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Discussion Guide
A Solid Foundation

ConneCting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your 
group with a way of connecting with one another so that 
you might partner in the work god is doing in your lives.)   

• in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 
what ways did you respond to him?

• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 
ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?

• how honest have you been with us? 
(graciously thank group members for their 
honesty if they state they have held back.) 

getting Started: 
10 minutes

• what does it mean to be a “bible-believing” christian? 
could you elaborate?

diving into the text:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)



• using the notes, discuss the development of the 
fundamentalism and the role of scripture in the form 
of fundamentalism which emerged in our area.

• read John 5.1-18 aloud. pause. read the text once 
more, seeking to imagine yourself as present in the 
scene.

• in what ways does Jesus invite the Jewish leaders to 
ask questions about what is real (to doubt)?

• what is the response of these leaders? why might 
they respond in this way?

• have you ever witnessed a similar response to the 
asking of questions from a fellow believer? what 
was this experience like?

• read John 5.31-40 aloud. pause. read the text once 
more.

• what roadblocks to asking questions does Jesus 
identify?

• it has been said that Jesus rebukes the religious 
leaders of his day for reading the right book in the 
wrong way. what does this mean?

• in what way might one’s approach to scripture make 
room for or deny a place for question asking (doubt)?

• the stream of fundamentalism which has influenced 
our geographical region identifies people of faith as 
bible-believing people while Jesus seems to identify 
people of faith as Jesus-centered people. is there a 
difference? how might this difference influence the 
way scripture is handled?

• why might doubt find a place among Jesus-centered 
people but not among bible-believing people?

• consider concluding by discussing what it might look 
like to be a group which seeks to be Jesus-centered 
people.

Context and BaCkground
FundamentaliSm

fundamentalism is a movement that arose in the united 
states during and immediately after world war i. it was 
an attempt to reaffirm orthodox protestant christianity 
against the rising challenge posed by liberal theology 
and higher forms of biblical criticism which sought to 
reinterpret scripture using naturalism and question the 
trustworthiness of scripture, and the challenge presented 
to biblical history by things like darwinism. this movement 
emerged first in a series of twelve volumes called the 
fundamentals (1910-1915) written by american 
and british believers from varied denominational and 

theological backgrounds. these works covered a wide range of 
traditional christian teachings and presented their criticisms 
fairly and with much appreciation for their opponents and 
their views. however, this approach quickly changed with 
a greater urgency and militant spirit taking the place of 
dialogue as the movement gained momentum. by the 1920’s, 
a fundamentalism “battle” was was being waged in the large 
northern church denominations and was viewed as nothing 
less than a struggle for authentic christianity with opponents 
viewed as presenting a new non-christian religion. while 
these struggles took place within all northern denominations, 
the largest battles were fought in the northern presbyterian 
and baptist denominations.

by 1926, it was becoming apparent that those who were 
fighting for the “fundamentals” of christianity were not 
going to convince their opponents, nor were they going to 
drive them out of their denominations. therefore, northern 
fundamentalists began to create new denominations in order 
to carry on what they believed to be a true faith, separate 
from those they regarded as apostate believers. one of 
these, founded in 1932, was the general association of 
regular baptist churches, a denomination which remains 
influential within our area still today. during this period of 
denominational formation, a common distinctive theological 
point began emerge across these new denominations. these 
new denominations each stressed that they represented 
true christianity because they were based upon a literal 
interpretation of the bible and that they were to remain 
separate from all who did not maintain their distinct literal 
interpretations. it is important to note at this point that the 
fundamentalist approach began to focus more on the nature 
of scripture. in fact, the single hallmark of this branch of 
fundamentalism is an elevated view of scripture. this elevated 
understanding of scripture went beyond typical arguments 
of inspiration but extended to interpretation; that is, these 
groups believed that true christianity consisted of groups 
which held to the right interpretation of scripture.

with this elevated understanding of scripture growing, 
a group emerged within fundamentalism which equated 
christianity with what they called “bible-believing” 
christianity. in short, this meant a faith which was 
organizationally modeled on a specific reading of scripture. 
in this vein, specific interpretations of doctrine became of the 
utmost importance, litmus tests for continuing fellowship 
as only certain doctrinal expressions were consistent 
with true christianity. one might say that this stream 
of fundamentalism emphasized scripture and its proper 
interpretation as the most important aspect of true faith. this 
branch of fundamentalism diverged from another group which 



came to be identified as evangelicals. this fundamental 
group which equated scripture and its proper interpretation 
with true faith opposed billy graham and often refused 
to read evangelical publications like christianity today 
or to support evangelical schools like wheaton college 
or fuller theological seminary. however, this branch of 
fundamentalism found it difficult to achieve much traction 
because of the inherent difficulties faced in cooperating with 
one another because of the need for identical interpretations 
of scripture to be present for cooperation to be had.

the text
John 5.16-18, 31-40: JeSuS and SCripture

these verses are rooted in the context of one of Jesus’ 
sabbath healings. while in Jerusalem for a festival, Jesus 
happened upon an invalid of thirty-eight years at the pool of 
bethesda. after a brief conversation about the man’s desire 
to be made well, Jesus healed the man and instructed him 
to pick up his mat and walk (John 5.1-9). however, rather 
than reJoicing over this man’s apparent healing, the Jewish 
leaders responded with frustration that Jesus’ command 
concerning the carrying of the mat was forbidden, a 
violation of the mosaic law not to work or carry a burden 
on the sabbath (exodus 20.8-11; Jeremiah 17.21-22). 
when these leaders discovered that it was Jesus who had 
instructed the man to break the sabbath laws, they began 
to persecute Jesus. their persecution is understandable not 
only because Jesus had taught another man to break the 
law, but this was not Jesus’ first sabbath rule-breaking 
offense (mark 2.23-3.6).

Jesus responds to the attacks of these religious leaders 
by disagreeing with their charge of being a sabbath rule 
breaker. Jesus claims that the father did not stop working; 
that is, Jesus states that god himself did not keep the 
sabbath. this was a commonly accepted theological point in 
Jesus’ time based upon the argument that god himself could 
not stop working on the sabbath because the universe would 
cease to function and providence would abate once every 
seven days which was not the case, therefore, god must 
not ever stop working. however, Jesus takes his argument 
about god a step further. he claims that he is working 
because he is related to the father. Jesus’ claim is more 
than Just a statement about being one of god’s children. his 
argument that he too can work on the sabbath lays a direct 
claim on divinity. simply put, Jesus can work like the father 
because he is like the father. this point was not lost on the 
religious leaders who now seek with greater intention to 

kill him, not only for being a sabbath rule breaker but for 
being a blasphemer. it is important to note the tension Jesus is 
creating for these leaders. with his actions and words, Jesus 
is intentionally challenging commonly accepted theological 
understandings about law and god. Jesus is creating a gap 
between what these leaders believed and what they were 
experiencing with Jesus. Jesus is inviting these men into this 
gap so they might ask questions about the true nature of law 
and of god. however, these men refuse to ask the questions 
Jesus is inviting them to raise. they cannot accept that Jesus 
might be correct.

this refusal on the part of the religious leaders leads to a 
discussion of Jesus’ true identity. the rightness of his actions 
and interpretation of scripture rests on the nature of his 
identity. Jesus begins this discussion by noting that he is 
not doing anything he has not been led to do by the father 
(John 5.19). simply put, Jesus says, what you are seeing and 
hearing from me is actually from god. this would be true if 
Jesus was the messiah, but is Jesus the messiah (John 5.26-
27)? Jesus claims that there are several indications that he 
is. Jesus agrees that any proof of his identity must go beyond 
his own claims. therefore, he lists a number of sources which 
point to his true identity as messiah. first, Jesus claims an 
internal knowledge. he knows who he is because of the one 
who is moving inside him (John 5.32). however, the leaders 
do not have access to this testimony because they themselves 
do not hear the voice of god (John 5.38). so, Jesus points to 
the testimony of John. while he argues that he doesn’t accept 
John’s testimony about his identity because it is the testimony 
of a man, he does note that John was right about him. further, 
he points to his miracles which physically demonstrate Jesus is 
special.

however, even with the testimony of John and Jesus’ miracles, 
these leaders refuse to assent to Jesus’ claims about being 
the messiah. they remain steadfast in their condemnation 
of Jesus. Jesus points to the source of their reluctance, a 
mishandling of scripture. Jesus states that these leaders are 
studying scripture diligently, but they are doing it with the 
wrong intent. they are studying scripture so they might find 
life. here, Jesus alludes to a common Jewish understanding 
of scripture in his day, the understanding that a proper 
understanding of scripture was the same thing as faith in 
god. one ancient Jewish source reads, “he who has acquired 
the words of the law has acquired for himself the life of 
the world to come” (pirqe aboth 2.8). a more modern way 
of saying this might be “people who believe the right things 
are people of real faith.” Jesus does not deny the study of 
scripture nor does he deny the importance of having proper 



questions of whether someone is in or out because they hold 
to our finer nuances of biblical interpretation. gone are all 
these and so many more, and in their place is a single question, 
“how might i see Jesus?”

real liFe with you:
Questions are often avoided and discouraged in churches 
which find their roots in the fundamentalist movement 
because this movement has come to equate true faith with a 
specific interpretation of scripture. this is the origin of the 
phrase “bible-believing christian.” Jesus ran into people like 
this in his day. really, they have always been around, people 
who use interpretations of scripture to discern who is out 
and who is in the kingdom of god. however, Jesus blatantly 
condemned this form of faith, noting that this form of faith 
read scripture but in the wrong manner. Jesus claimed that 
true faith rested upon him. people of real faith were Jesus 
people not bible people. who was in and who was out 
depended on whether someone was following Jesus not how 
they interpreted a specific passage of scripture. that said, 
scripture is not unimportant. it is of the utmost importance 
because all of scripture is meant to point us to Jesus. 
scripture shows us his character and reveals to us his desires 
for his people and his creation.

however, this pursuit of Jesus requires asking questions, 
many many questions of scripture. this week, we encourage 
you to continue asking your questions of god. perhaps one 
of the questions you might ask concerns the nature of true 
faith. consider asking god where the foundation of your faith 
lies. are you a Jesus person or a bible person? talk with him 
about why this might be and how he is inviting you to respond.
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theology. what he denies is the equation of faith and a proper 
understanding of scripture. Jesus claims that real faith is 
grounded only in him. those who come to him find life. in this 
understanding of faith, the scriptures serve the purpose of 
pointing people to Jesus not as a source of life itself. Jesus 
alone bears that weight. one might say that these leaders 
were stuck, unable to respond to Jesus because they were 
reading the right book in the wrong way. they were reading 
the scripture thinking that if they interpreted them correctly 
they were people of faith while Jesus claimed that people of 
real faith came to him when they read scripture. he, not 
scripture, was the foundation of faith.

Real liFe with Blake: 
i grew up in a fundamentalist denomination, a form of 
christianity which emphasized its faithfulness to the bible. i 
can remember my pastor saying over and over how we were a 
people “of the book” and how we were a people whose faith 
was grounded in scripture. this sounds wonderful because 
it highlights the important place scripture holds. however, 
there is a dark side to this approach to scripture. you can’t 
ask a question. you see, if you ask a question then what you 
are saying is the bible might be wrong and if the bible is 
wrong and it is the foundation of our faith then faith falls 
apart. thus, my church was a “no questions asked” kind of 
church. doubters were quickly ushered to the back pew and 
then out the door. but, as i matured, i came to realize that 
people read the same scriptures, claim they are truthful and 
from god and still differ on what they mean. that probably 
means one or both of our interpretations is a little off. so, 
shouldn’t we be able to ask a question about that? not so 
fast, i was told. you still can’t question, because we have 
the right interpretation. if we are wrong, then it all falls 
apart. ah, there it was. my faith tradition hinged on a specific 
interpretation of the bible. does anyone see a problem with 
that? i do and so did Jesus.

Jesus encountered a group of religious leaders in his day 
who said, “we believe the bible. we are people of the book!” 
actually, they didn’t say it that way, but pretty much. Jesus 
looked at them and said, “yes, and that is the problem. you 
are reading the right book in the wrong way.” Jesus called 
these leaders to realize that faith began with him, was focused 
on him, not scripture. people of faith are Jesus people not 
bible people. so, does this mean the bible isn’t important? 
absolutely not! scripture is of the utmost importance because 
it all points to Jesus. when we understand that we are Jesus 
people and not bible people suddenly it is ok to ask a question. 
the question is much different than we might expect. gone are 
the questions of who is right and who is wrong. gone are the 


