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The Sense of Scripture: Studies in Interpretation . . .

THE NONDISCLOSURE OF THE BIBLE

Now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then face to face. — I Cor. 13:12

The burden of this installment is to show that while the Bible is the
primary source of God’s disclosure of himself to man, it is also an instru-
ment of nondisclosure. The Bible is two-sided: it reveals the mind of God
and yet it conceals the mind of God. Again and again the Bible makes it
clear that we are not yet ready to make use of all that God will eventually
reveal. And even that which is revealed is sometimes so obscure, and so sub-
ject to varying interpretations, that we cannot be sure that we understand
aright.

Another way to say it is that the Bible has its treasures, those nuggets of
truth that wonderfully enlighten us, but they cannot be raided. They must
be mined with great care, and even then we never seem to penetrate the
deeper veins of gold. We are faced with a contradiction that God must have
intended: the Scriptures are simple and yet complex; they are easy and yet
difficult; they are comprehensible and yet incomprehensible.

As the apostle Paul pondered the mystery of God’s ways with man, he
was moved to write: ‘‘Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and
knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and His ways past
finding out!”’ (Ro. 11:33)

It is remarkable that an inspired apostle of Christ, one who could say
‘‘But God has revealed them to us through His Spirit”’ (I Co. 2:10), would
see God’s ways as unsearchable and past finding out. Perhaps he is saying
what old Socrates said hundreds of years earlier: the more we know the
more we realize that we do not know. If revelation is seen as a circle, the
outer edge of which touches the unknown, then the larger the circle the
larger the area that touches the unknown. And so, the more we know about
God the more we realize that his judgments are unsearchable and his ways
past finding out.

That is the essence of the apostle’s amazing concession in I Co. 13:12:
‘““Now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then face to face.”’ Phillips renders it:
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“At present we are men looking at puzzling reflections in a mirror. The time
will come when we shall see reality whole and face to face.”” The old KIV
puts it starkly: ‘‘Now we see through a glass, darkly.”” In modern idiom that
would be: Up to now we are in the dark.

Commentators tell us that the ‘‘mirror”’ that Paul refers to was of bur-
nished bronze, the only kind they had, polished so that it gave d:1m reflec-
tions. If an apostle would refer to his understanding as dim reflections, how
much more should we realize that we don’t know much?

This should both humble us and comfort us. It should humble us
because we are like a child wading along the edges of a vast ocean in t'hat we
are no more than in the shallows of God’s overwhelming truth with the
illimitable sea of reality stretching out before us, unfathomable and
inscrutable. It should comfort us in that the great God of heaven,.wh(},
according to Isa. 45:15, pleases to hide himself, has indged revealed his will
to us, and we can understand sufficiently to respond to his overture and enter
into a covenant-love relationship with him. '

John Henry Newman caught the beauty of this truth in that great line
from his Lead, Kindly Light: ‘I do not ask to see the distant scene — one
step enough for me.”” There is light for our journey when we wall'( by faith,
one step at a time. The mysteries and the unanswered quest10n§ \fnll be there
as ‘‘puzzling reflections,’” but the good news is that we can join the great
apostle in declaring, ‘I know whom I have believed an'd am persu’eytded tbat
He is able to keep what I have committed to Him until that Day’’ (2 Tim.

1:12)

Our religion would not be true religion if we could comprehend the
God we worship. A religion void of mystery and awe would be sheer
humanism, a religion of our own creation and one no . g'reater than
ourselves. This is why the Bible, a human book as well as a dwu'\e pne, can
only ““in part*’ reveal the mind of God. If the mind of the memcwnt God
could be reduced to paper and ink, he would be neither omn1sc1e{1t nor ng.
We can only say something like: fo the extent that the magnammous mind
of God can be reduced to the pages of a book the Bible is the disclosure of
the mind of God. .

The nondisclosure of the Scriptures is nowhere more evident than in
the teaching of Jesus himself. In one of his recorded prayers he thanked the
Father that <“You have hidden these things from the wise and prt{dent apd
have revealed them to babes’” (Mt. 11:25), and yet “‘the babes,”’ including
his own disciples, had difficulty understanding. And so the parable.s,
calculated to reveal the truth only to the initiated, are often wrappfﬁi in
obscurity, even to the initiated. It is apparent from the records, especia yli(n
Mark, that even his own disciples often did not know what Jesus was talk-

ing about.
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It seems odd that Jesus would ever have to say to his own disciples,
““How is it that you do not understand?,” as in Mk. 7:18, and odder still that
when they didn’t understand they were afraid to ask him to explain: ‘‘But
they did not understand this saying, and were afraid to ask Him’’ (Mk.
9:32). They sometimes drew a blank even when he spoke a parable, causing
Jesus to say to them, almost impatiently, ‘“‘Are you thus without understan-
ding also?”’ (Mk. 7:18).

But we can hardly fault the disciples, for after two millennia of study
and research we hardly scratch the surface in understanding what Jesus
meant by the kingdom of God. And have we even begun to comprehend the
nature of Christ himself? As the psalmist was moved to say of God’s
knowledge of him, we are moved to say of the mystery of Christ, ‘‘Such
knowledge is too wonderful for me; It is high, I cannot attain it”’ (Ps.
139:6).

That humble attitude of the psalmist is the point I wish to make in this
essay. If we approach the Scriptures with bowed head and hat in hand,
recognizing that ‘It is too wonderful for me,’’ we might begin to mine some
of its fine gold. The Bible’s great truths are like the treasure that a man
found and buried in a field, and, as Jesus told the story in a parable in Mt.
13:44, he sold all that he had and bought the field. And Jesus says he was
motivated by joy in what he did. When we are moved by the joy of learning
what God wants us to know, the obscurity of the Bible will be less of a
problem.

One way to deal with the Bible’s nondisclosure is to accept the fact that
there are things we will never know, and take heart in the truth that we do
not have to know. It would be interesting to know if there is an eon of time
between the first and second verses of Genesis I. Some scholars, including
Donald Grey Barnhouse, insist that there was an earlier creation of a perfect
universe, but because of a rebellion God destroyed that earlier creation, and
so Gen. 1:2 says, ‘““The earth was without form, and void; and darkness was
on the face of the deep.”

And so, we are told, there might have been millions of years between
those two verses, and we thus have not one creation but two, and not one
fall and destruction but two. Barnhouse calls it ‘‘the Great Interval,”’ and
asserts: ‘‘That something tremendous and terrible happened to the first,
perfect creation is certain’’ (The Invisible War, p. 18). But what he calls cer-
tain is only speculation. The Scriptures nowhere indicate any such thing,
and the original Hebrew for ‘“The earth was without form and void”’ can
be translated in more than one way, as John C. L. Gibson notes in his
commentary.

This is an example of how theologians will build theories on the
slightest hint rather than to humbly accept the Bible’s nondisclosure.
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If God had intended for us to know that there was an earlier perfect
creation that somehow went awry and that there is a ‘‘great interval”
between the first two verses of the Bible, he would surely have said so —
and right between those two verses would have been the place for it! Non-
disclosure! Do we wish to bring God out of hiding?

Jesus is coming soon! is another example of how we insist on knowing
more than the Scriptures allow us to know. I think of the poor Shakers, who
started in America back in 1794 under the “‘inner light”” of Mother Ann
Lee, who believed that Jesus was coming soon, the world would end, and so
there was no time to marry and have families. Besides, sex was a sin. They
thrived, gaining 6,000 converts, all sworn to celibacy and communal living,
in twenty communities. They were the most enduring of all the utopias of
that period, their last community closing only in recent years. They were
skilled craftsmen, making the finest furniture in the country. They might
have endured had they believed in regeneration — physical regeneration, |
mean!

Well, the grass has been growing on Mother Ann Lee’s grave for
almost two centuries, and Jesus still hasn’t come. No one could have made
her believe that back in 1794, for she had read all the signs (in the Bible of
course!) and she knew. We still have our Mother Ann Lees, just as we had
them long before 1794, and they are not likely to weigh the possibility thi.lt
human history is now only in its infancy, and that it may yet be millennia
before it all comes to an end. Because of the mercy of God, if no other
reason. Too, God may be up to something on this earth that will yet take a
long, long time (as we count time). '

Don’t misread me, for I accept the fact of Scripture that Jesus 1s com-
ing “‘soon,”’ and yet I must recognize that “soon’’ is wrapped in non-
disclosure. The Scriptures close with Jesus saying, ‘‘Surely I am coming
quickly”’ (Rev. 22:20). Since 2,000 years have passed since he said that, I
must be less than dogmatic about what ‘‘quickly’’ means.

One would suppose that Jesus’ surprising disclosure that “But as for
that day and hour, nobody knows it, neither the angels of heaven, nor the

* Son, no one but the Father only” (Mt. 24:36) would deter the prophets in

their prognostication, but it has not. It is noteworthy that some ;arly
manuscripts omit ‘‘nor the Son’’ (as reflected in the King James version),
probably for theological reasons, for it was too much for some of the
scribes to believe that even Jesus did not know the time of his seconsi com-
ing. That underscores God’s nondisclosure, for there were some things 1n
the divine plan that were not revealed even to Jesus. Even Jesus apparently
could join the psalmist in declaring that “Clouds and darkpess surround
Him’’ (Ps. 98:2). How much more should we realize that it is beyond our
province to serve as God’s cousellor, and to realize, as 1 Tim. 6:16 puts 1t,
that God “‘dwells in unapproachable light.”’
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The good news is that we don’t need to know the time of our Lord’s
coming, and perhaps it should make no difference, for we should be ready,
with our lamps trimmed, whenever it is. Such as I Cor. 1:7 is all we need to
know: ‘“‘eagerly waiting for the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

God’s nondisclosure should also make us slow to judge the eternal
destiny of the masses of mankind, whether they be Buddhists, Hindus, or
Moslems. It is not uncommon for missionaries to rally support on the
ground that ‘“‘they are going to hell if we do not reach them with the
gospel.” We have no right to make that judgment, for only He who said ‘I
will have mercy on whom I will have mercy’’ can make that judgment.
While the Scriptures condemn the disbeliever, they never condemn the
unbeliever, thus distinguishing between those who reject the gospel and
those who have never heard it. We also go too far in assuming that God
does not to some degree reveal himself in all the great religions of the world.
Paul points to both the disclosure and the nondisclosure of God when he in-
sists that among all peoples he has never left himself without witness (Acts
14:17), and has dealt with all nations “‘so that they should seek the Lord, in
the hope that they might grope for Him and find Him, though He is not far
from each one of us” (Acts 17:27).

Can we, like Paul, entertain the prospect that a good Moslem — such as
Anwar Sadat? — might ‘‘grope for God and find him’’ in a culture and
religion vastly different from our own? If such a thought nullifies in our
minds the urgency of Christian missions, then we need to rethink the pur-
pose of missions.

““‘My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways.’
says the Lord. ‘For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways
higher than your ways, and My thoughts than your thoughts,’’’ we are told
in Isa. 55:8-9, and that points up what I mean by the Bible’s nondisclosure.
If God’s ways and thoughts are so vastly higher than our own, then ascer-
taining the mind of God, even in the Bible, has its limitation.

Another way of putting it is the way it reads in Dt. 29:29: ““The secret
things belong to the Lord our God, but those things which are revealed
belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of
this law.”’” That says it all. The Bible will mean more to us and we will treat
it with greater awe when we remember that God has his secrets, and that
even those things that are revealed are often ‘‘hard to understand,’’ to
quote Peter’s estimate of some things Paul wrote. How could it be other-
wise when the infinite God is revealing himself to finite man?

The essence of it all is that the light we seek is inaccessible and unap-
proachable (I Tim. 6:16), except in part, and so we can only grope around
the periphery. And yet that light has such splendor that the darkness cannot
apprehend it, and when we have but its distant glimmer it is sufficient to
light our pathway to glory. And after awhile in God’s tomorrow when we

THE UNIFYING POWER OF THE CROSS 187

move somewhat closer how glorious will ‘‘the Sun of Righteousness’’ be to
our redeemed souls. As for now, one step at a time is enough, and the light
we have is sufficient for that. But even that light is only for those who both
love it and seek it. —the Editor

THE UNIFYING POWER OF THE CROSS

And 1, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all peoples
to Myself. — Jn. 12:42

It takes power beyond the best of human effort to unite that which is
divided. Unity forums are to be encouraged but these alone lack the power
to unite. Creeds, whether written or unwritten, when subscribed to by all
parties involved, may produce a superficial uniformity, but hardly the unity
for which our Lord prayed. Even baptism, the powerful symbol that it is
of union with Chirst, has not the power within itself to unite believers, for
people may see baptism alike and be baptized alike and still not be one.
And however much doctrinal agreement may be prized it is hardly the bond
of oneness, for two people (or an entire congregation) may see everything
alike and still not be one in Christ.

We all know that people can sit side by side, pews full of them, and
sing the same hymns, pray the same prayers, and read the same Scriptures
and still be void of unifying power. Just as men may spend years together
in the same prison cell and never become brothers, church folk can be
locked into the same liturgical routine for a lifetime and never experience
the power of unity in Christ. .

We often point to the Bible as the basis of unity, but even the Bible
makes no such claim for itself. No book has the power to meld estranged
hearts into one, not even a book that comes from God. God did not give a
collection of documents to heal broken hearts, but a Person. It is the
wonderful Person of the Bible that makes wholeness possible, not the Bible
itself, however much unanimity there may be in the study of it. If a book
could have reconciled men to God and to each other, then the God of
heaven could have looked to the printing press rather than the Cross. If we
could have been saved (and made sisters and brothers) by the law or by a
book, then Christ died for naught. ) )

If unity is a matter of seeing the Bible eye-to-eye, then beheyers will
never be united, for they never have and never will see the Bible alike. And
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if believers ever have been united, such as in the early centuries (and other
times as well) when they died together for their faith, it was not because of
doctrinal agreement upon the Bible but because of their common devotion
to Jesus Christ.

Lest we forget that the earliest church, which we may think of as
united amidst substantial diversity, had no New Testament Scriptures upon
which to unite. If the little band of saints in Philippi were of ‘‘the same
mind in the Lord,”” as the apostle’s letter to them would indicate, it was
not because they had read the New Testament and agreed on its contents,
for the writings that make up that portion of the Bible were not yet
determined and some were not yet written. So, it was something else (or
Someone else) beside doctrinal conformity to a book that united them, and
so, when Paul wrote to them he could refer not only to the fellowship of
the Spirit but also to their abundant joy in Jesus Christ.

If you have the joy of the Lord in your heart and I have it in my
heart, we are going to be one, in spite of our differences. In that little
Philippian letter Paul names the basis of unity, even when referring to
brethren with whom he had serious differences: ‘“What then? Only that in
every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is preached; and in this I
rejoice, and will rejoice’” (Philip. 1:19). Christ is preached! Any other basis
of unity is heresy, for only the Cross has the power to unite that which is
divided.

It takes nothing from the importance of the Bible to acknowledge that
it never has been and never can be the basis of Christian unity. The Bible
as the word of God strengthens and enriches the unity and fellowship that
is found only in Christ. It is enough to allow the Bible itself to describe its
function: ‘‘All Scripture inspired of God is profitable for doctrine, for
reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness’’ (2 ‘Tim. 3:16).
Devotion and loyalty to Jesus Christ is the basis and source of our oneness
in the faith, while the Scriptures are given to ‘“‘build us up’ as the family
of God on earth, as Acts 20:32 shows. Children are a great blessing to a
marriage, but not the basis of the marriage. A marriage must find its
oneness in the mutual love of the man and wife. Children do not produce
the marriage but the marriage the children. So with the Scriptures. The
Bible did not produce the church but the church the Bible. Unity in Christ
came first, and out of that united witness came the Scriptures.

The apostle John serves as interpreter of what Jesus meant when he
declared, ““And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all peoples to
Myself”’ in Jn. 12:32. One might conclude that Jesus was referring to his
ascension, but John tells us in the following verse that Jesus was alluding
to ‘“what death He would die.”” It is remarkable that Jesus would refer to
being ‘‘lifted up”’ on the Cross as the power whereby all people would be
drawn to him. Not his teaching, not his life, not even his resurrection, but

THE UNIFYING POWER OF THE CROSS 189

the Cross. The use of “IF I be lifted up’ really means “When 1 be lifted
up,” for there was no question in his mind but what he would go to the
Cross. When that happens, he was saying, the drawing power of unity will
be a reality.

When you are drawn to that Cross and I am drawn to that Cross, we
are together, in spite of all our faults and warts and diversities. If we are
separated by factions, parties and divisions, we don’t have to wait until
everything is resolved and every point settled, for that will never happen.
And we don’t have to concentrate on trying to get closer to each other,
such as whooping it up at a unity conference. The means, the source, the
power is already available. We only need to move within the shadow of the
Cross. All who do that will experience the unifying power of the Cross.
However much people may be separated, whether by race, sex, class, or
creed, they can find unifying power in the Cross. Each step we take toward
the Cross puts us one step closer to each other. Once we stand at the Cross
together with empty cups to be filled by His grace, our differences will not
be as important to us as when we stand at shouting distance from each
other. But some differences are important and need to be dealt with. Let
them be dealt with within the shadow of the Cross and in the spirit of that
love that prayed ‘Father, forgive them, they know not what they do!”’

That is the only unity there can be. In that unity of love and
acceptance of each other as equals, and not as ‘“‘erring brothers,”” we can
discuss our differences — like Paul and Peter did, within the unity and
fellowship of Christ. Fellowship at the Cross must come first, then
discussion of differences. Not the other way around. If we allow the Cross
to wait until we iron out all the problems, we will never make it to the
Cross. The power to unite is not in doctrinal unanimity but in the Cross.

However much people may be separated, whether by race, sex, class or
creed, they can find unifying power in the Cross. Each step we take toward
the Cross puts us one step closer to each other. Once we stand at the _Cross
together with empty cups to be filled by His grace, our differences will not
be as important to us as when we stand at shouting distance frqm each
other. But some differences are important and need to be dealt with. Let
them be dealt with within the shadow of the Cross and in the spirit of that
love that prayed “Father, forgive them, they know not what they do!”

That is the only unity there can be. In that unity of love and
acceptance of each other as equals, and not as “‘erring brothers,”’ we can
discuss our differences — like Paul and Peter did, within the unity and
fellowship of Christ. Fellowship at the Cross must come first, then
discussion of differences. Not the other way around. If we allow the Cross
to wait until we iron out all the problems, we will never make it to the
Cross. The power to unite is not in doctrinal unanimity but in the Cross.
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This is why the apostle Paul addressed a church riddled with factions,
not in terms of doctrinal conformity, but in terms of the power of the
Cross: ‘I determined not to know anything among you except Jesus Christ
and Him crucified’’ (I Cor. 2:2). In the same context Paul refers to ‘‘the
message of the Cross’’ as the power of God (1:18), which is the power to
unite as well as the power to save. If we would but be like the great apostle
by making the Cross our message rather than our sectarian peculiarities, we
would discover the power to overcome our superficiality.

In meeting each other at the Cross we not only find power but also
joy. Our Lord endured the Cross and ignored its shame ‘‘for the joy that
‘was set before him” (Heb. 12:2). He rejoiced in the face of the Cross not
only because it marked the end of his earthly ordeal and that he would be
returning to the Father, but also because in the Cross the Father’s purpose
for the unity of all mankind could be realized. In Eph. 1:10 that purpose is
described as ‘‘that He might gather together in one all things in Christ,”’
and that includes ‘‘all things in heaven and upon earth.”” That seems to
include all of nature, all the animal kingdom, all the universe, as well as all
mankind. So, there is great significance in Christ’s assurance that ‘“When I
am lifted up I will draw all peoples to Myself.”” His mission was to unite
all things in heaven and on earth, and this pointed to the unifying power
of the Cross.

We are a people who have always been concerned, and perhaps rightly
50, as to where to draw the line in terms of unity and fellowship. There is
obviously a place to draw the line since everyone is not a Christian, but we
are reluctant to draw the line only where Christ drew it, at the Cross. He
accepts all who come to the Cross. Should we require more. In Jn. 3:14 he
likened his being lifted up on the Cross to the serpent that Moses lifted up
in the wilderness. In Moses’ time the people were healed when they looked
upon the serpent. They did have to look in simple trusting faith.

And so we today must look to the Cross for our healing. When people
do that we should meet them there in loving acceptance, for they have
yielded themselves in humble obedience to Christ. That is unity and
fellowship. If they are deficient in some ways (and who is not?) there will
be time enough, in an atmosphere of loving forbearance, to show them the
way of the Lord more perfectly. They in turn will help us to see and to do
the way of the Lord more perfectly. —the Editor

e

There is but one way to tranquility of mind and happiness, and that is to
account no external things thine own, but to commit all to God. —Epictetus

191

Sand Creek Redivivus . . .

LOOKING IN ON THE DENTON LECTURES
(Or, The Emergence of a New Church of Christ Sect)

Those who have studied the history of the Church of Christ know that
it was first listed as a separate body from the Christian Church/Disciples of
Christ in the U.S. Census of 1906. The actual separation was decades in
the making. It was in Sand Creek, Illinois (near Windsor) in 1889 that a
gathering of conservative Disciples heard Daniel Sommer read the ‘‘Address
and Declaration’” in which he withdrew from the ‘“liberals’’ in such
forthright terms as, ‘“We will no longer recognize them as brethren.”” He
afterwards stated in his journal that ‘“‘the Church of Christ will soon be as
separate from the Christian Church as the Christian Church now is from
the denominations. Hallelujah!”’

Thus the Church of Christ began with shouts of hallelujah and bulls
of excommunication. As heirs of Sand Creek we in the Church of Christ
have had a two-headed albatross draped across our necks. One head has
imposed upon us the mentality that if we cannot agree we have to divide.
Because of the introduction of ‘‘humanisms,’” to use Sommer’s language,
such as the preacher-pastor system, missionary societies, and instrumental
music, the conservatives presumed they had to leave and start a ‘‘sound”
church. This mentality has divided and sub-divided us until we now have
umpteen factions among us, each supposing itself to be the one and only
true Church of Christ.

The other head of the albatross has shackled us with the notion that
unity and fellowship are based upon doctrinal uniformity,. or that
fellowship is equated with endorsement. Sommer supposed that if he hgd
fellowship with a church with a piano that he would be endo‘rsmg
instrumental music. To fellowship a brother, Sommer concluded, is to
endorse or approve of all he believes and practices. This cruel fallacy,
however sincerely believed, has been our undoing. This is why our wel!-
meaning brethren will get up and walk out of a church that they suppose 1s
a true “Church of Christ” once they discover the presence of an organ. To
sit through a service where an organ plays is to be a ‘‘partaker of gnother
man’s sins.”” Fellowship means approval or endorsement! That is what
Sand Creek bequeathed to us. )

And Sand Creek gave us our distinct denominational name. Until then
we were variously called Christian Church, Disciples of Christ, Church of
Christ, and even Church of God. But at Sand Creek brother Sommer ruled
that “We all can believe that the body of Christians in any given place
should be called the ‘Church of Christ.”” And he used capital C for
Church! However many factions we may spawn, there will never be one




