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TRANSFORMED MINDSAND
THE NEED FOR SPIRITUAL ILLUMINATION

Paul’s call to not be conformed to the world’ s way of thinking but to have transformed mindsis an
imperative. The British theologian Michael Reeves pointed out that the New Testament’sword for a
disciple is mathetes, which literally means ‘learner’ (and from which we get our word * mathematician’).
It picks up that profound truth that knowledge changes us, that we become what we know. That iswhy
the New Testament’ s word for repentance (metanoia) isaword all about knowing (from noein, ‘to
know’). How transforming that is! It means that true repentance is about a renewing of our minds, and
that means no real change without real theology.! In this regard Psalm 119 deserves special attention.
Psaim 119isin aclass by itself. Thereisno other Psalm likeiit. It isthe longest Psalm, 176 verses. Itis
divided into twenty-two sections, each marked by aletter of the Hebrew alphabet, and each section
consists of eight verses with each verse beginning with the letter of the alphabet that is particular to that
section.? One hundred seventy-five of the 176 versesrefer in some way to what the Psalmist variously
calls God's word, words, precepts, statutes, law, promise, testimonies, and ordinances. These all refer to
God's ways, name, righteousness, and faithfulness. This untiring emphasis has led some to accuse the
Psalmist of worshiping the Word rather than the Lord; but as Derek Kidner has aptly stated, "Every
reference here to Scripture, without exception, relates it explicitly to its Author."® Indeed, what this Psalm
shows usis the perfection of the perfect heart in its unwavering openness to all that God teachesin the
Scriptures, and, as J. |. Packer comments, " The Gospels show that our Master was mastered compl etely
by what came to him from his Bible. So, in our measure, must we seek to be, for that isthe way we are
called to go. Jesus disciples must be Scripture's pupils."* Scripture can only rulein one'slife insofar asit
isunderstood, and it is only understood insofar asit is properly interpreted. A misinterpreted Bibleisa
misunderstood Bible, which, as Packer notes, "will lead us out of God's way rather than init."> The
Reformers spoke of the clarity of Scripture. (PERSPICUITAS SCRIPTURAE-- perspicuity refersto
clarity of thought. Thisis called one of the traditional attributes of Scripture.) By thisthe Reformers
meant that the essential content of the Bibleis clear enough to be understood easily. Biblica Christianity,
therefore, is not an esoteric religion. The Bible is not a book that requires some sort of mystic insight or
specid intellectual powers or pneumatic gift in order to understand its basic message. "The Bible," writes
R.C. Sproul, "speaks of God in meaningful patterns of speech. Some of those patterns may be more
difficult than others, but they are not meant to be nonsense statementsthat only a guru can fathom."
There are, however, two senses in which the word understand can be used in reference to the Scriptures:
(1) We can know something of the meaning of the texts of Scripture without (2) having an understanding
of the message. Note the words of John Owen: "There is an especial work of the Spirit of God on the
minds of men, communicating spiritua wisdom, light, and understanding unto them, necessary unto their
discerning and apprehending aright the mind of God in Hisword, and the understanding of the mysteries
of heavenly truth contained therein. And | shall add hereunto, that among all the false and foolish



imaginations that ever the Christian religion was attacked or disturbed withal, there never was any, there
IS none more pernicious than this, that the mysteries of the gospel are so exposed unto the common
reason and understanding of men as that they may know them and comprehend them in a useful manner,
and according to their duty, without the effectual aid and assistance of the Spirit of God."® The Psalmist
prays for this assistance in order to understand. Why did he want understanding? In order that he might
know and do the will of God. How often the question is asked, "How can | know the will of God for my
life? This was the Psalmist's concern. “The only fear of his heart,” remarks G. Campbell Morgan, "is that
he may not understand the revelation. This fear drives him to prayer that he may understand.”’

WHAT ISMEANT BY "UNDERSTANDING" ?

The Hebrew word HEBHIN (in the hiphil stem) means "to give understanding, to cause to
understand, to teach." The word, common in Psalm 119, is found in verses 34, 73, 125, 130, 144,
169. The word stresses the ability to understand. It is the power of judgment and perceptive
insight and is demonstrated in the use of knowledge?® “This understanding,” writes Bridges,
“differs from mere intellectua discernment or speculative knowledge. It is the spring of spiritual
activity in our walk with God (See Col.i. 9, 10); so that our obedience is not outward and
reluctant, but filial delight and wholeness of heart: -- we desire not only to keep the law of God to

the end, but every day to the end — “ with our whole heart.
A.

”9

The Nature of Under standing.

"The understanding,” writes Spurgeon, "is the pilot and guide of the whole man; that
faculty which sits at the stern of the soul: but as the most expert guide may mistake in the
dark, so may the understanding, when it wants the light of knowledge. * Without knowledge
the mind cannot be good' (Proverbs 19:2); nor the life good; nor the externa condition safe
(Ephesians 4:18). "My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge' (Hosea 4:6)."*°

The Need for Under standing.

The desre of the Psalmist is not merely abstract and theoretica. It is a kind of
understanding that relates to the work and will of the living God. This understanding
corresponds to Paul's statement in Il Timothy 3:16. It is a matter of receiving that teaching
and aso the reproof and correction that leads to training in righteousness. It means
knowing as in God's presence (Coram Deo) what God's truth requires of us in our daily
lives. Apart from this all of our activities and efforts are futile. We also need to carefully
pay attention to such texts like Hebrews 5:11-14 and | Corinthians 3:1-2. It could be that
the reason we lack understanding stems from a lack of appetite. The Evangelical church
today (including groups that specifically call themselves "Charismatics')™ is full of
spiritual infants (who are tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine - Ephesians 4:14)
who not only cannot digest the meat of the Word, but have no desire for the milk of the
Word either! Erroll Hulse, a former Pentecosta minister who came to embrace the
Reformed faith says the greatest need in the church today centers around the ministry of the
Word. “Exposition, counsel, advice and exhortation from the Word are to this end, that
faith may be nurtured, strengthened, built up and made victorious. Experience is vital and
important. We neglect it at our peril but it comes after faith. If experience usurps the centra
place which we give the Word of God, then experience will become a substitute for study
and preaching. That is exactly what we are seeing with some ministers. They have
succumbed to the miserable deception that experience will do the work. Sensations will
draw the people and charismatic excitement will keep them happy. We hear complaints
from believers that they are no longer fed with expository preaching. Gone is the labour,
care and discipline essential for the feeding of the flock. Gone is a comprehensive
command of the grand doctrines of the Bible which engender the obedience of faith and




build up strong, resilient, mature Christians. Instead of a hearty meal for hungry souls we
have pop-corn and fizzy drinks, peanuts and marshmallows, coloured balloons, vain
repetitions, and a general overal emphasis on entertainment.”*?

[I. HOW DOESGOD GIVE UNDERSTANDING?

The Psalmist acknowledges, says Calvin, that this understanding is "the specia gift of God, which

none can procure by his own power or policy; for were each adequate to be his own teacher in this

matter, then this petition would be superfluous."*®

A. Through the Holy Spirit.
Note Paul's prayers in Ephesians 1:17-18; 3:16-19; and Colossians 1:9. The Spirit of God
leads us into truth as it HAS BEEN REVEALED IN SCRIPTURE. The Holy Spirit has
never promised to direct God's people apart from Scripture. All spiritua and supernatural
truth is reveded in Scripture. "The Holy Spirit," declared Luther, “does not come without
the Word."** Any supposed revelation apart from the written Word, said Luther, is a
"satanic suggestion.”

Never suppose that the Holy Spirit will give you understanding without diligence on
your part as a student of Scripture (II Timothy 2:15). We need to study to know what the
text means, but it is only through the Spirit's illumination that we shall be able to see how
the teaching applies directly to our own situation.

B. Through the Christian Community.

By this | refer to the fellowship of faith, both past and present. This is part of Paul's
emphasis in Colossians 3:16 to "teach and admonish one ancther." Yes, we need our
persona and private Bible study, but we also need the input of the fellowship of the saints.
Otherwise we can fall prey to an isolation mentality that produces, in a very rea sense,
narrow-mindedness. This is especially the case when we neglect the past. (What C. S.
Lewis caled "chronological snobbery"--therefore, he exhorted that after reading one new
book, read two old ones. By this he meant two classics.™ ) The Spirit of God has been
active down through the history of the church and we only impoverish ourselves if we
neglect this and read only things that are hot off the press (or only from our own tradition
or heritage, be it Baptist, Presbyterian, or even distinctively Protestant.'®)

CONCLUSION: We stand in need of, not only teaching, but the power to learn. Here is where we must
always begin, for we will not seek understanding until we know our need of it; and we will not even
realize this until God gives us a measure of understanding to perceive it. And what do we need to
understand in particular? Is it merely that we might lead content and happy lives? Above al things we
need to know our God. "We know aso that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding, so
that we may know him who is true” (I John 5:20). God has "made his light shine in our hearts to give us
the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ" (II Corinthians 4:6). "If we
understand not," said Thomas Manton, "how can we believe? If we believe not, how can we love? If we
love not, how can we do? Knowledge, persuasion, affection, practice, these follow one another."*’ Lord,
give us understanding.
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