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There is no shortage of books about the Bible. When I was in seminary, students were
referred to biblical commentaries, scholarly volumes that provide background and contextual
information, and verse-by-verse commentary on each book of the Bible. Commentaries
were available in multi-volume sets covering the entire Bible, and as individual volumes
on specific books of the Bible, usually written by academicians who had done extensive
research. My prized commentary sets back then were The Interpreter’s Bible (1952), edited
by George Buttrick, and The Broadman Bible Commentary (1969), with several volumes
written by some of my seminary professors. I also valued a commentary set on the New
Testament, The Daily Study Bible Series (1975), by William Barclay.
More recent commentary series that I have used include The New Interpreter’s Bible
(1994), Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary (2002 & 2009), Interpretation:
A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (2009), and the Smyth & Helwys
Commentary series (2018). Apart from commentary sets, there are many excellent individual
commentaries on individual books of the Bible. Some commentaries are written for a more
popular audience, while others are geared toward preachers, teachers, and other readers with
some theological education. The aim of most commentaries is to explain what the Bible
says. Their focus is on the “what” question of biblical interpretation.
This series, Spelunking Scripture, moves beyond the “what” question to the “so what”
question. Of course, it is important to know “what” the Bible says. But the “so what”
question moves biblical interpretation to another level. It asks, “So what does this scripture
passage say to me?” It moves from the theoretical to the practical, from biblical literacy to
life application. That essentially is the purpose of most sermons. The preacher moves from
explaining what the text says, to explaining what the text says to us.
I gave my first sermon the summer after my freshman year in college. In almost 50 years
of preaching, my goal has been to move from the biblical text to our present-day situation.
I seek to explain the meaning of the text for the original readers, and then to suggest what
the text might mean for us today. Thus, I seek to move from “what” does the text say, to “so
what” does it have to do with us? “Spelunking scripture” explores important passages of the
Bible for the purpose of discovering their relevance to modern-day life. Just as spelunking
involves a personal exploration of underground passages of caves, so spelunking scripture
involves a personal exploration of important passages of the Bible.
I served as pastor of Village Baptist Church in Bowie, Maryland (outside Washington,
D.C.) for 33 years, from the beginning of 1985 until early 2018. After I retired, my wife
Linda and I began attending the First Baptist Church of the City of Washington, D.C.
At first, we only attended worship, sitting most Sundays with our good friend Dr. James
Langley, retired executive director of the D.C. Baptist Convention. After Dr. Langley died
in June of 2018, we moved our membership to First Baptist Church, in tribute to him, and
to make a deeper connection with our new church family.
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As part of that deeper connection, we joined an adult Sunday School class called
Crossroads. Instead of one person teaching the class, various class members alternated as
facilitators, leading discussions on a series of books that we read together. We read and
discussed such thought-provoking books as The Cross and the Lynching Tree by James Cone,
and Falling Upward by Richard Rohr. But the study books that were most meaningful for
me were those based on passages of scripture.
I especially appreciated two mini commentaries, Reading John for Dear Life: A Spiritual
Walk with the Fourth Gospel by Jaime Clark-Soles, and Sessions with Genesis by Tony
Cartledge. Not surprisingly, during my many years as a pastor, I had studied and taught the
Gospel of John and the book of Genesis many times. In fact, I had preached sermons on
Genesis 67 times, and I had preached sermons on John 181 times. But Jaime Clark-Soles
and Tony Cartledge did more than explain what those books/passages might have meant to
the original readers. These writers offered suggestions as to what those passages might have to
say to our time. They were “spelunking scripture,” although they did not call it that! ClarkSoles called her approach “a spiritual walk with the fourth Gospel.” Cartledge also sought
to identify spiritual lessons in his short commentary. Both Jaime Clark-Soles, professor of
New Testament at Perkins School of Theology at Southern Methodist University and a
frequent preacher in churches, and Tony Cartledge, professor of Old Testament at Campbell
University Divinity School and a former pastor, are biblical scholars who recognize the
importance of moving beyond an academic exegesis of scripture to a practical application.
Another mini commentary that our Crossroads class read and discussed was The
Forgotten Books of the Bible by Robert Williamson Jr., who teaches at Hendrix College in
Arkansas and is the founding pastor of Mercy Community Church in Little Rock. Unlike
the commentaries by Clark-Soles and Cartledge, Williamson covered biblical books that I
was less familiar with. His book explores “the Five Scrolls” of the Old Testament, namely,
Ruth, Esther, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, and Lamentations. Although I knew what the
books were about, I had rarely preached on them. In 33 years, I preached one Sunday
morning sermon on Ruth, two on Esther, six on Ecclesiastes, one on Song of Songs, and two
on Lamentations. I preached so few sermons based on passages from those books because
I considered them to be less important than many other books of the Bible. Yet, even
less-important books of scripture can convey important messages.
My study on Acts and the Epistles is part of the series, Spelunking Scripture. Recently
published volumes focus on the Christmas story and the letters of Paul in the New Testament.
Forthcoming volumes will explore the Easter story, important passages from the Gospels,
and significant portions of the Old Testament. This present volume explores the Acts of
the Apostles and the general epistles of the New Testament. Admittedly, identifying which
passages of scripture are the most important is more art than science. One criterion might
be selecting those that are quoted or referenced in other parts of the Bible. Another criterion
might be choosing sections that reflect major themes of the Bible. The primary criterion is
Christ. For Christians, Jesus is the criterion by which we interpret all of scripture.
After I retired, I wrote a book, Preaching for the Long Haul: A Case Study on Long-Term
Pastoral Ministry. During the writing of the book, I catalogued the text and title of every
original Sunday morning sermon I had preached at Village Baptist Church over the course

Introductionvii

of 33 years. Although the first 15 years of sermon manuscripts were burned up in my office
by the fire that destroyed the church building in January of 2000, I had brought home the
sermon notes during those years. Thus, I was able to reconstruct a list of every sermon title
and scripture text for almost 1,500 sermons preached over 33 years. In reviewing those
sermon titles and texts, I discovered that I had preached on some texts many times:
•
•
•
•

Luke 2 at least 29 times
the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5 at least 24 times
the story of the Wise Men in Matthew 2 at least 20 times
Pentecost in Acts 2 at least 18 times

How is it possible to preach on the same scripture passage again and again and have
something new to say? It is a matter of spelunking scripture. It is a matter of moving beyond
the “what” question to the “so what” question of the scripture text.
My method in spelunking scripture is to identify and explore important passages with a
brief introduction and three studies/sermons on each text. At the end of each chapter, some
questions for discussion/reflection prompt the reader to make your own move from “what”
to “so what.” Thanks for joining me on another spelunking expedition through some of the
most important passages of the Bible.

