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There are a lot of Bible translations to 
choose from. There’s the King James, the 
New International, and the Message to name 
just a few. However, there’s one I doubt 
you’ve heard of. It’s the Jefferson Bible? 
Even though it’s not well known it has a 
fascinating history. 
 
Thomas Jefferson was the 3rd President of 
the United States when modern science was 
just starting to blossom. Jefferson, like many intellectuals of his day, saw rational 
thought and scientific method as sidelining religion. Jefferson was convinced that 
science trumped the Christian faith as the best way forward.  
 
Now, this impacted his personal Bible reading. In light of his new world view parts 
of the Bible challenged him - made him uncomfortable. So, one day he got out 
scissors, razor and glue. He carefully cut out parts of Bible he didn’t agree with and 
made up a “scrap book” Bible of all the bits he did agree with. Here’s a photo from 
his original Bible with the Beatitudes. 
 
His bible is distinctive in that it has no miracles or supernatural acts of God. 
miracles. There is no resurrection or Christ ascending to heaven. There is no 
turning water into wine or walking on water. There are no healings or casting out 
demons. Instead, Jefferson’s Bible focused on Jesus as a moral teacher without 
anything supernatural involved. 
 
What do you think? Is it a good idea to edit the Bible like this? To cut out the bits we 
don’t like. Well this morning in our series through Jeremiah we’ll see not a president 
but a king do something very similar. 
 
Let’s pray. 
 
We pick up Jeremiah’s story in Jeremiah 36:1 
 

In the fourth year of Jehoiakim son of Josiah king of Judah, this word came to 
Jeremiah from the Lord: “Take a scroll and write on it all the words I have spoken 
to you concerning Israel, Judah and all the other nations from the time I began 
speaking to you in the reign of Josiah till now. Perhaps when the people of Judah 



 

2/6 
Rev Douglas Bradley 

Cromwell & Districts Presbyterian Church 

hear about every disaster I plan to inflict on them, each of them will turn from his 
wicked way; then I will forgive their wickedness and their sin.”  
 
So Jeremiah called Baruch son of Neriah, and while Jeremiah dictated all the 
words the Lord had spoken to him, Baruch wrote them on the scroll. Jeremiah 
36:1-4 

 
There’s a wee bit of background we need to unpack. Three things I’ll highlight. First 
you may have noticed a change of kings. In the previous few chapters we’ve been 
looking at king Zedekiah, who ruled in last days before the Babylonians totally 
decimated Jerusalem and the nation of Judah. However, today’s story goes back to 
an earlier king, king Jehoiakim. You see, Jeremiah’s ministry crossed over several 
kings and the book named after him is not too concerned about chronological order. 
It jumps around bit. 
 
Secondly, we see God’s long-suffering patience. Over a number of years 
Jeremiah’s spoken God’s Word and been largely ignored. So, God introduces a 
new tactic. He’ll pull all his messages together into one scroll, hoping their 
combined impact will see people repent and turn back to him. This is the plan. 
 
Thirdly we’re introduced to Baruch, who acts as Jeremiah’s scribe or secretary. Just 
like the Apostle Paul dictated to Silas so Jeremiah dictated to Baruch. Baruch was 
Jeremiah’s right hand man. 
 
So, Jeremiah and Baruch beaver away and eventually all Jeremiah’s prophecies 
and warnings are on one scroll. What next? Verse 5 
 

Then Jeremiah told Baruch, “I am restricted; I cannot go to the Lord’s temple. So 
you go to the house of the Lord… Jeremiah 36:5 

 
Why is Jeremiah restricted? Well his previous warnings had caused such a fuss, 
especially with the king and religious leaders, that he’d a restraining order against 
him - something like, “If you enter the temple again, you’ll be thrown in jail”. 
Anyway, verse 8 
 

Baruch son of Neriah did everything Jeremiah the prophet told him to do; at the 
Lord’s temple he read the words of the Lord from the scroll. Jeremiah 36:8 

 
So, how did he get on? What happened next? Well some of the king’s officials 
heard and were so concerned about the messages they asked for a private 
reading. There they even more shocked and so asked Baruch, verse 17… 
 

“Tell us, how did you come to write all this? Did Jeremiah dictate it?”  
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“Yes,” Baruch replied, “he dictated all these words to me, and I wrote them in ink 
on the scroll.”  
 
Then the officials said to Baruch, “You and Jeremiah, go and hide. Don’t let 
anyone know where you are.”  Jeremiah 36:17–19 

  
Sensing trouble with the king these court officials instruct Baruch and Jeremiah to 
go into hiding. Taking the scroll to the royal palace more drama unfolds. The king’s 
scribe starts reading from Jeremiah’s scroll, with officials standing nearby. Verse 
22… 
 

It was the ninth month and the king was sitting in the winter apartment, with a fire 
burning in the firepot in front of him. Whenever Jehudi had read three or four 
columns of the scroll, the king cut them off with a scribe’s knife and threw them 
into the firepot, until the entire scroll was burned in the fire. The king and all his 
attendants who heard all these words showed no fear, nor did they tear their 
clothes. Jeremiah 36:22–24 

 
Now why would the king do this? Why would he burn God’s Word? From God’s 
response in verse 29 we know exactly why. God quotes back to the king what he’s 
said in the privacy of the royal court. 
 

“You burned that scroll and said, ‘Why did you write on it that the king of Babylon 
would certainly come and destroy this land and cut off both men and animals 
from it?’” Jeremiah 36:29 

 
You see, the king did not want to hear the call to repent again. Jeremiah was a bit 
of a broken record. “Repent and turn back to God or the Babylonian army will come 
and rip you apart”. In particular the king was offended with the talk of his downfall at 
the hands of the Babylonians. So, it was because the king did not like what he read 
in God’s Word that he cut up the scroll. However, unlike Thomas Jefferson there 
was nothing the king liked. Nothing… so he burnt the lot. Verse 25 
 

Even though Elnathan, Delaiah and Gemariah urged the king not to burn the 
scroll, he would not listen to them. Instead, the king commanded Jerahmeel, a 
son of the king, Seraiah son of Azriel and Shelemiah son of Abdeel to arrest 
Baruch the scribe and Jeremiah the prophet. But the Lord had hidden them. 
Jeremiah 36:25–26 

 
Now we expect a God response, do we not? What’s God got to say about all this? 
Verse 27 
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After the king burned the scroll containing the words that Baruch had written at 
Jeremiah’s dictation, the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah: “Take another scroll 
and write on it all the words that were on the first scroll, which Jehoiakim king of 
Judah burned up. Jeremiah 36:27–28 

 
God also has some strong words for the king. 
 

This is what the Lord says about Jehoiakim king of Judah: He will have no one to 
sit on the throne of David; his body will be thrown out and exposed to the heat by 
day and the frost by night. I will punish him and his children and his attendants 
for their wickedness; I will bring on them and those living in Jerusalem and the 
people of Judah every disaster I pronounced against them, because they have 
not listened. Jeremiah 36:30–31 

 
And what did happen to the king? Well, God’s people did not repent, and the 
Babylonians came and besieged the city. And during this siege the king died and 
even though the Bible doesn’t say how, Jewish tradition tells us the king was killed 
by one of Babylonian military commanders and his body thrown at the city wall with 
no formal burial. 
 
There we have it. A king who cut out and burned the parts of God’s Word that he 
didn’t like. Yet God’s Word was not stopped. Not at all… verse 32 
 

So Jeremiah took another scroll and gave it to the scribe Baruch son of Neriah, 
and as Jeremiah dictated, Baruch wrote on it all the words of the scroll that 
Jehoiakim king of Judah had burned in the fire. And many similar words were 
added to them.  Jeremiah 36:32 

 
And this is what we have in our hands today. The book of Jeremiah in our Bible 
contains the words dictated onto this second scroll with “many similar words added 
to them”.  
  
Now, what are we to make of all this. I know you’re already joining the dots. So, let 
me ask you are question, “What do you do with the parts of the Bible you don’t 
like?” 
 
Now before you get a little super spiritual on me. Consider this: if anyone says, 
“There’s nothing in the Bible that I don’t like, everything is agreeable to me”, I’d 
respond, “Have you read the Bible cover to cover?” Because if you have without a 
doubt there are parts that will make you feel uncomfortable. There are passages 
that have major challenges. There are sections that don’t fit in with how you think 
God should be doing things. Secretly there are parts that we’d like to blot out, white 
or cut out. But to do that, well - what would God think? So, what do you do with 
parts of the Bible that you disagree with? 
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Well, there are three common responses. Some Christians only read devotionals 
like “Word for Today” or “Daily Bread” as they tend to have an encouraging and 
inspiring tone. Now, these devotionals are great supplements to our Bible reading 
but must never replace us opening our Bible and reading two or more chapters. So, 
sticking to devotionals is one way to avoid the disagreeable bits. Another way is to 
open our Bibles but restrict our reading to parts we find agreeable - the Gospels 
and Psalms and the like. A third way is to read the more widely but just dismiss 
anything we find disagreeable. 
 
Now, there’s a great danger in refusing to be unsettled or challenged by God’s 
Word. And it’s all to do with relationship. Let me ask you this, “If a husband and wife 
or two great friends - cannot challenge each other what sort of relationship do they 
have?  
 
Let’s say a husband spends a huge amount of time playing golf. He’s well 
respected and even elected as club president. So, if he’s not whittling down his 
handicap, he’s managing club affairs. However, his teenage son is quietly going off 
the rails. Dad can’t see it, but mum can. In a healthy relationship she can approach 
her husband and gently but firmly challenge him to spend more time with his son 
and less on the greens. Imagine what would happen to the son and the marriage if 
the husband refuses to be challenged. So, given that a healthy relationship creates 
a space to be challenged, how do we allow space for God to challenge us?  
 
Let’s look at it from another angle. Can we have a personal relationship with 
someone who doesn’t challenge us? This is the premise for the movie, The 
Stepford Wives. The movie tells of a group of wives a microchip is inserted and 
they never argue with or contradict their husbands again. However, the movie 
depicts how shallow and pathetic the marriages become. You see, if there's no 
conflict, you don't have a person, you have a robot. If there’s no room for challenge 
one of you has stuck a microchip in the other person.  
 
So, if we say, "I like a lot of things in the Bible, but not this part,” then we are 
removing the opportunity for God to challenge us. It’s like we’re creating a 
"Stepford” God where God will only do and say things agreeable to us. And you 
can’t have a close relationship with someone who can’t challenge you. Now this is 
what Jefferson did. He created a “Stepford” God who didn’t challenge him but 
merely confirmed and supported Jefferson’s rational world view. But this edited 
Jesus wasn’t real - just a robot who said “yes” to everything Jefferson asked. 
 
So, what’s our take home from all this? Well, though most of us don’t go to 
extremes of cutting and pasting or burning our Bibles we do have ways of avoiding 
the parts we don’t agree with. However, if we avoid or dismiss the challenging 
parts, we cannot develop a close walk with God. But when we accept that the Bible 
has challenges, and sometimes it’s because we need to change or because God is 
God and that’s how he does things - once we accept this, then by his grace we’ll 
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grow closer to him. He’ll show us his ways and we’ll know the joy of walking with 
Christ and keeping in step with his Spirit. 
 
And a final word about Jefferson. At his funeral the minister read from the Common 
Book of Prayer which included these words of Jesus found John 11:25 
 

Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, 
even though he dies.” John 11:25 

 
Of course, this was a verse Jefferson had cut out of his Bible. Let us not edit Jesus 
least we disqualify ourselves from the joy of his resurrection hope and power. Let’s 
pray 
 
 
 
 
 


