Spiritual Vision

The Apostle Paul describes that class of men whose focus is away from the temporal affairs of modern living to the glories of the Age to Come:

“… we look not at the thing which are seen, but at the things which are not seen: for the things which are seen are temporal; but the things which are not seen are eternal” (2 Cor. 4:18).

It is again stated elsewhere regarding faith:

“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1).

Brother Thomas comments on this verse thus:

“Faith is the mirror which reflects the things of the approaching future, and presents them to the believer’s mind, as though he were beholding and personally in the presence of the very things themselves” (JT, Faith in the Last Days)

It is clear then, that the believers in Christ must be able to behold the things of the Spirit through the eye of faith.  But by contrast, the Apostle describes those who do not have such a vision:

“if our Gospel be hid, it is hid to them that are lost: In whom the god of this world hath blinded the minds of them which believe not, lest the light of the glorious gospel of Christ should shine unto them” (2 Cor. 4:3-4).

Notice that here, the Apostle describes spiritual vision as being either present or absent.  A person can either see, or be blind.  Whereas in the modern age it is common to talk about various “point of view,”  and that everyone is entitled to have their “own perspective” on things, the Bible never so speaks.  A person who is spiritually blind can, by definition, have no “point of view” -  a blind man can see nothing!

The ecclesia at Laodicea were of this ilk.  The Lord describes them like this: “ … and knowest not that thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked” (Rev. 3:17).  Hence he counselled them to “anoint thine eyes with eye-salve that thou mayest see” (Rev. 3:18).  The lessons are obvious – we must ensure that we have good spiritual sight, constantly anointing ourselves with the eyesalve of the Word of Christ which must dwell in us richly (cp. Jno. 9:6-11).

THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM

A popular figure to illustrate the idea of multiple viewpoints, is seen in Lillian Quigley’s book The Blind Men and the Elephant. She retells the ancient Buddhist fable of six blind men who visit the palace of the Rajah and encounter an elephant for the first time. As each touches the animal with his hands, he announces his discoveries:

“The first blind man put out his hand and touched the side of the elephant. “How smooth! An elephant is like a wall.” The second blind man put out his hand and touched the trunk of the elephant.” How round!  An elephant is like a snake.” The third blind man put out his hand and touched the tusk of the elephant.” How sharp! An elephant is like a spear.” The fourth blind man put out his hand and touched the leg of the elephant.” How tall! An elephant is like a tree.” The fifth blind man reached out his hand and touched the ear of the elephant.” How wide! An elephant is like a fan. ”The sixth blind man put out his hand and touched the tail of the elephant.” How thin! An elephant is like a rope.”

An argument ensued, each blind man thinking his own perception of the elephant was the correct one. The Rajah, awakened by the commotion, called out from the balcony. “The elephant is a big animal,” he said.” Each man touched only one part. You must put all the parts together to find out what an elephant is like.”

Enlightened by the Rajah’s wisdom, the blind men reached agreement. “Each one of us knows only a part. To find out the whole truth we must put all the parts together.”

But however attractive the logic of this story may seem to some, it’s flaws when applied to matters of religion are clear:

1. If at best we each only know one part of the Elephant, who can see the whole animal to tell us we are only looking at a part, and not the whole thing?
2. The logic only works in this story if each individual examines his or her part in isolation from the whole. Whereas in religious circles, the various parties draw different conclusions regarding the same parts of the Elephant. Take for example the Atoning work of Christ: churches teach he died as a substitute for us, whereas Christadelphians teach that he was a representative man. So in this single issue, it is not the case that the church is validly viewing a different part of the elephant, rather the argument is regarding the particulars of the same part.
3. In the story, each man is assumed to be correct in his understanding of the part he touches – whereas in reality, such correctness is highly questionable – it is by Revelation, not by searching that God is found (Job 11:7).
4. The characters examining the Elephant are solely left to their own devices to determine the truth of the part they examine, and each man is assumed to be correct in his understanding of that part he touches. The facts of the case, however, are that rather than being left to our own abilities to find the Truth about the Deity (Job 11:7), we have been provided with instruction in Scripture. The Bible is the immutable Word of the Living God, “profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). So then, the story of a man using his abilities to learn an isolated, single, and small aspect of the truth concerning the Elephant breaks down: a closer analogy would be for men to instead listen to one who has seen all the pieces describe the whole to them.

Several times, the present writer has heard this story of “The Blind Men and the Elephant” from the platform, to describe how men come to God with “different points of view,” all equally valid and acceptable. Other times, a similar message is presented, not using this story, but drawing on the same principles as the story is supposed to illustrate.  However, as stated above, the Bible does not so speak.  The Lord Jesus Christ also spoke of those who could not see, and therefore had no viewpoint:

“Let them alone: they be blind leaders of the blind.  And If the blind lead the blind, both shall fall into the ditch” (Mat. 15:14).

The leaders thought that they were “a guide of the blind, a light of them which are in darkness …” (Rom. 3:19), yet in the Master’s estimation, they were “blind leaders of the blind”, leading their equally blind followers into the ditch.

In the New Testament reading for today, the Master again speaks against those who had their own visual deficiency, whilst claiming to be able to enlighten others:

“… why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother’s eye, but considerest not the beam that is in thine own eye?  Or how wilt thou say to thy brother, Let me pull out the mote out of thine eye and, behold, a beam is in thine own eye?  Thou hypocrite, first cast out the beam out of thine own eye; and then shalt thou see clearly to cast out the mote out of thy brother’s eye” (Mat. 7:3-5).

Again, these words are often misapplied.  It is commonly thought that the Lord here prohibits attempting to correct the spiritual vision of our brother – but a little reflection will reveal that he is teaching the exact opposite!  Notice he does not state that we should not remove the speck in our brothers eye – rather, he enjoins us to ensure that we have a good spiritual vision ourselves first – which the Jewish leaders did not have.  Then, after ensuring our own sight is unobstructed, we can correct our erring brother.

SEEING ANGELS

Part of having good spiritual vision, is to recognise the hand of the Angels in delivering us out of evil circumstances.  2 Kings 6 recounts to us how that the king of Syria send out his army against Elisha and his servant.  The army comprised “horses, and chariots, and a great host” (vs 14 & 15) – all to capture two peaceful unresisting men!  But when the servant of Elisha, the man of God, saw impending doom, he said, “Alas, my master! How shall we do?  And he answered, Fear not: for they that be with us, are more than they that be with them.  And Elisha prayed, and said, Yahweh, I pray thee, open his eyes, that he may see.  And Yahweh opened the eyes of the young man; and he saw: and, behold, the mountain was full of horses and chariots of fire about Elisah” (2 Kings. 6:17).  Elisha saw the evidence of the great company of Angels, when his young servant did not: the true believers in Christ must have the faith of Elisha, and trust in the angelic hand being with them for good, being the heirs of salvation.  Indeed, the Lord Jesus Christ himself had this confidence, saying, “Thinkest thou that I cannot pray to my Father, and he shall presently give me more than twelve legions of angels?” (Mat. 26:53).  We must share his faith and spiritual insight.
SEEING THE LORD JESUS CHRIST

The Lord spoke to Thomas:

“… Thomas, because thou hast seen me, thou hast believed: blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed” (Jno 20:29).

The believers of today fall into that category: they have not personally seen the risen Lord – yet they believe in his rising again from the dead, and therefore will be blessed.  They see him through the eye of faith:

“… but we see Jesus …. crowned with glory and honour; that he by the grace of God should taste death for every man” (Heb. 2:9).

Again, we should be found “Looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith …” (Heb. 12:2).  And again still: “unto them that look for him shall he appear the second time without sin unto salvation” (Heb. 9:28).

The Apostle Paul is an example of one who turned himself around, after seeing Jesus.  Acts 9 recounts his journey to Damascus, in his endeavours to persecute the fledgling ecclesia of Christ. It was on his journey that he saw a great light from heaven, which blinded him because of it’s glory, and his sight was only restored when he believed: “immediately there fell from his eyes as it had been scales: and he received sight forthwith, and arose, and was baptised” (Acts 9:18).  This, perhaps is part of the background to 1 Corinthians 4, which we quoted from earlier:

“… God who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6).

The light truly did shine into the heart of Saul of Tarsus, transforming his entire mindset, to be a foremost proponent of the Gospel message.  He is thus an example of one who, after his sight was restored – the beam therein being cast out – was able to address the inadequacies in the sight of his brethren.

Part of having good spiritual vision, is being able to visualise the fulfilment of the great and precious promise that God has made to us (2 Pet. 1:4).  This was the example of the holy men of old: “… these all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen them afar off, and were persuaded of them, and embraced them, and confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth” (Heb. 11:13).  It is written that “where there is no vision, the people perish …” (Prov. 29:18).  We must therefore ensure that we have the promises prominent in our minds, so that we can behold them in bold relief, looking earnestly for the fulfilment thereof.

For the faithful, they will see the Lord in his immortal splendour: “Beloved, now are we the sons of God, and it doth not yet appear what we shall be; but we know that when he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.  And every man that hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is pure” (1 Jno. 3:2-3).  Our part then, is to cultivate within our minds a vision of the future, and a perception of spiritual things.  Only if we are men and women of sight will we be able to enter into the joys of our Lord – but the alternative is to be blinded by worldly considerations and philosophies, and fall into the ditch, as per the parable of the Lord.
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