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I’m at the age where it’s getting harder for me to read without glasses.  Actually, I’ve been at that age for a while but have just been unwilling to admit it.  The experts tell us that our eyes begin to change shape around age 40, so at 56 it’s safe to say my eyes aren’t what they used to be.  But if I really don’t want to use glasses to read, there’s one other trick I can resort to.  Like many of you, I’ve discovered that if I have a bright enough light, I can still read even very small print.  The best light is sunlight.  Even the brightest lights in my office are dim compared to sunlight.  Every once in a while if you come to church in the middle of the week you might find me sitting out in my car in the parking lot on a sunny day making use of the sunlight to illuminate the book I’m reading.  If I want the words I’m reading to be clear, what helps me the most is bright light.
There’s a doctrine Bible students refer to as the doctrine of illumination.  The issue is this – how do we see what God wants us to see when we read the Bible?  Have you ever read something in the Bible, and you even read it very slowly and carefully and thoughtfully, and then said to yourself, “What in the world does that mean?”  We all have.  I’m guessing that happens to many of us almost every week.  But I also have a hunch that this has happened to you.  You’re reading a passage you’ve read scores of times before, and all of a sudden something in the text hits you, something makes sense to you that you’ve never understood.  It’s a “eureka” moment, a moment of intense clarity.  How does that happen?  That’s what we’re exploring this morning in talking about the doctrine of illumination.
Let me show you a couple of verses from Paul’s letter to the church at Ephesus; here’s what he says, a prayer he prays for the church: “I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better.  I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you …” (Ephesians 1:17-18)  We sing a song that’s based on this verse – “Open The Eyes Of My Heart.”  The “eyes of our heart” are our spiritual eyes, our eyes that perceive spiritual truth.  And it is the Spirit of God who lives in we who are followers of Jesus who provides the illumination the eyes of our heart need to be able to see what God wants us to see.  It is the Holy Spirit in us who opens our eyes as we read the Bible so we have those “eureka” moments, those moments when what didn’t make any sense to us is suddenly perfectly clear.
Have you ever been reading something – maybe it was a textbook, maybe an autobiography, maybe an editorial – and you thought to yourself, “I wish I could ask the author what he meant by this.  I wish he could explain this point to me.”  When we read the Bible, that’s exactly what we get to do; we get to ask the author what he meant.  Let’s quickly review how the Bible was written, how the human authors were inspired by the Spirit of God to write this book.  Here’s one of the verses we read: “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation of things.  For prophecy never had its origins in the human will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” (2 Peter 1:20-21)  The Holy Spirit in a very real way is the author of the Bible.  As followers of Jesus, we have that same Holy Spirit alive in us.  So when we read the Bible, we can ask the Spirit to help us understand what he’s written, to reveal to us the meaning of his words, to shine a light on our confusion and to illuminate the text so it makes sense to us. 
Let me show you some other verses that support what Bible students call the doctrine of illumination, and once I’ve done that I will show you some examples of how this doctrine can make a significant and tangible difference in our lives.  Here’s somewhat of a long text from the book of 1 Corinthians:

However, as it is written: “What no eye has seen, what no ear has heard, and what no human mind has conceived” – the things God has prepared for those who love him – these are the things God has revealed to us by his Spirit.
The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God.  For who knows a person’s thoughts except their own spirit within them?  In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God.  What we have received is not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may understand what God has freely given us … The person without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God but considers them foolishness, and cannot understand them because they are discerned only through the Spirit.  The person with the Spirit makes judgments about all things, but such a person is not subject to merely human judgments, for “Who has known the mind of the Lord so as to instruct him?”  But we have the mind of Christ. (1 Corinthians 2:9-16)
Like most men, I don’t like to read instructions.  This was a trait passed on to me by my Dad.  I remember the first bike he bought me for Christmas.  It came in a box with those most terrifying of all words – “Some assembly required.”  I was too young to assemble it myself, but Dad assured me he would do it for me.  When we opened the box in the garage, I pulled out the instructions and my Dad started laying out the various pieces.  When I asked him if he needed the instructions, he sort of snorted.  I got the point – real men don’t use instructions.  But after about an hour of unsuccessfully trying to assemble my bike, Dad finally gave in and took the instructions from me.  As it turned out, they really didn’t help.  Have you ever tried to meticulously follow a set of instructions and found them to be hopelessly confusing?  That’s always seemed to be the norm, at least for me and my Dad.
But what if you had the person who drafted the instructions right there with you?  Would that help?  Of course it would.  Every time you got confused you could stop and ask, “Is this the piece you’re talking about?  What did you mean when you said this?”  That’s what a follower of Jesus has when he reads the Bible; he has the author right there with him to help him understand what he’s read.  In Paul’s word, “What we have received is not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may understand what God has freely given us.” 
Over the years here at Cornerstone we’ve talked a fair bit about the gifts of the Spirit and about some of the other ways the Holy Spirit empowers us to live lives of godliness and to make an impact on our world.  But I think this is one of the first times we’ve talked about this role of the Spirit in our lives, this teaching role, this illumination role, the role of the Spirit in helping us to understand what the written Word means.  Now we aren’t saying that a person who isn’t a Christian can’t understand the Bible.  After all, it’s in plain English.  It’s in words we all know.  But notice again what Paul said in those verses we just read: “The person without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God but considers them foolishness, and cannot understand them because they are discerned only through the Spirit.” (1 Cor. 2:14)  There are certain truths we can only understand with the help of the Spirit of God, certain truths that only make sense to us when they are illuminated by the Spirit.
Let me show you a couple more verses from the lips of Jesus that teach us about the doctrine of illumination, and then we will get to some practical applications of the doctrine.  Here’s what Jesus taught his disciples about the Holy Spirit on the night before his crucifixion: “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help you and be with you forever – the Spirit of truth … You know him, for he lives with you and will be in you … But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you … But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all the truth.” (John 14:16-17, 26; 16:13)  That’s the promise Jesus made to his followers, that the Spirit would come and live in us and that he would teach us, he would tutor us, he would guide us in the truth.  
So that’s the promise, that God would give us his Spirit to teach us and to illuminate the truth for us, that his Spirit would help us understand things that we can’t fully understand without his help.  So what difference does that make practically?  One point we’re making throughout these 40 days is that the purpose of reading the Bible is not simply to give us more information.  Information is helpful; truth is vital.  But the Spirit’s purpose in illuminating us is far more than to make us smarter; it’s to make our lives better.  It’s to bring us into closer contact with God and to help us grow into men and women of godliness.  So let’s look at some examples of how this works in practical terms.
When The Spirit Opens My Eyes, I See The Solution To My Problem
Here’s the first practical application – when the Spirit opens the eyes of my heart, I see the solution to my problem.  You might not remember a woman we read about in the Book of Genesis named Hagar.  Hagar had a very big problem, and she saw no way out.  She was at the end of her rope, and if you recall it was a life and death situation.  Here’s the background, which you can read for yourself in Genesis 21.

Earlier in Genesis God promises to make Abraham and Sarah the father and mother of a great nation, but years have now gone by and they still haven’t had a child.  Abraham is 90, and Sarah isn’t that much younger.  So Sarah decides to help God out and tells her husband, “Look, I’m too old to have a baby.  Why don’t you sleep with my maid, Hagar, and have a baby with her.”  Abraham, being the loving, supportive husband that he is, eagerly agrees – anything to make his wife happy.  So Hagar gets pregnant with Abraham’s child, and they name the newborn Ishmael.
Well Ishmael starts growing up and Abraham says to God, “God, you have given me the promised child!”  And God says, “Not quite. That’s not what I promised.  That’s Sarah’s idea, not mine.  I will make a great nation of Ishmael, but he’s not the promised one.”  Not long after that, when Abraham is 100 and Sarah is 90, Sarah miraculously gets pregnant and gives birth to Isaac, who is the promised one.  And then things go sour.  Sarah gets a bit jealous.  She thinks, “Ishmael’s the oldest; he’s probably going to get the inheritance.”  So Sarah tells Abraham, “I don’t want them around; get rid of Hagar and Ishmael.”  Sadly, Abraham does just that and sends them off into the desert.  Here’s what happens next:
Early the next morning Abraham took some food and a skin of water and gave them to Hagar.  He set them on her shoulders and sent her off with the boy.  She went on her way and wandered in the Desert of Beersheba.  When the water in the skin was gone, she put the boy down under one of the bushes.  Then she went off and sat down about a bowshot away, for she thought, “I cannot watch the boy die.”  As she sat there, she began to sob. (Genesis 21:14-16)
We can feel for her, can’t we?  We know what it feels like to be desperate; we know what it’s like to feel hopeless.  Someone we love is sick, and there’s nothing we can do about it.  The creditors are hounding us, and we’ve done everything we can think of to deal with our debt.  Our marriage is coming apart, and we’ve tried everything, but nothing seems to help; we’re out of options.  That’s Hagar – she has a problem that seems to have no solution.  But look at what happens next:

God heard the boy crying, and the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven and said to her, “What is the matter, Hagar?  Do not be afraid; God has heard the boy crying as he lies there.  Lift the boy up and take him by the hand, for I will make him into a great nation.”
Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water.  So she went and filled the skin with water and gave the boy a drink.  God was with the boy as he grew up. (Genesis 21:17-20)
Notice those words – “Then God opened her eyes.”  The solution to Hagar’s problem had always been there, but she just didn’t see it.  And then, as she listened to the angel of God speak to her, God opened her eyes.  And the same thing has happened to countless God-followers throughout history.  While they were reading God’s Word and listening to what God had to say, God opened their eyes to see the solution to a problem.  Now I’m not suggesting that while you’re reading the Psalms God is going to tell you, “Go to Financial Peace University and then you’ll see how to get out of debt.”  He’s certainly not going to tell you, “Give that annoying Cash Call guy a call and borrow more money from him; that’s how you’ll get out of debt.”  If you’ve been to FPU, you’ve learned this principle – you can’t borrow your way out of debt.  But the experience of many of us is this, that when we faithfully spent time reading the Bible and asking God for direction, God has opened our eyes to a solution to a problem we thought was insoluble.  God doesn’t simply promise to illuminate the truth to make us smarter; he promises to illuminate the truth to help us solve real problems.
When The Spirit Opens My Eyes, I See The Barrier To My Progress
Secondly, when the Spirit opens my eyes, I see the barrier to my progress.  Ever had a dream or a goal you were going after, and something kept getting in your way?  Every way you turned, there was a roadblock, and it just didn’t seem fair and it didn’t make any sense.  What you needed was some illumination; you needed to have your eyes opened to see what was blocking the way.
Do you remember the story of Balaam and the donkey?  It’s an odd story, found in the Book of Numbers.  Balaam was a prophet of God.  But Balaam decided to help the bad guys.  And this did not please God.  So as Balaam starts on his journey to go help the bad guys, God puts an angel in his pathway and blocks his progress.  Only Balaam can’t see the angel, so he doesn’t know what’s going on.  The barrier to his progress was invisible so he could not see it.  Three times Balaam tries to make his donkey go forward.  He tries to make him go straight, and the donkey won’t go straight.  He tries to make the donkey go closer to the mountainside and to go around whatever it is that seems to be spooking the donkey, and the donkey crushes Balaam’s foot on the rocks.  And then we get a scene that sounds like it’s out of a Disney movie – the donkey talks.  Here’s the text, from Numbers 22:  “Then the Lord opened the donkey’s mouth, and it said to Balaam, ‘What have I done to you to make you beat me three times … Am I not your own donkey, which you have always ridden, to this day?  Have I been in the habit of doing this to you?’  ‘No,’ Balaam said.  Then the Lord opened Balaam’s eyes, and he saw the angel of the Lord standing in the road with his sword drawn.  So he bowed low and fell facedown.” (Numbers 22:28-31)  

You and I have some plans in our lives that aren’t working out the way we had hoped.  We go this way and that way, and we keep getting our way blocked.  So we get mad.  We get mad at our wife, or our husband, or the kids, or our dog.  Like Balaam, we’re beating the donkey.  But maybe the reality is that it’s God who is blocking us, who is trying to keep us from making a serious mistake, who’s saying, “I’m not going to let you go down that road, because I love you and know what’s best for you.”  But sometimes we can’t see that, until the Spirit opens the eyes of our heart.  When the Spirit opens our eyes, we can see what’s blocking our progress.
When The Spirit Opens My Eyes, I Can See God’s Protection Of Me
Let’s see if we can quickly squeeze in two more applications.  Here’s a third – when the Spirit opens my eyes, I can see how God is protecting me.  Do you ever feel under attack?  It’s not just that there’s something blocking your way; it’s like something is seeking you out and fighting against you, trying to take you down.  And the fact is, the Bible tells us, that really happens.  Peter says it like this: “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” (1 Peter 5:8)
But when we have our eyes opened, we see that there’s more to the story.  In 2 Kings 6 we read the account of Elisha and his servant.  Elisha the prophet has made himself an enemy of a nation called the Arameans.  So one day, while Elisha and his sidekick slept in the small city of Dothan, the Aramean army surrounded Dothan.  Elisha’s servant looks out from the city walls and sees thousands of armed troops, chariots and horses, all of them there for the sole purpose of ending Elisha’s life.  The servant reports the news to Elisha.  This is the end; there is no way out, no way to escape this attack.  And here’s what happens next:

“Don’t be afraid,” Elisha answered. “Those who are with us are more than those who are with them.”  And Elisha prayed, “Open his eyes, Lord, so that he may see.”  Then the Lord opened the servant’s eyes, and he looked and saw the hills full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha. (2 Kings 6:16-17)
Here’s what we all need to see that we often don’t see – we are not alone.  Yes, there are many times in life when the Evil One is on the attack and we feel overwhelmed.  But those who are with us are more than those who are with them.  God is on our side, to protect us and to defend us.  The Bible is filled with God’s promises of protection.  Read them, meditate on them, memorize them, and ask the Spirit of God to open the eyes of your heart to see the forces of God who stand at the ready to defend you against any and every attack that comes your way.  
When The Spirit Opens My Eyes, I See How God Is Walking With Me
One last application – when the Spirit opens my eyes, I see how God is walking with me.  Do you remember the story of the two guys who were in such despair about Jesus’ crucifixion?  They had heard some rumors about Jesus’ tomb being empty, but that didn’t seem to make any sense, and at any rate they were pretty overcome with their grief.  After all, they had been sure that Jesus was the answer to all their hopes and prayers, that he was the Messiah they had been waiting for, but now all that seemed to be a pipe dream.  And then they meet this guy, a guy who seems not to have heard anything about all this.  So the three of them walk together for seven long miles on the road from Jerusalem to Emmaus.  What they don’t understand is that the person they’re walking with is Jesus himself; they simply don’t recognize him.  Jesus then gives them a lesson in the Old Testament; the text says this: “How foolish you are, and how slow to believe all that the prophets have spoken!  Did not the Messiah have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.” (Luke 24:25-27)  
And yet even after walking with Jesus for seven miles and even after listening to him explain how the entire Old Testament pointed to him being the Messiah, these two guys still didn’t recognize who Jesus was. Finally they reach their destination; they ask their new friend to stay and have a meal with them, which he does.  And then we read this: “When he was at the table with them, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it and began to give it to them.  Then their eyes were opened and they recognized him, and he disappeared from their sight.” (Luke 24:30-31)   
Blinded by their grief, those two travelers couldn’t see that Jesus himself had been walking with them the whole time.  And then their eyes were opened.  It could be that you’ve had the same experience.  You’ve been in grief.  You’ve lost someone you love; you’ve lost your home; you’ve lost a job; you’ve lost an important relationship.  And it feels like you’re all alone.  But you’re not.  Jesus’ last words in the Gospel of Matthew are these: “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20)  So I pray that the Spirit will open your eyes to see that, that the Spirit will open our eyes to see that – we are not alone.  The Lord is always with us.
Here’s our memory verse from last week, from Psalm 119:18 – “Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law.”  Let’s make that our prayer right now, and let’s pray that prayer every time we open up God’s Word this week.
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