
�

�

WHY ISNÕT GODMORE OBVIOUS?:
Finding the God Who Hides and Seeks

�Paul K. Moser
Ò...people say to me continually, ÔWhere is yourGod?ÕÓ (Psalm 42:3, NRSV)

ÒWhen you search for me, you will find me; if youseek me with all your heart, I will let you find me,says the Lord....Ó (Jeremiah 29:13-14, NRSV)

WOULD AN ALL-LOVING GOD HIDE?
� Chapter 1 �

Somebody once asked atheist Bertrand Russell whathe would say if after death he met God. RussellÕs reply:ÒGod, you gave us insufficient evidence.Ó This reply cap-tures an attitude of many people, including theists as wellas atheists and agnostics. Why isnÕt God more obvious? IfGod exists, why doesnÕt God give us Òsufficient evidenceÓof GodÕs existence? We shall see that God does indeedsupply sufficient decisive evidence. The decisive evidencesupplied is, however, profoundly different from what wenaturally expect.LetÕs use the term ÒGodÓ as a supreme title. Itrequires of any possible holder: (a) worthiness of worshipand full life-commitment and thus (b) moral perfectionand (c) an all-loving character. Lacking a better candidatefor title-holder, letÕs consider the God of Abraham, Isaac,Jacob, and Jesus. We thus shall speak of Òthe HebraicGod,Ó and correspondingly of ÒHebraic theismÓ as theview that the Hebraic God actually exists. Is Hebraic the-ism true? Does our available evidence indicate, as Russell
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held, that Hebraic theism is false or at least unreasonable?Can we reasonably trust a God whom we neither see norcontrol?We sometimes have misguided expectations regard-ing God. So our expected indicators of GodÕs existencemay mislead us. Correct indicators of GodÕs existencewill line up with GodÕs character and plans. So we shouldask what God may be like and plan to do, before we set-tle on our expectations for God. Perhaps, however, we areunable to understand or to know God on our own andthus must learn from God. The apostle Paul held that Òitis part of the wisdom of God that the world did notknow God through its own wisdomÓ (1 Corinthians1:21). We do not need to assume now that Paul is right.We should, however, be open to the possible truth ofPaulÕs view. In that spirit, we shall note a number of scrip-tural passages. LetÕs treat them as suggestions of how wemight think of God and GodÕs ways. If they ultimatelymake the best available sense of our human situation,they will merit our serious consideration as indicators ofreality. The scriptures noted will give specific content toour talk of the Hebraic God. In ignoring the scriptures,we easily fall prey to abstract, speculative, or wishfulthinking about God and thereby miss the explanatoryprofundity of Hebraic theism.The Hebraic God is famous for hiding at times. Thetheme of divine hiding reverberates throughout theHebrew scriptures and the New Testament. So we are leftwith an all-loving God who sometimes hides frompeople. Many people assume that an all-loving GodÕsexistence, if real, would be obvious to all normalhumans. GodÕs existence is not, however, obvious to allnormal humans. So, according to many people, we mayreasonably deny that God actually exists. How could anall-loving God fail to manifest GodÕs reality in a way thatremoves all doubt about GodÕs existence? Some normalhumans do not believe that God exists. They claim notto have adequate evidence for reasonable belief that Godexists. Would an all-loving God permit this? How couldthis be, if God is indeed all-loving?
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SOME BIBLICAL DATADivine hiding bears on theists as well as atheists andagnostics. Psalm 10 complains about GodÕs hiding.ÒWhy, O Lord, do you stand far off? Why do you hideyourself in times of trouble?Ó (Psalm 10:1, NRSV; cf. Job13:24). Psalm 30 laments God's hiding after times of thepsalmist's confident security. ÒWhen I felt secure, I said,ÔI will never be shaken.Õ O Lord, when you favored me,you made my mountain stand firm; but when you hidyour face, I was dismayedÓ (Psalm 30:7, NIV; cf. Psalm104:27-29). Psalm 44 expresses outright annoyance atGodÕs hiding, suggesting that GodÕs hiding is actuallymorally negligent. ÒRouse yourself! Why do you sleep, OLord? Awake, do not cast us off forever! Why do youhide your face? Why do you forget our affliction andoppression?Ó (Psalm 44:23-24, NRSV). The subject ofGodÕs hiding is no intellectual parlor-game in the Psalms.It cuts to the core of the psalmistsÕ understanding of Godand at times prompts lament from GodÕs people.Isaiah 45:15 sums up a central Hebraic view ofGod: ÒTruly you are a God who hides himself, O God ofIsrael, the Savior.Ó The claim is not that God hides alwaysor that we have no evidence of GodÕs reality. The sugges-tion is that divine hiding occurs at times for GodÕs ownpurposes. GodÕs purposes in hiding may be unclear andeven impenetrable to us at times. This does not mean,however, that they are unclear in every situation.GodÕs hiding is sometimes a response to human dis-obedience and moral indifference toward God(Deuteronomy 31:16-19, 32:19-20; Psalm 89:46; Isaiah59:2; Micah 3:4). We should not, however, jump to asimplistic account of divine hiding. God hides at timesfor various purposes in relating to humans. Divine hid-ing is not always a judgment on human disobedience orindifference. It is often a constructive effort to encouragedeeper human focus, longing, and gratitude towardGod. God thus aims to take us, even if painfully, to ourown deepest resources and their inadequacy, where Òdeepcalls to deepÓ (Psalm 42:7; cf. Psalm 130:1). In appre-hending GodÕs absence, we can achieve a deeper, moreprofound appreciation of GodÕs presence. GodÕs absencecan indeed make oneÕs heart grow fonder of God, at least
4
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in some cases. By sharpening the contrast between GodÕspresence and absence, God can highlight the surpassingvalue of GodÕs presence.Divine hiding, like everything else God does, seeksto advance GodÕs good kingdom by promoting what isgood for all concerned. So we must keep divine hiding inthe context of GodÕs main desire to have people lovinglyknow God and thereby to become loving as God is lov-ing. As Isaiah 65:2 reports, ÒI [God] held out my handsall day long to a rebellious people, who walk in a way thatis not goodÓ (cf. Romans 10:21). GodÕs holding outhands toward people stems from the same concern asJesusÕ weeping over Jerusalem (Luke 19:41; cf. 13:34).God desires that people turn, for their own good, to theloving God in filial communion and faithful obedience.GodÕs primary aim is not to hide but rather to include allpeople in GodÕs family as beloved children under GodÕsfatherly guidance. A loving filial relationship with God isGodÕs main goal for every human. This means that Godwants us to love, to treasure, God as our Father, not justto believe that God exists (Deuteronomy 6:5; Mark12:30; James 2:19). So production of mere reasonablebelief that God exists will not meet GodÕs higher aim forus. For our own good, God is after something moreprofound and more transforming than simplereasonable belief about God. Mere reasonable belief isno match for personal transformation toward GodÕsloving character. Divine hiding typically results from a human defi-ciency. An arguable exception comes from JesusÕ cry ofabandonment on the cross: ÒMy God, my God, whyhave you forsaken me?Ó (Mark 15:34). Jesus felt forsak-en by his Father at that time. Perhaps Jesus learned adeeper level of obedience toward his Father from thisexcruciating case of divine hiding (cf. Hebrews 5:8).Even so, according to a common biblical theme, Godtakes no pleasure in staying away from humans or beingrejected by them (Ezekiel 18:23,32; 33:11; 2 Peter 3:9; 1Timothy 2:3-4). As all-loving, God seeks friendship withall humans under GodÕs fatherly love (James 2:23; John3:16-17, 15:14-15). We distort GodÕs loving characterwhenever we portray God otherwise.
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The epistle of James puts decisive responsibility onus humans: ÒCome near to God and God will come nearto youÓ (4:8; cf. Jeremiah 29:13; Malachi 3:7).According to various biblical writers, we should takestock of our standing before God if God is hiding fromus. We then may need to change something in our lives,perhaps certain attitudes and practices against the waysof God. For important lists of attitudes and practicesagainst and in favor of GodÕs ways, see Mark 7:21-22;Galatians 5:19-26. These lists give specificity to the kindof unselfish love characteristic of God. Friendship withGod, like genuine human friendship, depends onunselfish love.In the case of Òblameless and uprightÓ Job, a pre-sumptuous attitude about knowledge of God neededrevision (Job, chapters 38-42). Similarly, many peopletoday presume to know how a loving God should or mustintervene in our world, if God is to be loving. For exam-ple, many people suggest that an all-loving God wouldhave to keep the world free of evil. What, however,determines how God should be revealed? What standardof clarity must GodÕs self-revelation meet? A loving Godwould not, and should not, be bound by superficialhuman expectations. Human expectations must betransformed, for the good of humans, toward the pro-foundly loving character of God. This disturbing andhumbling lesson is central to Hebraic theism. It remindsus that our ÒwisdomÓ may not add up to GodÕs wisdom(Isaiah 29:14; 1 Corinthians 1:19-20). Our expectationsmay be shallow or even mistaken in comparison withGodÕs loving character and intentions. Due humility isthus appropriate in approaching the Hebraic God.
HIDING AND AUTHORITY IN JESUS

The New Testament characterizes God as hidingeither himself or important information about God fromcertain people. Jesus prays as follows regarding the les-sons of his mission.
I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things 
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from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. All things have been handed over to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him (Matthew 11:25-26, NRSV; cf. Luke 10:21-22).
Jesus claims that he is the unique son and solerevealer of God and thus has unequaled authority amonghumans. Such a claim would seem delusional at best onthe lips of any human other than Jesus. LetÕs observesome of the indications of JesusÕ authority. Jesus himself,as a personal image of God, may serve as a special kindof evidence of GodÕs reality.The life of Jesus exhibited, in word and deed, a kindof authority and power unique among humans. So a cen-tral message of the New Testament is that Jesus hasunsurpassed authority and power in human history. Jesusremarks that acceptance (or rejection) of him amounts toacceptance (or rejection) of God (Matthew 10:40). Inaddition, Jesus claims authority to forgive sins apart fromGodÕs Temple (Mark 2:1-12) and to arrange for the finaljudgment as GodÕs king (Luke 22:29-30). Likewise, Jesussymbolically presents himself as the long-awaitedeverlasting king of Israel, after Zechariah 9:9, in his hum-ble entry into Jerusalem on a colt (Mark 11:1-10). Healso intimates that he is King DavidÕs Lord (Mark 12:35-37), and that he is greater than even King Solomon(Luke 11:31). Indeed, in reply to a question from Johnthe Baptist (Luke 7:18-23), he alludes to Isaiah 61:1-2and 35:5-6 to suggest that he is GodÕs Messiah. Similarly,Jesus claims to be the messianic son of God in responseto the chief priests (Mark 14:61-64). This claim,according to Mark 14:64, elicits the charge that Jesus isguilty of blasphemy, of exalting himself in a way thatdishonors God.In his own ministry, Jesus suggested, the kingdomof God has arrived. ÒIf it is by the finger of God that Icast out the demons, then the kingdom of God has come
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to youÓ (Luke 11:20, NRSV). In the parable of the vine-yard (Mark 12:1-12) Jesus suggests that he is God'srejected (beloved) son who is heir to the things of God.In keeping with this theme, Jesus functions as the oneuniquely qualified to send the Spirit of God to empow-er people (Mark 1:8; Acts 2:32-33). In addition, Jesusclaims that his death will inaugurate the (new) covenantfor many people (Mark 14:24). He thus suggests that hisdeath has saving (or, redemptive) significance for others.Some Jewish literature around the turn of the erasacknowledges that human suffering can atone for sin,even for the sins of others (cf. 4 Maccabees 6:27-30,9:23-25). The novelty is that JesusÑthis Galilean out-castÑregarded his death as the means of GodÕs newcovenant of redemption. The covenant is GodÕs lovingplan to save humans from their destructive ways.New Testament scholar E.P. Sanders observes thatJesus himself shared the Gospel writersÕ view that Òhe ful-filled the hopes of the prophets.Ó He adds that ÒJesusÕactual claim may have been... not only spokesman for,but viceroy of, God; and not just in a political kingdombut in the kingdom of God.Ó1 The previous NewTestament data suggest that Jesus regarded himself asGodÕs unique Priest, Judge, King, Messiah, Son, andRedeemer (=Savior). He saw himself as the one sent byGod to fulfill the hopes of Israel for an everlasting king-dom under God. No other human could make suchauthoritative claims with any real plausibility. Jesus thusshatters the limits of human authority in a way that mer-its our attention. Jesus is no mere moral reformer, spiri-tual guru, or philosophical sage. He is either (i) patentlyinsane (Mark 3:21), (ii) Satanic (Mark 3:22), or (iii)GodÕs unique son and viceroy. Sanders himself rightlyconcludes: ÒHe was not a madman.Ó2 His not beingSatanic should go without saying, after one attends to thepattern of his life and teaching. The third of our threeoptions thus recommends itself seriously for ourendorsement. So we should take JesusÕ claim aboutdivine hiding seriously.
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WHAT KIND OFKNOWING SUITSGOD?
� Chapter 2 �

In his prayer of Matthew 11:25-26, Jesus speaksof knowing Òthe SonÓ and Òthe Father.Ó He is speak-ing of a kind of knowledge that differs from mere jus-tified true belief that God exists. Jesus is speaking ofknowing God as authoritative and giving Father.Perhaps you know that God exists as First Cause,Intelligent Designer, or Ground of Being. KnowingGod as Lord, or Master, who is your righteously gra-cious Father is, however, significantly different.Devoted to the latter kind of knowing, Jesusaddressed God as ÒAbbaÓ (best translated as ÒFatherÓ).The Greek New TestamentÕs retention of this Aramaicterm (Mark 14:36; Galatians 4:5; Romans 8:15)offers warrant for treating ÒAbbaÓ as part of the cus-tomary vocabulary of Jesus. JesusÕ customary use ofÒAbbaÓ to address God distinguished him significant-ly from his contemporaries. God is, however, por-trayed as the Father of GodÕs people in the Hebrewscriptures (for example, Psalms 89:26, 103:13; Isaiah63:16).
FILIAL KNOWLEDGE OF GOD

Proper knowledge of God, according to Jesus,requires your standing in a humble, faithful, and lovingchild-parent, or filial, relationship to God as yourrighteously gracious Father. Unfortunately, such filialknowledge rarely surfaces in philosophy of religion oreven in Christian approaches to knowledge of God.New Testament scholar James Dunn observes thatJesusÕ awareness of being GodÕs beloved son was anÒexistential conviction,Ó and not a matter of merelyintellectual assent. ÒHe experienced a relation of son-ship Ñ felt such an intimacy with God, such an
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approval by God, dependence on God, responsibility toGod, that the only words adequate to express it wereÔFatherÕ and ÔsonÕ.Ó3 JesusÕ experience of being GodÕsson is clearly expressed in his prayers (for example,Mark 14:36; Luke 10:21-22; Matthew 26:42).Indeed, Jesus seems to have regarded filial prayertoward God as an ideal avenue to proper, filial knowl-edge of God and to GodÕs saving power (Mark 9:29).Such prayer is primarily a matter of asking what Godwants from us rather than what we want from God.God rightly leads GodÕs family. We do not. Humansproperly submit to God for guidance and knowledgeof God.We come to know other human persons byactively relating to them in personal interaction withthem. Likewise, we come to know God via personalinteraction whereby we become personally account-able to God. You could not responsibly apprehend thereality of your parentsÕ love for you apart from a sin-cere personal relationship with them. An analogouspoint holds for your responsibly apprehending thereality of GodÕs love. So filial knowledge of God is notjust knowledge that another object in the universeexists. The Hebraic conception of filial knowledge ofGod requires that one know God not as a mere objectbut as the supreme subject who is Lord of all, includ-ing oneÕs own life. Such knowledge requires theresponsiveness of a filial personal relationship withGod. It calls for a proper family relationship with Godas the proper loving head of the family. We must enterinto, commit to, and participate in, a loving relation-ship with God. This is no mere intellectual matter.Likewise, your entering into a friendship or a mar-riage relationship exceeds thinking and reasoning.New Testament scholar C.H. Dodd has helpfullycontrasted Greek and Hebraic conceptionsof knowledge.
... for the Greek, to know God means to contemplate the ultimate reality in its changeless essence. For the Hebrew, to know God is to acknowledge Him in His 
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works and to respond to His claims. While for the Greek knowledge of God is the most highly abstract form of pure contemplation, for the Hebrew it is essentially ... toexperience His dealings with men in time, and to hear and obey His commands.4

Elucidating the relevant Hebrew term for knowl-edge, yada, G. J. Botterweck reports: ÒÔTo knowYahweh [the covenant God of Israel]Õ refers to a prac-tical, religio-ethical relationship.Ó5 Likewise, OldTestament scholar Bernhard Anderson characterizesHebraic knowledge of God as Òthe kind of personalrelationship with God that is manifest in socialresponsibility.Ó6 Being inherently personal, God prop-erly reveals himself personally, not merely as an imper-sonal power, sign, argument, or proof. The OldTestament book of Hosea depicts proper knowledgeof God in terms of a loyal marriage relationship(Hosea 2:16-20; cf. Isaiah 54:6). Such knowledge ofGod results from GodÕs gracious self-revelation, notfrom typical human ways that are self-crediting orexclusive. For our own good, we cannot know God onour own self-serving terms. We rather must beamenable to GodÕs better terms for knowing God, andthis requires genuine humility on our part.In the prayer of Matthew 11:25-27, Jesus thankshis Father for hiding his ways from people unwillingto enter a humble filial relationship with God. Hethus assumes that it is good for God to maintainGodÕs unmatched value rather than to neglect, or oth-erwise to compromise, the value of a humble filialrelationship with God. In a similar vein, Jesus suggeststhat the kingdom of God is Òlike treasure hidden in afieldÓ (Matthew 13:44; cf. Luke 19:42). GodÕs valu-able ways may require some human searching(Jeremiah 29:13-14; Matthew 7:7), as such searchingcan highlight their unsurpassed value for us. It canalso show that we are unable to find God on our own,thereby prompting some humility in us. The HebraicGod wants humans to be fully engaged with God,even via our lament and protest in the face of GodÕs
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hiding, as the Psalms illustrate. Such engagement willsave us from fatal apathy toward God. GodÕs occa-sional hiding thus does not entail that God is resist-ant, grudging, or deceptive toward humans (cf. Luke12:32; Isaiah 65:1-2). It aims for our valuing, ourtreasuring, God above all else. Likewise, a lovingearthly father will conduct himself in ways that main-tain his value as father of his family.Divine hiding stems from GodÕs upholding thevalue of GodÕs invaluable loving ways. God sustainsthe value of GodÕs ways of human renewal in the pres-ence of people who would compromise this value totheir own detriment. For instance, we would readilysidestep GodÕs challenges to our selfishness if wecould. Having preeminent value, GodÕs loving waysmust remain sacred and not be diminished in value(cf. Matthew 7:6). We must treasure God and GodÕsways. GodÕs primary goal in self-revelation is transfor-mation of recipients toward GodÕs loving character.This goal will not be satisfied by a revelation resultingjust in oneÕs reasonably believing that God exists. Aperson can reasonably believe that God exists but hateGod. So God must be careful, and at times subtle, tohave GodÕs loving self-manifestation elicit a freelygiven response of humble love rather than fear, indif-ference, arrogance, or hate. Likewise, our eliciting aresponse of love from children demands carefulnessand subtlety on our part. God cares mainly aboutwhat and how we love, not just what we believe. Godaims that we treasure God; for where our treasure is,there our heart is.Proper moral education toward sacrificial loveand reconciliation always has been difficult noncoer-cive business. Typically its important lessons must beshown to us in action rather than simply stated to us insentences or arguments. We must learn such lessons byliving them rather than merely thinking them. Thisholds true even when the moral educator is God.Accordingly the life and death of Jesus offer a nonco-ercive demonstration of GodÕs self-giving love and alife-pattern of obedient love for humans.7 Given theimportant reality of human free will (a requirement
12
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for genuine love), such moral education has no guaran-tee of success. Even when God is the loving educator,failure can result. For example, we can choose life-stylesthat sidestep our learning unselfish love. Not even Godcan enforce genuine reconciliation between humansand God, the heart of redemption, or salvation.Consider some (transliterated) non-Englishlanguage. Abba yithqaddash shemakh. Tethemalkuthakh. Lakhman delimkhar, habh lan yoma dhen.[= Father, hallowed be your name. Your kingdomcome. Our bread for tomorrow, give us today.]Perhaps you did not initially apprehend the meaningof this Palestinian Jewish Aramaic. You may not evenhave been confident initially that this token actuallyhas meaning. Perhaps you had at most a vagueglimpse of some of its meaning. The problem lies notin the Aramaic token. It lies rather in the overall per-spective of beliefs and other attitudes you bring to thistoken. Call this perspective your receptive attitude.The problem lies in your lack of appropriate exposureand sensitivity to Palestinian Jewish Aramaic. Perhapsyour life has avoided the Aramaic vocabulary andgrammar needed to grasp the previous token. So thereception of significant evidence sometimes dependson the receptive attitude of people.Failure to receive some evidence stems fromshortcomings in intended recipients of evidence. Theevidence itself could still be flawless. An analogy arises.People whose receptive attitude is closed to GodÕsÒlanguageÓ (or, program) of liberating love may beblinded from apprehending available evidence for thereality of God. The evidence may be readily available,just as our Aramaic token is meaningful. According toJesus, however, we need appropriate Òears to hear andeyes to seeÓ the available evidence (Mark 4:9). Weneed an attitudinal change by becoming genuinelyreceptive to God, in order to apprehend the availableevidence in the right way. We need to turn, to repent,and thereby to become sincerely open to God. Wemust thereby renounce all obstacles to God, inorder to make God our priority. God is, after all,second to none in importance.
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We must acknowledge that on our own wehumans have failed dismally at the program of all-inclusive redemption (or, salvation), including self-redemption. This failure occurs relative to serious chal-lenges to our very existence (for example, death), toour well-being (for example, physical and mentaldecline), and to our moral standing (for example, ourregrettable tendency to selfishness). Call these chal-lenges our human predicament. We have no self-madeor even self-discovered solution to our commonhuman predicament of serious deficiencies. Only apersonal caring God can rescue us from this undeni-able predicament. This humbling acknowledgment issignificant relative to our knowing God, as Jesus sug-gests in his prayer of Matthew 11:25. It requires thatwe change how we think of ourselves and of our rela-tion to a righteously gracious God. It calls for ourbeginning and continuing a humble filial relationshipafter the pattern of Jesus, the unique son of God. Italso recommends a change in our intentions regardingour conduct and habits. Such change is volitional, amatter of the will. It is not merely intellectual.Contrary to Plato, we can know what is right but failto do or even to favor what is right. We need to haveour will captured and transformed by GodÕs love.Our humble awareness of our needing God willdisplace us from the prideful center of self-importancein our supposed universe. This is illustrated by humanbehavior typical of confrontation with the HebraicGod. Such behavior includes oneÕs bowing, falling, orcovering oneself before God or GodÕs heavenly repre-sentatives. See the cases of Moses (Exodus 3:6, 34:8),Elijah (1 Kings 19:13), Ezekiel (Ezekiel 1:28), Daniel(Daniel 10:5-9), Saul (Acts 9:4-9), and John(Revelation 1:13-18). We must become humbleenough to receive GodÕs gracious love as a gift ratherthan as an earning. Our pride interferes by layingclaim to our earning GodÕs love and thus robbing it ofits status as amazing grace, or gift. (On the key role ofhumility before God in Hebraic theism, see Isaiah57:15, 66:2; Psalms 34:18, 51:7.) Via transformationtoward humility before God, we become able to
14
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appreciate the explanatory depth of Hebraic theismregarding the human predicament and condition.Our eyes and ears are thereby opened in new ways.Transformation of our will can thus contribute to ourappreciation of Hebraic theism and its explanatoryvalue. It can yield a new illuminating perspective onour common human predicament. Likewise, commit-ment to redirect focus can bring a new perspective onan ambiguous perceptual figure (such as the famousduck-rabbit figure) or on a stereogram where a three-dimensional image is hidden within a two-dimen-sional pattern (see such an image at http://www.mag-iceye.com/).In Pens�es, the seventeenth-century philosopherBlaise Pascal emphasized the bearing of GodÕs hidingon volitional transformation.
God wishes to move the will rather than the mind. Perfect clarity would help the mind and harm the will. Humble theirpride. (¤234)
It there were no obscurity man would not feel his corruption; if there were no light man could not hope for a cure. Thus it is not only right but useful for us that God should be partly concealed and partly revealed, since it is equally dangerous for man to know God without knowing his own wretchedness as to know his wretched-ness without knowing God. (¤446)8

PascalÕs remarks illuminate some cases of divinehiding, even if other cases of hiding call for a morecomplex diagnosis. The evidence of God available tous fits well with the Hebraic view of GodÕs variousintentions in self-hiding and self-revealing. Wheneverpertinent, God aims to displace false claimants toGodÕs throne. For our own good, God works againstidolatry (commitment to false gods) and its destruc-tive consequences. Sometimes divine hiding is aneffective antidote to idolatry, but not always.
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Sometimes we settle for false gods instead of the trueGod. We do this whenever we persist in our selfish-ness. So our idolatrous habits run deep indeed.Without suitable transformation, we may beblinded from recognizing God, owing to our owncounterfeit ÒintelligenceÓ" and ÒwisdomÓ (1Corinthians 1:19-25). We may then lack the kind ofsincere openness, humility, and filial obedience appro-priate to relating to the true God. We may then haveassigned the authority of God to ourselves or to someother part of creation. In that case, we would be guiltyof idolatry. We often promote cognitive idolatry bydemanding a kind of knowledge of God inappropri-ate to a filial relationship with God.9 For instance, weoften want controllable knowledge of God analogousto our knowledge of household objects. In thus vio-lating GodÕs program of gracious salvation throughtransformation, we are slaves to selfishness and needto be set free. The wisdom of philosophers, howeversophisticated, offers no means of freeing us from self-ish fear of losing what we value (such as our supposedcontrol). This wisdom lacks the needed power to setus free, to transform us from the inside out towardGodÕs ideal of all-inclusive love. Only the freeingpower of GodÕs gracious offer of filial relationshipmeets this need. A loving earthly father can removesome of his childÕs fears. Likewise, a loving God candissolve the fears that prompt human selfishness.The extent to which we know God depends onthe extent to which we are gratefully willing toparticipate in GodÕs loving program of salvation(Jeremiah 22:13-17; Micah 6:6-8). Our filial relation-ship with God deepens as it yields our participation inGodÕs redemptive program. GodÕs program thenbecomes our program. So it is now obvious why wehumans have difficulty in knowing God. The difficul-ty stems from our resisting participation in GodÕsredemptive program of reconciliation. So it is theheight of arrogance for us humans to saunter up to thequestion whether God exists as if we were automati-cally in an appropriate moral and cognitive positionto handle it reliably. Careful reflection on the purposes
16
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inherent to an all-loving God recommends anapproach less cavalier than that typical of inquiringhumans. We are, after all, inquiring about a very spe-cial kind of agent with distinctive purposes, not just ahousehold object or laboratory specimen. We humansoften proceed as if we had a hard time rememberingthis. Perhaps we cannot easily abide a gracious Beingwho evades our self-approving cognitive nets.Stubbornly, we insist on our own inferior terms forsalvation. We thereby sidestep the genuine article andsettle for counterfeits. So we miss out on the abundantlife provided by filial knowledge of God.God, we noted, is not after mere justified truebelief that God exists. God cares how we handle evi-dence of GodÕs existence. The concern is whether webecome loving in handling such evidence, in agree-ment with GodÕs character. So contrary to a typicalhuman attitude, knowledge of God is not a spectatorsport. It is rather part of a process of GodÕs thoroughmake-over of a person. It is, from our human stand-point, an active commitment to a morally transformingpersonal relationship. We come to know God only asGod becomes our God, the Lord of our lives. God willthen differ from a mere object of our contemplation,speculation, amusement, or self-indulgence. Godrefuses, for our own good, to become a mere idol ofour thought or entertainment.Proper knowledge of the Hebraic God is inherent-ly ethical and practical rather than simply reflective.Spectators complaining from the far bleachers may infact remain out in the bleachers, by their own self-iso-lating choice. Knowing God requires oneÕs appre-hending a call to come in from the remote bleachersand gratefully join God's plan of gracious salvation.This plan is no mere intellectual puzzle for philoso-phers or theologians. God is more serious than ourmental gymnastics, for our own good. We have, afterall, lives to form and to live, not just thoughts to thinkor intellectual puzzles to solve. GodÕs call, in keepingwith the call of Abraham, Jeremiah, Jesus, and Paul,requires that we commit to using our whole lives forthe advancement of GodÕs kingdom of self-giving
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love. So proper knowledge of God extends to ourdeepest attitudes and convictions. God is free of oursuperficial ways.
KNOWING IN JOHNÕS GOSPEL

JohnÕs Gospel highlights the importance of thehuman will in human knowledge. In John 7:3-4, Jesusfaces a problem of hiding raised by his own brothers(who, according to John 7:5, did not believe in him).His brothers tell him that nobody works in hidingwhile seeking to be known openly. Their challenge isstraightforward: ÒManifest yourself to the worldÓ(John 7:4; cf. John 10:24). Jesus replies that the worldhates him because he testifies that its works are evil.He suggests that the world has the wrong attitudetoward him. John then portrays Jesus as teaching inthe temple that if anyone wills to do the will of God,that person will know whether JesusÕ teaching is fromGod (7:17). Note the importance of oneÕs willing toobey God, as in a humble filial relationship with God.It is fitting, then, that this part of JohnÕs Gospel cul-minates in a dispute over filial association with eitherGod or the devil (John 8:39-47). (See also the relevantfilial language of oneÕs being ÒbornÓ again/from abovein John 3:1-12, in connection with seeing/enteringthe kingdom of God and knowing the things of God.)A human filial response to God presupposes that Godgraciously takes the initiative in trying to establisha filial relationship. God first calls us to humblereception of GodÕs transforming love. God loves usbefore we love God.John 12:35-40 continues the theme of hiding.After predicting his death, Jesus advises his listeners towalk while they have the light, unless the darknessovertake them (v. 35). He suggests that understandingthe things of God requires trust in God (v. 36).Christian faith is not, however, an ungroundedresponse to inadequate evidence for God. It is not aÒleap of faith.Ó It is a filial attitude of obedientlyentrusting oneself to a faithful God who reveals him-self as a righteously gracious Father (cf. John 14:1).
18
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Jesus hides from the unbelieving crowd. John links theunbelief to the kind of judgment described in Isaiah6:10. ÒHe has blinded their eyes and hardened theirheart, unless they should see with their eyes and per-ceive with their heart, and turn for me to heal themÓ(cf. Mark 4:11-12). John suggests that the crowdÕsunbelief in the face of JesusÕ miraculous signs led tohardening and blindness in understanding. So oneÕshandling of the available evidence concerning Godhas serious consequences for oneÕs understanding otherconsiderations about God. The signs of God must behandled with utter seriousness, as oneÕs very life is atstake. Assessing evidence of God is no parlor game.John 14:21 portrays a grand promise from Jesus.ÒThe person having my commandments and keepingthem, that is the one who loves me; the person lovingme will be loved by my Father, and I will love that per-son and manifest myself to himÓ (John 14:21). Thisamazing promise is general, applying to anyone keepingthe commandments of Jesus. Note the importance ofobedience and love, key factors that go well beyond rea-sonable belief that God exists. The promise has crucialvolitional conditions. The prophet Hosea, we noted,uses a loyal marriage relationship as a model for know-ing God. On this model, mutual respect and love willobviously be central to a knowledge relationship. Wecould use a relation of friendship to make the samepoint, in keeping with John 15:13-15.One of JesusÕ disciples restates the challenge fromJesusÕ brothers in John 7:4, asking why he will notmanifest himself to the world (John 14:22). The dis-ciplesÕ thinking is familiar: why hide from the world ifyou have miraculous powers? Jesus offers a reply thathighlights again the importance of the volitionalhuman attitudes of love and obedience in relation toGod. ÒIf a person loves me, that person will keep myword, and my Father will love him, and we will cometo him and make our home with himÓ (14:23). JesusÕreply assumes that the world does not love the thingsof God. So GodÕs self-manifestation would not havethe filial effect of love desired by God. Such a mani-festation would thus compromise the value of GodÕs
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self-revelation. In another context, Jesus remarks thatÒan evil and adulterous generation seeks a signÓ(Matthew 12:39, 16:4; cf. Mark 8:12; John 6:30).Entertaining signs and wonders are typically ineffec-tive toward a filial relationship with God. They do notcut deeply enough into oneÕs character to elicit sacrifi-cial love toward God. (Section 3 below considers thistopic.) Jesus portrays God as desiring not mereacknowledgment or intellectual affirmation, but anattitude of filial, loving obedience toward God. Forour own good, God wants us to treasure God as ourLord, as our loving Master.The first epistle of John develops the theme thatproper knowledge of God depends on a filial attitudeof loving obedience toward God.
By this we know that we have come to know [God], if we keep his commandments.... Whoever keeps his [GodÕs] word, truly in this person the love of God is perfected. By this we know that we are in him. The one who claims to remain in him ought himself to behave as he [Jesus] behaved (1 John 2:3,5). The one who loves ... knows God. The one who does not love does not know God, because God is love (1 John 4:7-8).

John regards a filial attitude of loving obediencetoward God as required and adequate for properlyknowing God. So our not loving will preclude ourknowing God. Note the central role of the son Jesusin this passage. Jesus serves as the practical model forgenuine filial knowledge of God. The Gospel of John(6:30-36) identifies Jesus as the effective ÒsignÓ Ñ thefilial evidence Ñ for us from God. God seeks to revealGodÕs character of personal love. So God sends Jesusto manifest GodÕs self-giving love. Jesus is a signunavailable to people closed or indifferent to GodÕsgracious offer of filial relationship. Filial knowledge ofGod exemplifies the distinctive kind of personalknowledge of God central to Hebraic theism. Filiallove is built into the very core of knowing the God of
20
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love. Other proposed ways of knowing God are butcheap counterfeits. The prophet Hosea would say thatthey involve harlotry rather than a loyal marriage.Efforts to know God without loving friendship withGod miss the true character of the God of all-inclusivelove. God, we might say, is hidden only in GodÕssupreme love. GodÕs occasional hiding is GodÕs loveobscured, owing to some deficiency on our part. Thisobscuring seeks to uphold the supreme value ofGodÕs love while God tries to bring us all deeper intothat love.What about evidence of God from prophecies,miracles, the empty tomb of Jesus, the post-resurrec-tion transformation of the apostles, design in nature,and the reality of moral conscience? Such evidenceenhances reasonable Christian commitment. Still, it isnot decisive for filial knowledge of God. A person canaccept such evidence without properly knowing Godat all in a filial manner. One can acknowledge suchevidence but still fail altogether to love God or to becommitted to obey God. Accepting such evidence is onething; loving God is another. This difference yields asharp contrast between dead faith and saving faith.Saving faith is renewing faith, toward GodÕs lovingcharacter.Jesus demands of his followers a whole-heartedloving commitment toward God as genuinely lovingFather (Mark 8:34-38; Matthew 8:18-22, 10:37-39).Such whole-hearted commitment finds no adequatebasis in the uncertainties of theoretical inferenceabout history or nature. Its needed basis, we shall see,is in the morally transforming presence of God'srighteous love through filial relationship. Such a rela-tionship is made available and exemplified by the self-giving life and death of GodÕs unique son Jesus. Thehistorical evidence is indeed significant. The HebraicGod works tirelessly in the turbulence of human his-tory. God even sends his unique son into the histori-cal fray to exhibit GodÕs sacrificial love. Still, such evi-dence is not suitably decisive for filial knowledge ofGod. Our filial knowledge of God must be liberating,reconciling, and morally transforming toward GodÕs
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character. Historical evidence cannot fill that bill. Byanalogy, your having historical evidence about a loyalmarriage falls short of your lovingly participating in aloyal marriage. Similarly, your knowing about a valu-able friendship does not add up to your having a valu-able friendship.We must know GodÕs transforming love directlyin filial relationship, not just in historical evidenceabout GodÕs love. C.H. Dodd has put this key lessonin context. ÒPerhaps one of the most striking featuresof the early Christian movement was the re-appear-ance of a confidence that [one] can know God imme-diately.... Jesus Christ, with a confidence that to thetimid traditionalism of His time appeared blasphe-mous, asserted that He knew the Father and was pre-pared to let others into that knowledge. He did so ...by making others sharers in His own attitude toGod.Ó10 JesusÕ shareable ÒattitudeÓ to God is inherent-ly filial, as illustrated by the LordÕs Prayer (Matthew6:9-15) and the testing of Jesus in Gethsemane (Mark14:32-36). Jesus directly experienced his FatherÕs gra-cious self-giving love and obediently returned thesame sacrificial love to his Father. We are called to dothe same, even in the same whole-hearted manner.Our discerning that Jesus himself offers a com-pelling reason to acknowledge God is no mere intel-lectual matter. We must be genuinely willing to exem-plify the kind of God-centered excellence shown byJesus in his relation to God as Father. We must bewilling to appropriate JesusÕ teaching that we humanshave failed at being properly filial toward our right-eously gracious Father. We must also be willing toacknowledge sincerely that this is the worst kind ofpersonal failure possible. We thus must render judg-ment against ourselves, judgment that we haverebelled against our filial responsibility before God(cf. Luke 15:11-32). This is the beginning of whatJesus called repentance and demanded of hisfollowers (Mark 1:15, 6:12; Luke 13:3,5). It iscrucial to our appropriating GodÕs forgiving love.Such repentance calls for humble recognition that weare not entitled on our own to know God as Father.
22
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We must recognize that filial knowledge of God can
come only as a gracious gift, not as a prideful earning.
Likewise, true love must be received, not bought or
coerced. Accordingly we cannot buy or force even
genuine earthly friendship.

The excellence of Jesus is ultimately revealedto
people sincerely willing to honor such excellence with
their lives, and not just their thoughts (Matthew
16:15-17). Divine grace aims to remove community-
destroying pride about good works and status (Luke
15:28-32; 1 Corinthians 4:7; Ephesians 2:9).
Likewise, God uses the gift of GodÕs self-revelation to
remove pride about self-crediting intellectual means
of finding God (cf. 1 Corinthian 1:26-29). Argument
can indeed remove some obstacles to GodÕs self-reve-
lation. GodÕs Spirit is, however, the final source and
seal of such revelation. GodÕs Spirit makes the wisdom
of God a liberating power absent from worldly wis-
dom. Proper knowledge of God thus has its ultimate
source in the Spirit of God, who testifies about God
immediately to our spirits (Romans 8:16; cf. 1 John
4:13, 5:6-9; 1 Corinthians 2:12-14). GodÕs Spirit con-
victs us of our unloving ways and calls us to loving
relationship with God and others, even our enemies.

In keeping with JesusÕ prayer of Matthew 11:25-
27, we ultimately know God by gracious revelation
through GodÕs Spirit. Christian theory of knowledge
must therefore give a central role to the immediate
testimony and power of GodÕs revealing Spirit. Paul
put the point clearly. ÒWe have received not the spirit
of the world but the Spirit from God, in order that we
may know the things freely given to us by GodÓ (1
Corinthians 2:12; cf. 4:7, 12:3; Romans 8:14-16;
John 3:8; 1 John 5:20). So people will be unable to
appreciate the cognitive and spiritual depths of
Hebraic theism from outside, apart from filial recep-
tion of the Spirit of God. Jesus thus connects (a) our
finding, and receiving from, God with (b) our receiv-
ing the FatherÕs Holy Spirit (Luke 11:9-13). Our filial
knowing of God thus depends on our receiving the
Spirit of God. This does not call, however, for an
irrational leap of faith. God faithfully supplies
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