“THE HOUSE OF THE INTERPRETER”

Unfortunately, many Christians never allow themselves the privilege (the sheer luxury, I say) of discovering great literature.  To them, if they have a rationale about it at all, literature was something they “struggled through” and/or “hated” in high school English, and this stance has been stretched over a lifetime.  Mark Twain, in his usual facetious and cynical way, said, “A classic is something that everybody wants to have read and nobody wants to read.”


Perhaps the greatest “illustration book” I know outside the Bible itself is John Bunyan’s absolutely remarkable allegory entitled Pilgrim’s Progress.  The series of child’s fantasy stories written by C.S. Lewis, The Chronicles of Narnia, would rank near the top in the same category.  Bunyan’s classic is fathomless in presenting food for thought, research for devotional and theological truth, and stimulus for discussion.  I have been privileged to teach it through several times in group settings and to read it through (aloud) on one occasion in a “Christian support reading group.”  


I have numerous “favorite sections” of the book, but if I had to put one at the top of the heap (and this is difficult), I would choose the section on “the House of the Interpreter.”  Do yourself a favor—go to the shelf of your library and get out Bunyan’s classic and find the section on the Interpreter; it covers some nine pages in my copy.  Then find the section about “the picture on the wall.”  For years, I have gone back again and again to this description of a man of God.  It is an ideal portrait for a preacher to model himself by, but for our purposes, it is an ideal for a disciple and/or a disciple-maker.  The preacher or disciple or disciple-maker who can be described by the seven characteristics of the man in the picture would be a Godly man, indeed.

As mentioned, Bunyan describes the person in the picture as having seven characteristics.  These traits form an excellent ideal; I have measured myself by them again and again.  Look at the seven traits, and drop the plumbline beside your life.


First, the person in the portrait was “a very grave person.”  That is, he was serious about the real issues of life, death, eternity, heaven and hell, and eternal life.  He was a sober thinker about the entire Biblical revelation.  Now, this must not be misunderstood.  Gravity is not to be undiluted by levity.  Rejoicing surely must include much laughter and vocal celebration.  But the Christian, the man of God, the disciple, the disciple-maker, must be marked by “the serious business of heaven” (incidentally, when C.S. Lewis used that phrase, he was speaking of JOY).  We may and must rejoice, but we must always think and act against the serious backdrop of eternity and eternal issues.
Second, the person in the portrait had “his eyes lifted up to heaven.”  He had heard and obeyed the injunction of Paul, “Since you have been raised with Christ (and you have if you are truly saved!), set your attention and affections on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God.  Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.  For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God” (Colossians 3:1-3).

The man in Paul’s text and the man in Bunyan’s picture is like a sailor navigating his ship by the stars.  A fixed frame of reference that is far above the choppy and tossing waves of his surroundings gives him his bearings and his travel instructions.  So it is with a disciple and a disciple-maker.


Third, “the best of Books is in his hand.”  That is, he carries his Bible, the volume in his hand and its vitality in his heart, as if it were a part of his anatomy.  He has hidden it in his heart so that it shows up in his “hand” and in his habit even if it is not “volume-visible” at the moment.  His very life becomes the Book of God “written on the heart, not with ink, but by the Spirit of the living God.”   When anyone gets near, his life is “an open book,” and it turns out to be a transcription of THE BOOK.  Oh, yes, and it is the very, very BEST of books, though this assessment is hidden from a blind and ignorant world (many of whom hold “earned doctorates” in the world’s drivel).  Let the Christian go into “the house of the Interpreter” (the Holy Spirit), let the Interpreter commission “his man” to “light the candle, and bid  the Christian to follow him,” and the delights are beyond thought.  Thomas a Kempis wrote, “I am never happier than when I am in a nook with the Book.”  Christian, when you ‘shut the door,’ God will open a door!  Read this section of Bunyan with careful thought to every detail.


Fourth, “the Law of truth was written upon his lips.”  Note the combination of words, “law” and “truth.”  Truth is the stock-in-trade of the Christian, the man of God, the disciple and the disciple-maker.  “Buy the truth, and sell it not” (Proverbs 23:23).  No matter what the relativists say or swear, truth is absolutely absolute, and truth, being what it is, will have the last voice when all lesser (and contending) voices have died away.  It is a fixed and inviolable “law,” and this law will not finally be broken.  Like every true law, it will break the violator.  I find no joy in saying this, but it is still true.  The true child of God will “rejoice in the truth.”  Furthermore, “out of the abundance of his heart his mouth speaks,” so truth and its fixed law is “written upon his lips.”  “What is in the well will come up in the bucket.”  His testimony is truth-conditioned and truth-communicating.


Fifth, “the World was behind his back.”  He is the walking portrait of the admonition to “love not the world, neither the things of the world, for if any man loves the world, love for God is not in him.”  He has heard from God, He has seen God, He has been magnetized by Heaven through a new birth, and he is being drawn daily toward Home.  Thomas Carlyle once wrote, “One day, through the cobwebs of life, death and eternity sat staring at me.”  The Christian’s horizon is like that, but far bigger and far more centered.  A Caribbean man said to me after a week of teaching (believe it or not, we were teaching eight hours a day in a training center in Jamaica), “Brother Herb, you have come to us like a man from another world; we have never heard anything like this.”  Now, I am not “tooting a horn for any man” when I recount that; I want my face to be like that of Jesus, “set like a flint,” and I don’t want anyone here to be mistaken about the direction of the “set.”  


Sixth, “He stood as if he pleaded with men.”  May God give us a passion for men, and a boldness in pleading with them about Christ.  How timid I often am in speaking about the Savior in neutral settings.  How bold will I wish I had been when “this vain show,” life on earth, is over?  For His sake, for their sakes, and even for my own sake?  We must take a stand (“he stood”) and lovingly plead with men about reality and eternality.  We must present unceasingly “the great Gospel of the grace of God.”


Seventh, “a Crown of gold did hang over his head.”  Christian, get a concordance and look up the five crowns that are available to the faithful believer.  The disciple and disciple-maker should “keep his eye on The Coming and not just on the clock.”  At His Coming, great settlements will be made.  One settlement will be made for lost people, and quite another settlement (including rewards and losses) will be made for saved people.  In another classic illustration, a common man is seen in a field, working the field with a hoe.  But what he doesn’t know is that an angel has parted the skies, descended to a place just above the man’s hand, and is poised in the air above him with a crown held in two hands, ready to deposit the crown on the man’s head—but the man never looks up, and thus he forfeits the crown.  Lift up your eyes, Christian, and look – look upon the Lord, look upon the Life, look upon the vast harvest fields, look upon the strategy Jesus mandated for our lives—and go for the gold.


Remember where we have been in this study—in “the House of the Interpreter.”  Recall that the word “disciple” (pupil, student, understudy, scholar) is by far the most widely used word in the New Testament to define and describe a follower of Christ.  The word necessitates a serious continual development and use of the mind, and the “use” called for involves interpreting and communicating to a disciple the great truths of The Book.  So the Greater Interpreter makes lesser interpreters out of all of us who spend time with Him, and we in turn (as disciple-makers) are to spend time with others (disciples) doing with them what He has done with us—it is His design.      
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