Sunday 29th May 2011. Sixth of Easter. Canongate Kirk.

St John 14:15
If ye love me, keep my commandments.
It was with the Authorised Version in mind that Thomas Macaulay – 19th century historian, essayist and poet – wrote “The English Bible, a book, which, if everything else in our language should perish, would alone suffice to show the extent of its beauty and power”. Two centuries later and exactly four centuries after its first publication in 1611, the same could probably still be said. At any rate the Authorised Version, or the King James Bible as it is also widely known, remains universally acclaimed as one of the most influential works ever published in the English language. It is widely believed that its story began in 1604 when King James VI and I convened a conference at Hampton Court to discuss the grievances of Puritan members of the Church of England. A proposal was put forward that there might be a new translation of the Bible on the grounds that previous translations “were corrupt, and not answerable to the truth of the original”. Conceived at a time of political as well as religious tension, the idea is said to have found favour with the King, not least because a Bible dedicated to him would be an endorsement of his position of head of the state church. But actually the story of the King James Bible began in Scotland several years earlier, in 1601 when the King attended the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland meeting that year in Burntisland in Fife. He was not of course the head of this state church which was founded on the precepts that Christ alone is the King and head of the Church, and in 1601 James VI was not yet King of England. Nevertheless it was there at the General Assembly in Burntisland that the concept of the King James Bible was first mooted and first met with his approval. 

These days the business of the General Assembly is driven by the Blue Book of reports and deliverances which are submitted by committees and councils for consideration, discussion and decision. But with this year’s General Assembly just finished on Friday this Sunday seems as good as any on which formally to mark the 400th anniversary of the  publication of that “Book of books, our people’s strength, statesman’s, teacher’s, hero’s treasure...” Our readings from it are those set for today and happily include one of those timeless lines that feature especially in St John’s Gospel. If ye love me, keep my commandments. The Fourth Gospel as rendered in the King James Bible is an especially rich source of what Thomas Macaulay surely meant by its beauty and power. From its very first verse In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God to 3:16 For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish but have everlasting life  to 15:13 Greater love hath no man this, that a man lay down his life for his friends. It is not for nothing that in the ancient, vividly illustrated and hand engraved manuscripts of the Scriptures the symbol for St John was an eagle, flying higher than any of the other Gospel writers in his flights not just of language but of theological insight. And yet an eagle that from time to time touches down, bringing heaven to earth with a breathtaking simplicity of expression. If ye love me, keep my commandments. A text which, to paraphrase Macaulay, if everything else in our Gospel should perish, would alone suffice to show the extent of its beauty and power. If ye love me, keep my commandments.

In celebrating both Word and Sacrament today, we seek to do just that. To show our love for him by keeping his commandments. “According to the holy institution, example and command of our Lord Jesus Christ, and as a memorial of him we do this.” And go on doing this for the sake of him who with timeless simplicity, strength and beauty challenges us still: If ye love me, keep my commandments. And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever. Amen.
