 1. William Shakespeare (Lear in King Lear, Act I, Scene 4);  2. Deuteronomy 32:10;  3. Ben Franklin:  4. 

Ecclesiastes 8:15;  5. William Shakespeare (Polonius in Hamlet, Act I, Scene 3) 

6. Matthew 6:3;  7. Ben Franklin;  8. 2 Samuel 1:25;  9. William Shakespeare (Angelo in Measure for Measure, Act 

II, Scene 2);  10. Ben Franklin. 
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My point in doing this is not to make anyone feel bad about not knowing the Bible well enough, 

but to point out how often we use these common phrases without knowing where they come 

from, and without understanding anything about their original context. This idea that the Bible 

can be understood as isolated phrases or texts without any appropriate context is one of the 

problematic assumptions that people make about the Bible—and that make it challenging to read 

and interpret. By freeing ourselves from some of these assumptions, we can work to develop our 

own interpretive lenses and learn to read the Bible in a way that is faithful, spiritual, and critical. 

 

Let’s look at a few examples from our quiz. In today’s vernacular, the phrase “The right hand 

doesn’t know what the left hand is doing” is used to indicate that there is a state of confusion 

within a group or organization. One part of the group is over here doing one thing, and the other 

part of the group is over there doing something else, and the two are working at cross purposes, 

to the detriment of the whole. It’s not a positive situation, to have the right hand not know what 

the left is doing. 

 

If we look at this passage in context, the phrase has a totally different meaning. This passage 

comes from the sermon on the mount in the gospel of Matthew, and Jesus is talking about giving 

alms:  

 

So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in 

the synagogues and in the streets, so that they may be praised by others. Truly I tell you, 

they have received their reward. But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know 

what your right hand is doing, so that your alms may be done in secret; and your 

[Sovereign] who sees in secret will reward you.”3 

 

In this context, not letting the one hand know what the other is doing is a good thing, a reminder 

that we are not to be show-offs about the money we give to the poor. Just do it, Jesus says. God 

will see it, and that’s what matters. 

 

Here’s another example. We most often use the phrase, “How the mighty have fallen,” in a 

derisive way. We’re referring to the fact that someone has received a comeuppance. Someone 

who once was important or powerful is now unknown or powerless.  

 

But the biblical context for this phrase gives a totally different meaning. Here it is in context: 

 

Then David took hold of his clothes and tore them; and all the men who were with him 

did the same. They mourned and wept, and fasted until evening for Saul and for his son 

Jonathan, and for the army of the Lord and for the house of Israel, because they had 

fallen by the sword. […] 

 

David intoned this lamentation over Saul and his son Jonathan. […] He said: 

 

Your glory, O Israel, lies slain upon your high places! 

    How the mighty have fallen!4 

 
 3 Matthew 6:2-4, NRSV 

 4 2 Samuel 1:11-12, 17-19, NRSV. 
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Rather than a comment of derision, “How the mighty have fallen” is a lament for Saul and 

Jonathan, sung by David as he mourns their deaths. 

 

We have forgotten the original contexts of these popular phrases, and then we use them to prove 

a point that has nothing to do with the original context. Unfortunately, it’s a common practice. 

People love to take a single line of scripture and use it to prove or illustrate almost anything.  

Theologians call it “proof-texting,” and, even though it’s a widely discredited method of biblical 

interpretation, both liberal and conservative Christians have a tendency to do this. 

 

We also have a tendency to misattribute phrases that aren’t in the Bible at all—like “God helps 

those that help themselves.” In 2013, the Barna Group—a religion and culture research 

organization—polled over 1,000 Americans, and found that more than eight in ten thought that 

God helps those who help themselves is in the Bible—and more than half of the survey 

respondents “were strongly convinced that this is one of the major messages of Scripture.”5 

Methodist minister and author Adam Hamilton calls this a “half truth.” There is some truth to 

this idea. We don’t sit around waiting for God to miraculously provide for what we need in life. 

We have to actually work for it.  

 

There is some biblical support for the idea of hard work and self-reliance. There are stories 

throughout the Bible of characters who use their hard work and talents to make a change in their 

lives and the lives of their communities. And in one case, the Apostle Paul tells his church 

directly to stop sitting around and get to work. In the church he started at Thessalonica, Paul 

found that some of the new converts had decided that trusting in Jesus meant they could quit 

their jobs and wait around for Jesus to come back. In the second letter to the Thessalonian 

church, Paul sets them right about this: “For we hear that some of you are living in idleness, 

mere busybodies, not doing any work. Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord 

Jesus Christ to do their work quietly and to earn their own living.”6 

 

But there are some ways in which this statement is fundamentally unbiblical. For one thing, 

some people use this phrase as a way of avoiding the very biblical obligation to help those who 

are on the margins of society, who are poor or needy. Over and again in Scripture, God 

“consistently calls us to help those who cannot help themselves, or those who require help before 

they can help themselves. […] Showing compassion and mercy for those who struggle is part of 

the very character of God,”7 and it is a fundamental teaching throughout the Bible. 

 

In addition to taking the Bible out of context—or giving biblical context to something that has 

none—there are a few other assumptions that get in the way of being able to read the Bible 

spiritually, faithfully, and critically.  Another of these assumptions is that “there is only one 

inerrant way of communicating the truth.”8 

 

 
 5 Adam Hamilton, Half Truths: God Helps Those Who Help Themselves, and Other Things the Bible 

Doesn’t Say (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2016), 54. 

 6 2 Thessalonians 3:11-12, NRSV. 

 7 Hamilton, 64-65. 

 8 Rohr, 31 
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This is just clearly not so, since the Bible gives us several different accounts of the same stories. 

There are two very different versions of the creation story. There are two versions of Noah and 

the flood. The books of 1 and 2 Chronicles retell, sometimes quite differently, the same stories 

that are in 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 2 Kings. There are “four Gospel accounts of the same 

incidents, which usually differ considerably, sometimes on major points. [So] which account of 

Jesus’ words at the last supper is the true [or] official one?” As Franciscan priest Richard Rohr 

puts it, “Which leper story is fake news and which one is authentic journalism?”9 

 

Another problematic assumption is that the words of the Bible entered the world “unmediated by 

human writers, human errors, and human limits.” As Richard Rohr says in the quote that’s on 

your announcement folder, for some reason we “want to pretend that the Bible fell fully 

produced from heaven in a zip-top bag.”10 But we have no fully formed original manuscript for 

any of the biblical texts. In even the oldest versions, there are deletions and “corrections. The 

writers of the New Testament knew this, they warned that scripture must be carefully interpreted 

in order to perceive its truth, and they knew that unbalanced or uneducated people are likely to 

distort scripture. The Apostle Paul himself suggested that we may never quite know the full truth 

until we see God face to face. “We don’t yet see things clearly,” He says. “We’re squinting in a 

fog, peering through a mist.” And the author of 2 Peter declared that “part of what [Paul] says is 

hard to understand. Some ignorant and unsteady people even destroy themselves by twisting 

what he said. They do the same thing with other Scriptures too.” 

 

Given all these assumptions that people make, it’s easy for rational thinkers to make another 

assumption—that the Bible is an uninspired and untrustworthy text. And I don’t think this 

assumption is true, either. It’s an assumption based in a faulty understanding of how God 

inspires. Recall that the word “inspire” comes from the Latin word inspirare, which means “to 

breathe into.” Like the beginning of creation, God breathes into the texts, bringing them to life. 

And God breathes into us, as well, bringing our spirits to life. 

 

Inspiration is a shared event—a symbiotic relationship. In order for a text to be inspired, the 

reader has to be inspired as well. Richard Rohr puts it this way: “Inspired people can best read 

inspired texts and keep them inspired. Uninspired people literally suck the air out of 

everything.”11 And this isn’t just a crazy new age approach to scripture—it’s actually Paul’s idea. 

“The unspiritual self, just as it is by nature, can’t receive the gifts of God’s Spirit,” Paul says in 

his first letter to the Corinthian church. “There’s no capacity for them. They seem like so much 

silliness. Spirit can be known only by spirit—God’s Spirit and our spirits in open communion. 

Spiritually alive, we have access to everything God’s Spirit is doing, and can’t be judged by 

unspiritual critics.”12 

 

It would have been easier if we’d had the Bible delivered fully-formed in a zip-top bag. It would 

have been easier if we’d been given something simple, like “Seven Habits for Highly Holy 

People.”13 But then we would have missed the opportunity for the complex, beautiful, crazy, 

 
 9 Ibid. 

 10 Ibid., 32 

 11 Ibid., 35. 

 12 1 Corinthians 2:14-15, The Message. 

 13 Rohr, 28. 
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symbiotic relationship we have with God, and with this inspired and inspirational text. My 

friends, despite all our assumptions and problems with it, the Bible offers us the Good News of 

God’s love. May we be inspired readers of that Good News, and then carry it into a world that 

needs to hear it. Amen. 

 

 


