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Scripture Reading: Amos 3:7-8, Luke 8:16-17, Luke 12:2-4, John 18:20, NRSV

• Reader: Surely the Lord God does nothing without revealing his 
secret to his servants the prophets.

• ALL: The lion has roared; who will not fear? The Lord God has 
spoken; who can but prophesy?

• Reader: No one after lighting a lamp hides it under a jar, or puts 
it under a bed, but puts it on a lampstand so that those who 
enter may see the light.

• ALL: For nothing is hidden that will not be disclosed, nor is 
anything secret that will not become known and come to light.

>>>>>



Scripture Reading, cont. Luke 12:2, 3; John 19:20, NRSV

• Reader: Nothing is hidden that won’t be revealed, and nothing 
secret that won’t be brought out into the open (CEB). 

• ALL: Therefore whatever you have said in the dark will be heard 
in the light, and what you have whispered behind closed doors 
will be proclaimed from the housetops (NRSV)

• Reader: Jesus answered, “I have spoken openly to the world:

• ALL: I have always taught in the synagogues and in the temple, 
where all the Jews come together. I have said nothing in secret.

>>>



Scripture Reading Cont. John 3:19-21, NRSV

• Reader: And this is the judgment, that the light has come into 
the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because 
their deeds were evil.

• ALL: For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the 
light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. But those who do 
what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that 
their deeds have been done in God. 

<<<END>>>
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Transparency and Secrecy in the Ancient World: Egypt

• “Moses and Aaron did just as the Lord commanded. In the sight 
of Pharaoh and of his officials he lifted up the staff and struck 
the water in the river, and all the water turned into blood, and 
the fish in the river died. . . . But the magicians of Egypt did the 
same by their secret arts; so Pharaoh’s heart remained 
hardened, and he would not listen to them as the Lord had said” 
(Exodus 7:20-22, NRSV).

• Ancient Near Eastern magicians did not want their magic to 
become known. What allows magic to work is secrecy.



Transparency and Secrecy in the Ancient World: Mesopotamia

• Anciently, divine knowledge was viewed as secret knowledge, to 
be held privately by the elite who served the king.

• The royal circle involved five scholarly crafts: exorcism, 
divination, lamentation-appeasement, astrology, medical 
practices.

• These elite scholars sought to guard the secrets of the gods 
away from the common people.

• The patron deity of the secret arts was Enki/Ea, who is known to 
reveal Enlil’s secrets to the Babylonian Noah, Atraḫasīs.



Transparency and Secrecy in the Bible

• “Unlike the protective treatment of secret knowledge in Mesopotamia, in 
Israel, at least as presented in the Hebrew Bible, knowledge from the 
divine realm was proclaimed quite openly, even publicly. I suggest that 
this difference in treatment is rooted in a specific religio-political 
understanding of Israel in relation to its deity that has generally, even if 
not entirely, permeated the biblical materials….That is, Yahweh’s divine 
assembly was not a reflection of the Israelite royal council; rather, in order 
to understand secret divine communications in Israel we should see his 
divine assembly as a reflection of a human imperial royal council. As 
presented in the Bible, therefore, Israel was in no position to guard divine 
secret knowledge; as Yahweh’s vassal, they only received and obeyed it” 
(Alan Lenzi, Secrecy and the Gods, 221, 222).



Positive Uses of Secrecy in the Bible 

• This does not mean that all Israelites or even their God never acted 
secretly.
• God has Elijah flee Ahab and live in hiding

• Jesus lists several things to be done in secret: praying, fasting, giving alms.

• Jesus Himself went secretly to one of the feasts, then appeared openly to all 
the people.

• “The secret things belong to YHWH our God, but the revealed things belong 
to us and to our offspring forever, that we may do all the words of this law” 
(Deuteronomy 29:29).

• But secrecy seems to be reserved for God and for situations where 
one’s life or work is in danger or in which pride is to be avoided.



Negative Uses of Secrecy in the Bible

• Enticing someone secretly to worship another god than YHWH.

• Setting up an idol in secret.

• Striking down a neighbor in secret.

• “And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the 
world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their 
deeds were evil. For all who do evil hate the light and do not 
come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. But 
those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be 
clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God” (John 
3:19-21, NRSV).



Transparency and Secrecy in Acts

• The book of Acts opens with the disciples of Jesus watching him 
rise from earth until He disappears.

• They then retire to their upstairs room where they had been 
living—at one time hiding in secret behind a barred door.

• There they remain until the day of Pentecost. Apparently, they 
leave that room for a more public place that could 
accommodate many more people.

• The Holy Spirit is poured out. Peter preaches boldly his 
Pentecost sermon and 3000 Jews are convicted to follow Jesus.



When the Spirit Comes He Brings Transparency

• Afterwards, “day by day, as they spent much time together in 
the temple, they broke bread from house to house and ate their 
food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having 
the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added 
to their number those who were being saved” (Acts 2:46-47, NRSV)

• Next Peter heals a crippled beggar and Peter preaches again.

• Along come the temple captain and the Sadducees (priests) and 
arrest them. The next day they hold trial and Peter answers them 
boldly. They order the Peter and John not to speak or teach at 
all in the name of Jesus. At least they do this openly.



The Trial Sequence

• The Jewish leaders come and arrest them.

• The next day the leaders assemble and made the prisoners 
stand in their midst.

• Peter and John speak boldly in defense of Jesus with the healed 
man standing with them.

• They order Peter and John to leave while they discuss privately 
the question, “What will we do with them?” (4:16, NRSV).

• They bring them back in, order them to speak in Jesus’ name.

• They threaten to punish them with no way to do so because of 
the people.



Sequence continued

• The apostles praise God and pray for boldness. They begin to 
do healings all over Jerusalem and get persecuted for doing so. 
When put in prison, an angel released them and told them to go 
to the temple and tell the people the entire “message about this 
life” (5:20) which they do. 

• They get arrested again (but without violence for fear of the 
people) and remind them of their command to stop preaching 
Jesus, only to hear the apostles say, “We must obey God rather 
than men” (5:29). The leaders would have killed them except for 
Gamaliel’s intervention. But they did flog them and ordered 
them again not to speak in Jesus’ name. And they disobeyed.



The Spirit versus Secrecy

• Next, Stephen did amazing things among the people. Jews from 
a few parts of the diaspora argued with him but “could not 
withstand his wisdom and the Spirit with which he spoke

• “Then they secretly instigated some men to say, ‘We have heard 
him speak blasphemous words against Moses and God. After 
stirring up the people, elders, and scribes, they suddenly 
confronted him, seized him, and took him in before the council. 
There, false witnesses spoke against him.

• Stephen preaches his last sermon and gets stoned to death.



Acts Part II

• Here a shift takes place in Acts:
• The believers scatter, taking the good news with them.

• Philip goes to preach in Samaria, winning them to Jesus.

• Philip next teaches and baptizes the Ethiopian eunuch (when the Spirit 
of the Lord snatched Philip away, was it an act of secrecy?).

• S/Paul gets converted (he will later become the apostle to the Gentiles)

• Because Paul preaches openly, Jewish leaders plot to kill him so his 
friends secretly send him away.

• Once Paul becomes accepted by the Christians in Jerusalem, he 
preaches boldly in Jerusalem. 

• The Hellenists attempted to kill him, so the church sent him away.



Acts Part II continued

• The shift continues:
• Peter has a vision of unclean animals and visits a Gentile named 

Cornelius who receives the Holy Spirit before circumcision and baptism.
• Peter gets criticized by other apostles and believers so gives a report 

that gets favorably received.
• Believers continue to scatter, carrying the good news to distant places.
• James is killed, Peter is imprisoned but an angel releases him.
• Paul and Barnabas begin going to different places preaching but get 

open opposition.
• In Lystra, Paul and Barnabas become gods to the people until Jews 

come and won them over so that they stoned Paul. The text doesn’t say 
how the Jews won them over—was it public or in secret?



A Problem Arises

• Judaizers come and confuse Paul’s converts by telling them they 
needed to be circumcised in order to be saved, something Paul did 
not require them to do.

• A delegation was sent to Jerusalem to discuss the matter.

• After considerable debate, Peter’s message settles the issue. And the 
crux of Peter’s message that wins the day is the fact that the Holy 
Spirit was poured out upon the believers without circumcision or 
even baptism.

• The Jerusalem Council decides on four prohibitions to lay on the 
Gentiles: abstinence from what is sacrificed to idols, from blood, from 
what is strangled, and from fornication. Nothing about circumcision.

• They send Judas and Silas with Paul and Barnabas as representatives 
from the Council. Everything done seems to be done in transparency. 



Does Paul Obey Those Prohibitions?

• “I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is 
unclean in itself; but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it is 
unclean….The kingdom of God is not food and drink but 
righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14) 
He then advises them not to eat what will make another believer 
stumble.

• He iterates the same thing, more specifically about food offered 
to idols in 1 Corinthians. 

• Is this a lack of transparency on Paul’s part?



Paul’s Mission Trips

• Paul and Barnabas sharply disagree over taking along John Mark 
and go their separate ways.

• Paul has Timothy circumcised because of the fact that his father 
was a Greek and they would be speaking to Jews. 

• Paul and Silas get flogged and put in prison for stopping a 
woman from fortune-telling. They sing until there’s an 
earthquake. As a result the jailer and household is converted.

• The next morning, the magistrates orders that the jailer let Paul 
and Silas go. The jailer tells them, “Come out now and go in 
peace” (16:36c, NRSV).



Paul’s Concern for Transparency

• But Paul objects: “They have beaten us in public, uncondemned, 
men who are Roman citizens, and have thrown us into prison; 
and now are they going to discharge us in secret? Certainly not! 
Let them come and take us out themselves” (16:37, NRSV).

• “The police reported these words to the magistrates, and they 
were afraid when they heard that they were Roman citizens; so 
they came and apologized to them. And they took them out and 
asked them to leave the city” (16:38-39, NRSV).



More Secret Plottings

• In Thessalonica, Jewish leaders got jealous of Paul’s success, 
“and with the help of some ruffians in the marketplaces they 
formed a mob and set the city in an uproar” (17:5, NRSV)

• In Beroea, a similar thing happened when Jews from 
Thessalonica stirred up and incited the crowds against Paul, 
Silas, and Timothy, so that Paul is sent to Athens.

• The Athenians seemed open and transparent and so was Paul.

• In Corinth, Paul received open opposition, including an attack in 
which they brought him before the tribunal under Gallio. But 
Gallio refused to deal with the matter since it dealt with Judaism. 



Paul Goes to Jerusalem 

• For a few years, the good news prospered under Paul’s ministry 
with little opposition. What opposition occurred was open. One 
exception might be the inciting of a crowd by Demetrius the 
silversmith over his loss of trade due to Paul’s preaching.

• In his final speech to the Ephesian elders, he recalls all he has 
done for the gospel and has suffered for it. His entire speech 
has a spirit of transparency and openness.

• Paul meets with several groups of believers, some of whom tell 
him not to go to Jerusalem or warn him that he will be bound in 
Jerusalem.



Paul and the Believers in Jerusalem

• He meets with James and other brothers in Jerusalem. They persuade 
him to compromise and go through a ritual act with four men, 
something that will put his life in jeopardy.

• On the last day of the ritual, Jews from Asia, who obviously have 
been tracking Paul, stir up the crowds and seizing Paul. They create 
such a commotion in the process of trying to kill him, that the 
Romans get involved and arrest Paul.

• Paul manages to get permission to address the Jews and tells the 
story of his conversion. This stirs them up more, leading the tribune 
to decide to have him examined under torture until Paul asked, “Is it 
legal for you to flog a Roman citizen?” He was then brought before 
the Jews.



The Plot to Kill Paul

• Because Paul left the Jewish court in confusion, “the Jews joined 
in a conspiracy and bound themselves by an oath neither to eat 
nor drink until they had killed Paul. There were more than forty 
who joined in this conspiracy” (23:12-13, NRSV). They intend to 
do this on Paul’s way back to the council.

• Paul’s nephew learned of this and secretly told Paul, who got 
him to tell the tribune. All of this was done in secret.

• The tribune sends Paul to Felix, the governor. 

• Paul stayed in Caesarea for two years; Festus succeeded Felix.



Second Plot to Kill Paul

• “Three days after Festus had arrived in the province, he went up 
from Caesarea to Jerusalem, where the chief priests and the 
leaders of the Jews gave him a report against Paul. They 
appealed to him and requested, as a favor to them against Paul, 
to have him transferred to Jerusalem. They were, in fact, 
planning an ambush to kill him along the way” (25:1-3, NRSV).

• Festus decided to go back to Caesarea and invited the Jewish 
leaders to come with him. They bring many serious charges 
against Paul that they cannot prove. When Festus asks Paul if he 
wants Festus to try him in Jerusalem, Paul appeals to the 
emperor. 



Paul Goes to Rome

• Before sending Paul to Rome, Festus seeks the counsel of King 
Agrippa, who, after hearing Paul’s conversion story, viewed him 
as crazy, but told Festus that if he hadn’t appealed to the 
emperor, he could have been set free.

• When a storm arose, Paul ended up in command. After escaping 
from shipwreck and a viper, Paul came to Rome.

• He was apparently under house arrest for two years.



Questions about Secrecy and Transparency

• 1. Who all acted transparently in the book of Acts?

• 2. Who all acted secretly in the book of Acts?

• 3. When is it appropriate for a Christian to act secretly?

• 4. When is it not appropriate for a Christian to act secretly?

• 5. When is it appropriate for a Christian community to act secretly?

• 6. When is it not appropriate for a Christian community to act 
secretly?

• 7. What are believers to do when a church entity begins increasingly 
to operate in secret, losing its transparency?



Conclusion

“Everything that Christians do should be 
as transparent as the sunlight. Truth is of God; 
deception, in every one of its myriad forms, is of 
Satan; and whoever in any way departs from the 
straight line of truth is betraying himself into the 
power of the wicked one.” Thoughts from the 
Mount of Blessing, 68. 


