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IN A MIRROR, DARKLY

But where there are gifts of prophecy, they will fade away; where there are tongues, they 
will cease; where there is knowledge, it will fade away. 9 For we know only in part and we 
prophesy only in part, 10 but when the complete comes, the partial disappears. 11 When I 
was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I 
became a man, I did away with childhood things. 12 Now we see as if in a mirror, darkly; 
then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have 
been fully known.

What wonderful gifts Paul describes. Prophecy, speaking in tongues; having knowledge 
about the word of God and the will of God. To prophesy is to proclaim the word of God. 
Sometimes that means predicting the future, but in the Bible, prophecy is more often about 
the present moment and about our relationship with God. Prophecy and repentance are most 
often served up together, a ham’n’eggs pair. 

Speaking in tongues, Paul also tells us, needs to be served up with the gift of understanding 
tongues. Without the second gift the first gift doesn’t help much. If somebody stands up in 
church, as happened in Paul’s time, and suddenly speaks in some other language, whether 
it’s just another language like Assyrian or Ugaritic or Portuguese, or something nobody’s 
ever heard before. if nobody speaks that language in the congregation or can interpret it, then 
how does it help them? It leaves a dangerous temptation for somebody else to stand up and 
claim that they know what was just spoken, and then to deliver a well-rehearsed sermon 
whatever he thinks needs hearing-- and not what God thinks. 

While the New Testament was still being written, and while evangelism was reaching out 
further and further into the world, sudden miracles of speaking in tongues was more 
common, but it’s one of the spiritual gifts most easily abused, and so it was passing away as 
the text of the Gospels and Epistles were being recorded and passed down. 

The third gift Paul talks about here is the gift of knowledge. Knowledge is something we 
acquire over time throughout our lives. When I was going to high school, the acquisition of 
knowledge was clear, methodical, and definite. To me, it felt like climbing up a silo. The 
higher I got, the more was below me, and soon, I thought, I would know all of it. But then we 
get to college, and in my case, another four after that of Seminar, and what I thought was just 
going to be a taller silo turned out to be the bottom of a shape of learning much closer to the 
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shape of a funnel. The higher you climb, and the more you learn, the more you realize you 
don’t know; you didn’t even suspect it was there. And at some point the progress of gaining 
knowledge becomes harder to evaluate; because it takes much longer and can be a much 
more difficult ascent before it feels like we’ve made any progress at all. 

But God will fill in the blanks. When the resurrection comes and we stand with one another 
and with our Savior Jesus in Paradise, all of that progress in knowledge will be filled up full, 
and complete. And the need for the other things-- things like prophecy, and like speaking in 
tongues-- those things will disappear and fade away. No longer necessary. Knowledge was 
only partial, but when completeness is given, the partial disappears. 

That brings us to Paul’s illustration about the knowledge of childhood. Childhood speech, 
childhood thoughts, childhood reasoning-- all of that gives way with maturity to the way we 
speak, think, and reason as adults. And we set aside childhood things, especially those things 
that need to be replaced or brought to maturity. There are some things common to childhood 
that we want to retain: a sense of wonder, a delight in beauty, a tolerance and acceptance of 
what is less than beautiful, but most of all, as Jesus commands: we must have faith like that 
of a child. That kind of a faith is a complete and absolute, unquestioning trust in our God. 

And Paul adds a second illustration. It’s the description of a first-century bronze mirror. The 
mirrors then were polished but were never perfect and often dark and hard to see the 
reflection. 

This is a reminder of sin in our lives, and all of the things that sin is, and does. 

Sin is a deviation from the law of God, “sin is lawlessness.” This wandering from God’s 
will makes rational creatures-- both people and angels-- liable to punishment. In mankind, as 
God sees us, sin is partly our objectionable actions, and partly our objectionable dispositions, 
which is why Luther simplified things by showing from Scripture that we sin in thought, in 
word, and in deed. And we should remember that Scripture proves that a sin does not have to 
be voluntary to be a sin. In Psalm 51, inherited, original sin is called a sin, but it is not 
something we do voluntarily. Lot’s sin (Gen. 19:33), or any sins done in ignorance of God’s 
word or unbelief, are still sins. Paul says “I was a blasphemer, a persecutor, and a violent 
man, but I acted in ignorantly and in unbelief” (1 Timothy 1:13) but he still needed God’s 
mercy and forgiveness. 

One of the results of sin is that mankind loses sight of God’s love and promises and grace. 
Here in our text, Paul illustrates sin, and he illustrates the Gospel and the results of the 
forgiveness of our sins and the resurrection, but he does not use the words “sin” and 
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“forgiveness.” But we see these things in the way he uses two words, two very simple words: 
“Now,” and “Then.” 

“Now” is the life we live in the sinful flesh. “Now we see as if in a mirror, darkly; then we 
shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully.” How do we cross 
over from the “now” to the “then”? It is only through the forgiveness of sins in Christ. 
Those who are not forgiven, those who souls are thrown into hell at death and whose bodies 
will follow along, after the Last Judgment, never enjoy the knowledge and the fulfillment 
that we will have in heaven. We see this, for example, in the account of the Rich Man and 
Poor Lazarus, when the Rich Man in hell still doesn’t understand how God works through 
the means of grace, or how someone in hell or in heaven cannot leave their domains, and 
how no one an ever cross over from one to the other. Those condemned to hell remain in the 
dark, remain in their sins, remain in their ignorance. They see nothing at all apart from the 
dim reflection of a bad mirror. 

But by God’s grace, “Then!” Oh, Then! Because Christ has removed our sin, he has removed 
all of the barriers that sin brought, all of the briars and prickers and barbed wire of temptation 
that always seem to bring along extra troubles in this live, but Then, it will all be removed, 
and God will fill up, as Paul says, “Then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully 
know.” The Divine knowledge that God has of you-- you will know God’s will, and his 
intent, and his love. “ We shall fully and perfectly understand the reasons for the divine 
counsels and works of God. Creation, redemption, sanctification, resurrection, and 
glorification. How God created mankind with his immense wisdom, preserved mankind with 
his infinite goodness, redeemed us with his infinite mercy, defends his church against its 
enemies, and will raise the godly from death to life with his eternal omnipotence.”1

Finally, we have to add one more thing: We shall see God face-to-face. Or as the Apostle 
John says in his first letter, “We will see God as he is” (1 Jn 3.2). In heaven, much more will 
be restored to us than was lost through Adam, because the freedom of Adam was to be able 
“Not to sin.” But our freedom in heaven will to be unable to sin. In the life to come, every 
error will depart from our human reason, every grief and vanish from our hearts, every fear 
will drop away from our memories, and all of that will be replaced by everything for which 
we hope: Pure serenity, full sweetness, eternal security. We will have Christ, union with 
God, reunion with one another, and eternal life. 

And the peace of God, that transcends our understanding, guards our hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus. Amen.

1 Johann Gerhard, On Eternal Life (XXXIV), 1622, §73. See also Gerard XIV §146, “Freedom of sin.”


