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THE IMPROVEMENT OF LOCAL CONDITIONS

A. J. E. Welch 

Philippians 3: 12–17; 2 Corinthians 13: 11–14 

We know that the Pauline ministry has reference often to what we speak of as local conditions, and we well know that it was a prime concern with this beloved writer, that what we speak of as local conditions might be greatly improved. I need scarcely say that I have no specific locality in mind in speaking of this, but rather to reflect the Lord’s concern that in each of our localities, interest, growth, improvement in every sense, in conditions that He finds there may take place. I speak of this matter, not negatively, and certainly with no inference or reflection on the brethren, but to strengthen them and stimulate us all, that what the Lord finds among us, as He is pleased to come in and take His place among us, may be richer and richer still, as the time of His coming approaches. 

Now I begin by speaking of Paul himself, because each of us in this matter has to begin by thinking of himself or herself. God has set me in a certain place; He has set you in a certain place. How am I there? How are you there? What are my objectives? What are your objectives? I believe a real need exists, which I find first in myself, and let each find in himself, to identify the divine objectives. We are not just together as to a certain company of persons, but we are in movement, we are walking, and we are walking together, detail by detail in the same steps. There is no thought of you going one way and me going another, but in the same steps. I would especially appeal to the dear younger ones here to get their objectives clear and settled, and stand to them; because Paul, in this section, refers very significantly to his manifestly deep exercise in this connection, in appealing to the brethren in this love letter as it has often been called. Written to saints in a place where conditions were good; he just has one point to touch as to two sisters that they should be of one mind in the Lord. You might say in the midst of so much of a positive character that he sets forth, what a detail that is, but you know it is a most significant detail, because if two of us get out of step with one another, whoever we be, the enemy has won a point, a fresh and potent attack. Let us heed these things, that Satan may not get in at a time so full of significance spiritually for the people of God. If there be any element of estrangement anywhere, let us see to it, let us get at it; not by staying apart and saying nothing about it, but by getting together and going to the Lord, making room for the Spirit, that every element of estrangement of any kind might be abolished never to appear again. 

You may say that is asking a great deal, it is indeed, but it is that which the Lord and the Spirit in the assembly are abundantly equal to; to maintain what relates to the practical united walk of the saints in these closing moments, against which the enemy is so distinctly set. 

So he says, “I pursue”, it is a fine expression being used by Paul, who never uses exaggerative expressions. “I pursue”, it is the energy of the man that is referred to. Is there anything outside of Christ, and what is of Christ, that I am pursuing with greater energy than what is of Him? Where are my energies directed? Let each of us ask himself or herself that. 

We have a need to attend to matters in righteousness as to our course here, providing things honest before men, under the hand of God, but I am speaking of what I could think of as the prime thing in the application of energy and definiteness in our course. 

So he says, “seeing that also I have been taken possession of by Christ Jesus”—“taken possession of by Christ Jesus”. Would we all acknowledge the force of that in respect of ourselves? Is there any other claim that is being sanctioned by us outside of such a claim as 

this, “taken possession of by Christ Jesus”? As it is in another place, ye are not your own ye have been bought with a price (see 1 Corinthians 6: 19, 20). Are we shutting Him out in anything? Are we hindering Him of the true power of this possession in which He would hold us? Is there any other will that is governing us but His? Are there any other interests which are being allowed to assert a claim outside of His? These are practical questions, dear brethren, but having a bearing upon what we could speak of as the conditions in the locality, involving persons walking together with a single object, a single, calculated object. I use the word calculated because these matters are not matters to be dismissed in an instant of time. 

We need to think about them, we need to calculate as love would calculate, and to reach, as a result of the calculation, that there is no other claim that we can really answer to, than the claim of the Lord Jesus who has taken possession of us for Himself. I would like that every one of us down to the youngest, because I think the youngest here could understand this point, might leave this occasion with some sense of being taken possession of by Christ Jesus, because that is the beginning of so much that is for His pleasure and His glory. 

Even the dear writer Paul says, “I do not count to have got possession myself; but one thing—forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, I pursue”. There are things behind, and there are things before, and love again is to calculate in respect of both; things behind and things before. Am I going back to things behind which I have left? Is there something which is, so to speak, holding me back, hindering energetic application to a glorious testimony to a heavenly Man? Any single thing holding us back in respect of these immense matters? Things behind, and love would calculate thankfully you know, to see that there are things behind and forsake them, finish with them. But there are things before, and when you stop to calculate about the things before, it affects you and 

reaches your affections more and more. Christ in glory, the assembly’s place, her true place with Him there; a place in the Father’s house prepared, for which He will soon come that He may take us there; a place now in the assembly, a place in the fellowship of God’s Son, which is that which reflects and holds dear what is near to Christ; things before. Things before, those are the things which have a claim upon us which no mere point of man can touch or infringe; “stretching out to the things before”. You see stretching out is an energetic expression again, it involves the exercise of energy and forcefulness; not the forcefulness of flesh that often comes into expression in different respects, but what I would speak of as forcefulness spiritually. Even the Lord speaks of taking the kingdom by force. And it implies in the course of our way down here that we are definite, positive, energetic in pursuit of things which we regard as supremely precious. 

Well, dear brethren, I know very well how easily we slip away from this; how easily we squander our time on things that are not worthy of having time put upon them. How many an opportunity we miss of getting in some respect into the heavenly order of things, and taking on from Christ, and in the Spirit, that which is of abiding and eternal value. Let us calculate, and be definite, not slipping on from day to day casually, it is so easy to do that as I find; Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday; the days come, there is work to be done, meetings to be attended, thank God for every one of them, but you just go on. But single out by what I might call spiritual calculation what your objective really is and rate it alongside Paul’s objective. You say, Yes, Paul was an apostle; he was indeed, but notice particularly that as he begins this epistle he does not speak of himself as an apostle, he rather presents the truth in relation to himself, not by the assertion of apostolic authority, but by the true measure of the man himself in divine things. Well, what is our measure in divine things? Whatever it is God would increase it, 

there is no doubt about that. I do not necessarily speak of gift, but of spiritual stature, capacity to embrace and continue in faithfulness the divine interests in all their preciousness. 

I am not speaking just of gift although gift may be included. God would increase our measure. I believe in the way he sets things forth here, the beloved apostle is clarifying things; searching out things, challenging us, bringing himself forward rightly under the Spirit as a pattern, a model in respect of things, so that we can measure up where we stand in reference to Paul. We get, so to say, a basis just of calculation, to what extent have I taken on the Pauline objectives. You see you can take on the Pauline objectives, even although you may not become of Pauline measure, you can take on the Pauline objectives, as he sets them before us here. He says, “I pursue, looking towards the goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus. As many therefore as are perfect, let us be thus minded”—“let us be thus minded”. If we claim to be of any stature, especially if we imply what he speaks of as perfection, how do we manifest it, as .he says, “let us be thus minded”? How am I minded in these things? How we are minded is not always in expression in the practical things that we do. We undertake things sometimes and our mind is not fully in them. How are we minded, dear brethren? Are we minded in any sense away from the divine objectives which are set before us so feelingly here? “Let us”, he says, “be thus minded; and if ye are any otherwise minded, this also God shall reveal to you”. So we can get to God about this. He will make it clear to us, to clarify just what these objectives of ours are. You may think I am pressing this very hard and I realize that I am, but I believe it to be a basic matter. If the course of things in any local assembly is to be marked by prosperity, the persons are thus minded, are not minded in any other sense, because the prosperity of the local assembly depends upon me in some sense, and in some measure; it depends on others too, but let me not abrogate my responsibility for the prosperity of the local assembly in which, under God’s hand, I have been set. 

So he says further, “But whereto we have attained, let us walk in the same steps”—“let us walk in the same steps”—meaning that we are concerned just to move together; that I move with you and you move with me, but we move together, and that we bring this down, so to speak, each one to himself or herself, moving together. It is not an authoritatively enjoined oneness; authority enters into it in reference to the truth, but we are moving together because we have, as wrought upon by God, and as taken possession of by Christ Jesus, the same objectives, and we are moving together and we may strive together to so walk. “Be imitators all together of me, brethren”. That is the introduction again of the “all together”—“Be imitators all together of me”. As if at every point in this remarkable appeal he is seeking to bind the saints into one, to maintain constantly the concern that we move together in what is so precious, because if we move rightly in it we shall move together, it must be so, the truth involves that, but he says, “fix your eyes on those walking thus as you have us for a model”. 

We have someone on whom to fix our gaze. You think of the beloved apostle Paul, not just in reference to his authority as an apostle, but his measure as a man, and you say, O, to be in the same steps as Paul! O, to have the same objectives as Paul! And you can, the measure may be another matter, the measure of the man shines out remarkably in this whole epistle, the measure of the writer in spiritual things. Who of us would attain to that measure? We are challenged, but as to the objectives, you can have just the same objectives as Paul had, as they are set out here. 

If you think of a local assembly, such as the assembly at Corinth, you can have the same objectives as Paul had. You remember what he says towards the end of the second letter, “for I have espoused you unto one man, to present you a chaste virgin to Christ”, 2 Corinthians 11; 2. Now that is Paul’s objective in respect of a local assembly, one which was not in a sense his local assembly, in the same way in which you or I have a local relationship and responsibility, but his concern was “to present ... a chaste virgin to Christ”. Are we thinking of anything less in respect of any local company of saints anywhere in the world? What are our objectives, dear brethren, for the testimony in general, and the course of what God has effected in these times of reviving? Are we content to see any of it lapse? Are we content to see anything die out? Are we content if conditions in local companies do not improve? I would just remind myself and all of us of that very brief, but peculiarly potent word of the beloved writer of 2 Corinthians, “I have espoused you to one man, to present you”, not to present the saints in general, but “to present you a chaste virgin to Christ”. 

Well, beloved brethren, if we have these objectives we shall apprehend that remarkable word of blessing at the end of the second letter to the saints in Corinth which I read in closing, and I refer but briefly to it. Think of the divisions that had existed in that city, depicted as they are sufficiently in the first letter; not to make much of evil, but just to show the simple facts of the situation presented clearly and concisely. Paul would not allow that to stay there; Paul was not content that such a condition should continue, and he labours, and labours, and labours. How little we know of labour of the true Pauline quality and character. I would say it for myself anyway. The way he laboured over those saints at Corinth, and you see something can be accomplished, under God’s hand, by dependent labour in His interests. Someone said to me, Those epistles are apostolic and rare. They are apostolic, of course, but they set out divine principles, and they show how God came into a critical situation, and God is not changed in His ability to come into a critical situation. He can do that, but He would have us with Him in the sense of committed and devoted labour. 

How remarkably the beloved apostle, under the Spirit’s touch, opens up the truth in these two letters. It is a wonderful thing to try to get a view of the epistles to Corinth as a whole, and see the extent of positive truth that is opened up in them, and yet in the midst of it all the searching touches which dig right to the roots of the situation in Corinth, and bring about a change. The Spirit of God makes it plain to us in the second letter because there had been brought about a change, and he makes it pretty plain to us that the second letter would still bring about yet further change, and that the Lord would effect something of remarkable extent at Corinth. What ground is covered in the teaching of these epistles! Can we cover ground in the truth, and set the truth in its right relation to matters that arise? What a challenge that is, and yet the scripture gives us every encouragement; the Spirit of God in this scripture gives us every encouragement that whatever condition we may encounter, the Spirit of God is equal to it, and He would have us just to take it up in the way that He Himself would intimate, in the labour of love. I am not speaking of administration, I am speaking of labour, and we can labour towards, and among the dear brethren, anywhere where the testimony rightly is, and the fellowship is rightly maintained; we can labour, and labour, and labour. That is what so often tests us. This is what challenged Paul in Corinth and he rose above the challenge in his labour there in the place, and then the remarkable character and power of these two epistles, he applies himself in the sense of labour to the conditions in that city. He had his own secret with the Lord about it; the Lord had said to him at the beginning, 

‘I have much people in this city’, and I suppose Paul often went back to that in his considerations; what the Lord had in that city. Such touches give us every encouragement to go forward in view of the prosperity of local assemblies, in view of conditions being found in local companies of saints delightful to Christ, where He can come. 

So the word is, “For the rest, brethren, rejoice”; these are not matters to be disheartened about. There are matters yet that call for attention, as he indicates in the later chapters, but he says “rejoice”. We are in touch with the great spring and source of all that is necessary to keep things pleasurable to the heart of God—“rejoice; be perfected”; that is to say, do not be content with any lower standard than Christ. “Be encouraged; be of one mind; be at peace”, He is addressing himself now to all the brethren, “be of one mind; be at peace”. That would come home to every true hearted brother and sister as this letter was read in Corinth—“be of one mind; be at peace”. Involving, of course, that these are not unattainable objectives; you do not have such in the divine realm, you do in the human realm, but not in the divine realm—“be of one mind; be at peace”. Let us strive, dear brethren, after these things—“and the God of love and peace shall be with you. Salute one another with a holy kiss”. Shutting out what are merely social links, “a holy kiss”; involving mutual affections which are according to the truth and in the Lord, “a holy kiss. All the saints salute you. The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit, be with you all”. He does not allow one to be omitted—“be with you all”. 

He ends on a note of blessing, and God would end a meeting like this on a note of blessing, that is to say, great things are in view, prosperity is in view; what is pleasing to God is in view. How the enemy would fill our minds with negative things. The Spirit of God in a passage like this gives us every encouragement to go forward energetically and with clear objectives until the Lord come. May this indeed eventuate in this very company for His name’s sake. 

Address at Dundee
8 September 1979 

 


Scripture references

Philippians 3:12-17 (JND) [12] Not that I have already obtained [the prize], or am already perfected; but I pursue, if also I may get possession [of it], seeing that also I have been taken possession of by Christ [Jesus]. [13] Brethren, *I* do not count to have got possession myself; but one thing forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, [14] I pursue, [looking] towards [the] goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus. [15] As many therefore as [are] perfect, let us be thus minded; and if ye are any otherwise minded, this also God shall reveal to you. [16] But whereto we have attained, [let us] walk in the same steps. [17] Be imitators [all] together of me, brethren, and fix your eyes on those walking thus as you have us for a model;

2 Corinthians 13:11-14 (JND) [11] For the rest, brethren, rejoice; be perfected; be encouraged; be of one mind; be at peace; and the God of love and peace shall be with you. [12] Salute one another with a holy kiss. [13] All the saints salute you. [14] The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit, [be] with you all.

1 Corinthians 6:19-20 (JND) [19] Do ye not know that your body is [the] temple of the Holy Spirit which [is] in you, which ye have of God; and ye are not your own? [20] for ye have been bought with a price: glorify now then God in your body.

2 Corinthians 11 (JND) [1] Would that ye would bear with me [in] a little folly; but indeed bear with me. [2] For I am jealous as to you with a jealousy [which is] of God; for I have espoused you unto one man, to present [you] a chaste virgin to Christ. [3] But I fear lest by any means, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craft, [so] your thoughts should be corrupted from simplicity as to the Christ. …

2 Corinthians 2 (JND) [1] But I have judged this with myself, not to come back to you in grief. [2] For if *I* grieve you, who also [is] it that gladdens me, if not he that is grieved through me? [3] And I have written this very [letter] [to you], that coming I may not have grief from those from whom I ought to have joy; trusting in you all that my joy is [that] of you all. …



HOW GOD USES WHAT IS LITTLE

J. Strachan 

Matthew 18: 1–6, 19, 20; 1 Kings 17: 1–16; Proverbs 30: 24–28 

In reading these scriptures it is in mind to speak about how God uses what is little. God is capable of working on a large scale. The creation would be an evidence of that, in its magnitude. In the universe, the sun, the moon, the stars, and so on, you can see the scale on which God is capable of operating. He can also come down to operate in what is little. He particularly likes to do this in His relations with men on the earth. The testimony to that would be in the fact that the Lord Jesus came here into manhood as a Babe in Bethlehem’s manger. God was here amongst men, having come down, to be near to men in the littleness of a Babe. God loves to work out things from that standpoint. 

He showed this in Old Testament times in the manna which speaks in type of the Lord Jesus as food for the people of God. It was “fine, granular, fine as hoar-frost, on the ground”, Exodus 16: 14. God supplied the kind of food that was to sustain them in their experiences in the wilderness, where there was nothing to minister to them but what God provided. It is a wonderful thing to find yourself as a believer, going through the world, entirely dependent upon what God provides. It is a type or illustration of what God had in mind when the Lord Jesus came here, because He came into very lowly circumstances. He lived next door to someone—apparently He worked as a carpenter; He was not a captain of industry, nor head of some great organization. He was just a lowly Man here filling out the will of God, and God would say to believers, I want you to feed upon that kind of food. I want you to feed your mind and heart on what Jesus was in the ordinary circumstances of 

everyday life, filling out His life in the will of God. All believers, as filling out their place in the will of God, find food in the manhood of Jesus, as He lived in those lowly, humble circumstances. 

Then God used the ark to show what was in His mind. The ark was of very small dimensions, yet it was the very centre of the tabernacle system, and represented Christ as the centre of all that is for God’s pleasure. The ark was of small dimensions, two-and-a-half cubits in length, one-and-a-half cubits in breadth, but these half cubits remind us that there was something inscrutable about the Person of Christ, even though He was here in lowly circumstances. You have to gaze in wonder as you think of that—‘God manifest in flesh, O wonder of His universe!’ (Hymn 400). God was showing that He was going to operate in conditions of littleness to achieve what He had in mind. 

In Matthew’s gospel, it is interesting that the Lord Jesus is referred to as a little Child, “the little child and his mother”, Matthew 2: 13. Those magi from the east came a long way to do Him homage. They honoured Him, the little Child, by offering to Him gifts, gold, frankincense and myrrh. They had heavenly guidance. It is wonderful to get heavenly guidance, heavenly light as to the Person of Christ, then to follow it, and find that there is something opening up to your soul as you follow the light that God gives you. These magi followed it, and they went back another way to avoid returning to Herod. The little Child was protected, and then was taken down to Egypt for a time. In this God was protecting the little Child, the Person of Jesus. 

In Matthew 18 the disciples ask, “Who then is greatest in the kingdom of the heavens?” The Lord Jesus shows them that He is operating on a different principle. He is not operating on the principle of greatness as men regard it. Men look for some great leader to set things on that they can follow, but Jesus 

calls this little child and sets it in their midst. What an object lesson! He then says, “Unless ye are converted and become as little children, ye will not at all enter into the kingdom of the heavens”. We need to be converted to become as little children. It is not natural to us to be like this, hence we need to be converted to become the kind of persons that the Lord Jesus can use. The Lord Jesus is proceeding into great matters in this section. Persons who enter into the kingdom of the heavens are going to be suitable for the wondrous distinguished vessel of which He is about to speak, the assembly. As converted and becoming as little children we become usable in the Lord’s hands. It is wonderful to be a subject in the kingdom of the heavens, under the influence and sway of heaven, and to be amenable to what the Lord Jesus would do with us. He needs amenable persons if He is going to make something of us. 

This little child was amenable, it responded to His call. If He calls us, let us respond. He says, “Whoever therefore shall humble himself as this little child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of the heavens “. That is the path of humility. The Lord Jesus is the One who had led in this. 

He humbled Himself. You marvel at the way in which the Lord Jesus came here. He humbled Himself, becoming obedient even unto death—to that extent and that the death of the cross, that kind of death. That is how He humbled Himself, and He is saying that the subjects of His kingdom are to humble themselves as this little child. Then He shows how much He values these little ones by saying that “whosoever shall offend one of these little ones who believe in me, it were profitable for him that a great millstone had been hanged upon his neck and he be sunk in the depths of the sea”. They are the subjects of heaven’s protection. The Lord Jesus has great matters in mind; He speaks later about the assembly, this most distinguished vessel, and He must have suitable material to incorporate in this wonderful vessel, persons who have come under the sway of the kingdom of the heavens, and are submissive to Him. 

I read verses 19 and 20 as they particularly apply to what the Lord is doing in our day, “if two of you shall agree”, that is two persons who have come this way, who have been converted and become as little children, and have found what it is to have a place in this distinguished vessel, the assembly. Even in the day of small things such as the present, two such persons agreeing are capable of moving heaven, affecting the Father who is in the heavens, for what they ask will come to them. Then He says, “For where two or three are gathered together unto my name”—two or three persons of this quality that the Lord is producing, assembly persons, subjects of the kingdom of the heavens, submissive, who have Christ supremely before them, and who gather together with respect for what is due to Him. Think of what it means to heaven to look down and see two or three such persons gathered together to the Name of the Lord Jesus! He says, “there am I in the midst of them”. These things can be experienced on the principle of being converted and becoming as little children. 

In 1 Kings 17 we have the prophet Elijah. He had been fed by the ravens and had been drinking from the torrent, but that had dried up, and the word of God came to him saying, 

“Arise, go to Zarephath, which is by Zidon, and abide there—behold, I have commanded a widow woman there to maintain thee “. He arose and went to Zarephath and the widow woman was there gathering sticks. He called to her and said, “Fetch me, I pray thee, a little water in a vessel, that I may drink”. She went to fetch it, and he said, “Bring me, I pray thee, a morsel of bread in thy hand”. We need to notice these things. The woman had a little water in a vessel—that is an important point. Elijah did not ask for much, just a little, but it meant a great deal in a drought. She said, “I have not a cake, but a handful of meal in a barrel, and a little oil in a cruse”. We need to realize the typical importance of these things. The handful of 

meal in a barrel means that someone has a little bit of Christ, not very much, but there is potential in it. You can do something with it. It is not lying loose, it is in a barrel, it is protected. The little oil is in a cruse. The oil speaks of the Holy Spirit and again it is protected. It points to the abundant resources that we have in Christ and the Holy Spirit, which we need to realize and appreciate. She and her son were going to eat and die. She thinks that things are going to die out, but that is not God’s mind. The prophet says, “Fear not; go, do as thou past said; but make me thereof a little cake first”. God brought His mind in through the prophet. If we think that things are going to die out, the word is, “Fear not ... make me thereof a little cake first”. That is how things are going to be preserved. What the prophet is doing, in type, is asserting the right of the Lord Jesus to have what is first. If we put Him first, then all other things will fall into their places. He must have the first place, and that is the way we find that divine resources open up. 

I like this suggestion of the little cake for it represents the assembly. We accept the smallness of things in our day, but hold in faith that things are not going to die out. All our resources are to be used first of all for Christ. Let us keep that before us in all our local exercises, and all other things will take their place. The widow reminds us of the assembly in her widowed condition in the absence of Christ. She has a son, which reminds us of the great matter of sonship that God has brought us into through the gospel, and wants us to enjoy. Then it speaks of the God of Israel. Think of God as the God of His people, and the great resources that He has to see this woman and her son through, to see Israel through, to see all His people through. He is capable of seeing them all through, but the way we are going to arrive at it from our side is by putting Christ first. Let us hold on to the truth that there is a containing vessel. There are some who would say that there is no longer anything collective, but there is a 

containing vessel for the meal and the oil. Let us cherish that thought, dear brethren. It says that she went and did according to the word of Elijah, and proved that there was enough to see them through day by day, week by week. No matter what condition comes up there are enough resources to see us through every vicissitude of the testimony through the whole of the dispensation. I believe we need to be assured that God is committed to use what is little to see His testimony through, and to appreciate His desire that the thought of sonship should be preserved in life. God’s thought is that the saints should enjoy sonship in a living way. The maintenance of the truth of the assembly depends on that. Then there is the prophetic word which would be known as Elijah went through the year with them. These are two important features to be carried with us in our souls—the importance of the prophetic word bringing in the mind of God, and the enjoyment of sonship. 

In Proverbs 30 we have these four things that are little on the earth, and they are exceeding wise. God would teach us through these little things in nature as Paul says, “Does not even nature itself teach you ...?” 1 Corinthians 11: 14. It says, “The ants, a people not strong, yet they provide their food in the summer”. The word is, “Go to the ant, thou sluggard”, Proverbs 6: 6. If someone is lazy, let him go and see how the ants work. How industrious they are! 

They provide their food in summer. It is good to see the time when things are propitious and provide food then. I would encourage young believers to go in for spiritual food while it is available. The Scriptures are your staple food, especially what you find in them about the Lord Jesus. Let your heart and mind feed upon what you find in the Scriptures, and also upon the ministries the Lord has given, which provide good spiritual food. Young people will find that there is plenty to feed their minds and affections. The time may come when you may not have the same opportunity. So I would encourage you to use this present propitious time to secure food, to get it into your soul; you will find that it will build you 

up, and you will grow by it. Peter speaks about the pure mental milk of the word, what your mind can take in. Do not occupy yourself with things that do not profit and are a hindrance to spiritual progress. 

Then it says; “the rock-badgers are but a feeble folk, yet they make their house in the cliff”, in a place not easily accessible. It is good for believers to have their house such that it is protected from the intrusion of the world. Then the locusts “have no king, yet they go forth all of them by bands”. That suggests the saints here on the earth with no recognized leader, yet they have a bond together in relation to the Lord Jesus, and a bond together in the Holy Spirit, and in the truth. The bands speak of Christian fellowship which is a provision of God. 

Saints have fellowship with one another, they have a common interest in the Lord Jesus and His things, and they have a common bond through the gift of the Holy Spirit, and through walking in the truth. These link saints together so that we can enjoy fellowship with one another, even though we have no recognized, obvious leader. It is good to be in the enjoyment of this. Then, “thou takest hold of the lizard with the hands, yet is she in kings’ palaces”. There is nothing spectacular about the lizard, it is within reach, easily available. It is not like someone at the top of a great organization to whom you can have no access. She is of no outward account in the world, yet she is in kings’ palaces. What a fine thing it is for a believer to have access to such palatial surroundings, where the king is, where the Lord Jesus is supreme. It speaks in Psalm 45 of entering into the king’s palace. So you can accept being a nonentity here, where Christ is rejected, knowing that you have access to the royal apartments, where everything is suited to His glory. 

We have been speaking, of the Lord Jesus in His lowly circumstances on the earth, but He is in far greater circumstances now. He is in His own, heavenly circumstances, surrounded by all that suits His own glory 

and splendour. He is crowned with glory and honour. Before He left His own He said, “I go to prepare you a place” (John 14: 2)—that is a special place for believers who have been secured at the present time, in these circumstances of littleness. He desires that we should have part with Him in those circumstances of glory. So let us just accept the littleness of things here, to be usable by the Lord in them, and prove that we have access to those palatial circumstances surrounding Himself. Tomorrow morning, when we partake of the Lord’s supper, we are hoping that, in the power of the Holy Spirit, we shall touch something of what it means to be with Him in those circumstances that suit Him, and to enjoy His company there according to His desire. May the Lord bless the word. 

Address at Buckie
23 November 1991 

 


Scripture references

Matthew 18:1-20 (JND) [1] In that hour the disciples came to Jesus saying, Who then is greatest in the kingdom of the heavens? [2] And Jesus having called a little child to [him], set it in their midst, [3] and said, Verily I say to you, Unless ye are converted and become as little children, ye will not at all enter into the kingdom of the heavens. [4] Whoever therefore shall humble himself as this little child, *he* is the greatest in the kingdom of the heavens; [5] and whosoever shall receive one such little child in my name, receives me. [6] But whosoever shall offend one of these little ones who believe in me, it were profitable for him that a great millstone had been hanged upon his neck and he be sunk in the depths of the sea. [7] Woe to the world because of offences! For it must needs be that offences come; yet woe to that man by whom the offence comes! [8] And if thy hand or thy foot offend thee, cut it off and cast [it] from thee; it is good for thee to enter into life lame or maimed, [rather] than having two hands or two feet to be cast into eternal fire. [9] And if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out and cast [it] from thee; it is good for thee to enter into life one-eyed, [rather] than having two eyes to be cast into the hell of fire. [10] See that ye do not despise one of these little ones; for I say unto you that their angels in [the] heavens continually behold the face of my Father who is in [the] heavens. [11] For the Son of man has come to save that which was lost. [12] What think ye? If a certain man should have a hundred sheep, and one of them be gone astray, does he not, leaving the ninety and nine on the mountains, go and seek the one that has gone astray? …

1 Kings 17:1-16 (JND) [1] And Elijah the Tishbite, of the inhabitants of Gilead, said to Ahab, As Jehovah the God of Israel liveth, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, except by my word. [2] And the word of Jehovah came to him saying, [3] Get thee hence, and turn thee eastward, and hide thyself by the torrent Cherith, which is before the Jordan. [4] And it shall be, that thou shalt drink of the torrent; and I have commanded the ravens to feed thee there. [5] And he went and did according to the word of Jehovah; he went and abode by the torrent Cherith, which is before the Jordan. [6] And the ravens brought him bread and flesh in the morning, and bread and flesh in the evening; and he drank of the torrent. [7] And it came to pass after a while that the torrent dried up, for there had been no rain in the land. [8] And the word of Jehovah came to him saying, [9] Arise, go to Zarephath, which is by Zidon, and abide there: behold, I have commanded a widow woman there to maintain thee. [10] And he arose and went to Zarephath; and when he came to the entrance of the city, behold, a widow woman was there gathering sticks. And he called to her and said, Fetch me, I pray thee, a little water in a vessel, that I may drink. [11] And she went to fetch [it], and he called to her and said, Bring me, I pray thee, a morsel of bread in thy hand. [12] And she said, As Jehovah thy God liveth, I have not a cake, but a handful of meal in a barrel, and a little oil in a cruse; and behold, I am gathering two sticks, that I may go in and dress it for me and my son, that we may eat it, and die. …

Proverbs 30:24-28 (JND) [24] There are four [things] little upon the earth, and they are exceeding wise: [25] The ants, a people not strong, yet they provide their food in the summer; [26] the rock-badgers are but a feeble folk, yet they make their house in the cliff; [27] the locusts have no king, yet they go forth all of them by bands; [28] thou takest hold of the lizard with the hands, yet is she in kings' palaces.

Exodus 16:14 (JND) [14] And when the dew that lay [round it] was gone up, behold, on the face of the wilderness there was [something] fine, granular, fine as hoar-frost, on the ground.

Matthew 2:13 (JND) [13] Now, they having departed, behold, an angel of [the] Lord appears in a dream to Joseph, saying, Arise, take to [thee] the little child and his mother, and flee into Egypt, and be there until I shall tell thee; for Herod will seek the little child to destroy it.

Matthew 18 (JND) [1] In that hour the disciples came to Jesus saying, Who then is greatest in the kingdom of the heavens? [2] And Jesus having called a little child to [him], set it in their midst, [3] and said, Verily I say to you, Unless ye are converted and become as little children, ye will not at all enter into the kingdom of the heavens. …

1 Kings 17 (JND) [1] And Elijah the Tishbite, of the inhabitants of Gilead, said to Ahab, As Jehovah the God of Israel liveth, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, except by my word. [2] And the word of Jehovah came to him saying, [3] Get thee hence, and turn thee eastward, and hide thyself by the torrent Cherith, which is before the Jordan. …

Proverbs 30 (JND) [1] The words of Agur the son of Jakeh; the prophecy uttered by the man unto Ithiel, [even] unto Ithiel and Ucal: [2] Truly *I* am more stupid than any one; and I have not a man's intelligence. [3] I have neither learned wisdom, nor have I the knowledge of the Holy. …

1 Corinthians 11:14 (JND) [14] Does not even nature itself teach you, that man, if he have long hair, it is a dishonour to him?

Proverbs 6:6 (JND) [6] Go to the ant, thou sluggard; consider her ways and be wise:

Psalms 45 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. Upon Shoshannim. Of the sons of Korah. An instruction; a song of the Beloved.} My heart is welling forth [with] a good matter: I say what I have composed touching the king. My tongue is the pen of a ready writer. [2] Thou art fairer than the sons of men; grace is poured into thy lips: therefore God hath blessed thee for ever. [3] Gird thy sword upon [thy] thigh, O mighty one, [in] thy majesty and thy splendour; …

John 14:2 (JND) [2] In my Father's house there are many abodes; were it not so, I had told you: for I go to prepare you a place;



THE HOLY SPIRIT AS MILITANT

B. M. Deck 

Joshua 5: 13–15; Acts 20: 28–30; 1 Timothy 4: 1–3 

I would like to say something as to the Person of the Holy Spirit. It may be in these settings somewhat different to, what we may be accustomed to, in that He is presented in a militant setting. It is not that He is always presented that way; He is presented as the Comforter, another Comforter. He is presented in the gospels as coming upon Jesus as a dove, a suggestion bringing out the glory of that Person, bringing out peculiarly the sensitivity of that Person of the Godhead. There was absolutely nothing in the Person of Jesus that occasioned what was militant. In the form that He came at Pentecost, as cloven tongues as of fire, there is a militant side to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. There has never been another outpouring, that was unique, in 

that He was sent of the Father and of the Son, and the assembly is the body formed by the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost; there is no renewing of that, we come in by the Spirit to what already exists in the one body. But the knowledge of the Person of the Holy Spirit is a very important matter, and some of us will recall, a good many years back now, the suggestion of listening to another voice. Where we read in 1 Timothy the Spirit speaks expressly. 

It just occurs to me that we should always be sensitive to hear what the Spirit is saying. The fact is that the word addressed to the overcomer in each of the last four assemblies, is followed by an appeal to him that has an ear to hear what the Spirit is saying to the assemblies. Even in the days of public departure and breakdown, that voice has never ceased. 

What maybe would challenge all of us is having the ear to hear another voice. It is very clear that the Spirit is seeking, may I say, that dominant position, in view of the close and completion of this dispensation. Already the cry has begun, from the Spirit and the bride, Come, for Jesus to come. It is as we discern that other voice, that we are drawn away from all that is human, and man-made, and philosophy and all that sort of thing, to see that God intends to make the end of the dispensation spiritual. Believers are about to enter into spiritual conditions, and they will be eternal; it needs only the change of our bodies to bring us into eternal conditions as we understand it, and we need now to accustom ourselves to spiritual things, spiritual manifestations. Paul had to say to the Corinthians, “But concerning spiritual manifestations, brethren, I do not wish you to be ignorant”, 1 Corinthians 12: 1. I would like to suggest that each of our gatherings in the light and truth of the assembly, should occasion some manifestation of the Spirit; that is there is some impress by the Spirit, quickening the affections of those that love the Lord Jesus. So we look at one another and, think of each one as being indwelt by the same Spirit. What a bond that gives us with Christ and with one another—he that is joined to the Lord is one Spirit (see 1 Corinthians 6: 17); we could say that of each of us. In a sense the germ of union is in that, “he that is joined to the Lord is one Spirit”. So our gathering together is not just so many individuals, it is that, but it is more than that, there is a bond morally that puts us together that makes for experience collectively. I want to suggest that the Spirit is urgent that such conditions should be brought about. 

I read this section in Joshua because it puts us on heavenly ground, and all that that involves. 

The people were over the Jordan; they had faced the great and painful exercise of circumcision, for apparently it had been neglected in the wilderness. That would raise another question. Why would these things be neglected? They should not be neglected. But it is attended to and faced, and the reproach of Egypt is rolled away. You can see more and more how the Spirit of God is working through vessels absolutely apart from the world, with not a taint of the world. The assembly does not belong to the world, there is no feature of the world that fits into the spiritual system which belongs to heaven, it has a heavenly origin and destiny. Let us think more and more in terms of the whole assembly in her heavenly dignity. I believe it will tend to make our gatherings take on that character of holy dignity, and more than that to become the experience of a manifestation of Jesus. That is what the Spirit is here to do, to take of the things of God and show them to us. 

So we have here the man with a sword drawn in his hand. I would not be specific in my interpretation of this, but I think it is a militant idea, which would be confirmed in the reference to the sword of the Spirit. It is the way the truth is maintained militantly. The level needs to be maintained, that is the test. The features of Egypt are rolled away, the food of the land becomes the food of the people, and death is overcome, it is a wonderful section. But the world has to be overcome, 

and wherein lies the power? I believe it is in this militant way that the Spirit comes into the situation. Joshua earlier rises to a type of the Lord when he was magnified in the sight of all the people; that would be a type of the Lord Jesus as Head. Now here Joshua is a type of the responsible element, and every one of us, every brother and sister, as loving the Lord, is responsible to maintain His glory and His honour. 

He says here, “Art thou for us, or for our enemies?” What a situation Joshua was faced with. 

Here are the people, outwardly conformed to what is right, and about to turn to the conquest of the land, and here is a man with a drawn sword. Joshua fell upon his face to the earth. I think we still need a deepening sense of what is involved in the presence of the Spirit of God; to be careful in His presence for He is the Holy Spirit; not to be fearful in the sense of distance, but in the sense of the exceeding holiness of His Person. He will maintain the holiness due to God’s house, and as we know, without holiness no one will see the Lord. The manifestation of heavenly things is to give us some glimpse of the glories of our Lord Jesus Christ. That is why the Spirit is here, to engage us with the glories of that heavenly Man. So he says, “Loose thy sandal from off thy foot—for the place whereon thou standest is holy”. 

As soon as we touch what is of the assembly we are on holy ground, it is not to be given up. 

In the midst of these things there is another voice, we need to think of that. We thought another leader; no, it is another voice, the Spirit’s voice. O, how He is longing for conditions suited to His presence, ungrieved and unquenched, so that He can bring in the fulness of what has been delivered to Him as to the completion of the assembly. 

Now in Acts 20 Paul is addressing the elders at Ephesus, warning them and telling them that 

“the Holy Spirit has set you as overseers”. They were not that by any human appointment. 

Paul appointed elders but we could not do that today. The Spirit discerns moral 

qualifications. Now this is Ephesus, it is the height of Paul’s work, and he warns about decline coming in. He says later that all who are in Asia had turned away from him (see 2 

Timothy 1: 15). Paul shows the need of the Spirit, he says, “the Holy Spirit has set you as overseers, to shepherd the assembly of God”. The climax of his work was at Ephesus, but the Lord Himself had to say later, “I have against thee, that thou hast left thy first love”, Revelation 2: 4. None of us would wish to be in a state like that, that the Lord had to say, I have something against you. The Spirit would maintain us in the power and energy of life until the Lord comes. In some sense, as in Genesis 24 which we often quote, He is saying, 

‘That is My Master’. There Rebecca had said, “Who is the man that is walking in the fields to meet us?” Genesis 24: 65. What holy conversation must have proceeded. That wonderful type of the assembly was near the end of the journey, as we are, and she was not weary or jaded. 

She sprang off the camel. Is that not a tribute in type to the service of the Spirit? And what is He doing now? He is saying, ‘That is My Master’. We have heard the cry in the time of recovery, ‘Behold, the Bridegroom!’ Where did that cry come from? It is something that quickened the affections of the brethren at the very beginning of the recovery and would maintain us throughout. But we are past the midnight hour now, it is near morning, Christ as the Morning Star is arising in our hearts. I just feel the urgency of the closing time of the assembly’s history, and it may be we have not yet come to the full import of another voice. 

The testimony moved westward to Europe, to America, to Australasia. God in His wisdom moved the testimony that way, but, as so sorrowfully we have to acknowledge, wolves have ravaged the assembly. It is wonderful that we can be gathered, a few of us as available in the light and truth of the assembly, and to receive something from the Spirit. Then of course we pray for those who are not available that they should become available. 

I just close with this reference to the Spirit speaking 

expressly. It is remarkable that it comes in this epistle where the principles of the house of God are insisted on. Paul sees the danger of what is coming in, and the Spirit meets it by speaking expressly, “that in latter times some shall apostatise from the faith”. Now that is not saying persons are apostate. It is the character of any decline and giving up of the precious truth, to which in divine grace we have been recovered. Let us beware of any weakening, even in any detail of what affects the assembly, that has that character. It is rampant in the world; the dreadful cloud of apostasy is sweeping Christendom. O, what it must mean to the Spirit that there are some, maybe just a few, who in self-judgment make room for the Holy Spirit and another voice, who are not governed by the mind of man, but by the Spirit of God. 

These simple thoughts came to me as our brother was speaking. There are dangers which we have to watch, things that creep in surreptitiously, and the Spirit is acting militantly, to meet the tendencies to which we are exposed, so that a pure line may be maintained until the Lord comes. Amen. 

Word in meeting for ministry, Los Angeles
29 August 1990 

 


Scripture references

Joshua 5:13-15 (JND) [13] And it came to pass when Joshua was by Jericho, that he lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, there stood a man before him with his sword drawn in his hand. And Joshua went to him, and said to him: Art thou for us, or for our enemies? [14] And he said, No; for [as] captain of the army of Jehovah am I now come. Then Joshua fell upon his face to the earth, and worshipped, and said to him, What saith my lord unto his servant? [15] And the captain of Jehovah's army said to Joshua, Loose thy sandal from off thy foot: for the place whereon thou standest is holy. And Joshua did so.

Acts 20:28-30 (JND) [28] Take heed therefore to yourselves, and to all the flock, wherein the Holy Spirit has set you as overseers, to shepherd the assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own. [29] [For] *I* know [this,] that there will come in amongst you after my departure grievous wolves, not sparing the flock; [30] and from among your own selves shall rise up men speaking perverted things to draw away the disciples after them.

1 Timothy 4:1-3 (JND) [1] But the Spirit speaks expressly, that in latter times some shall apostatise from the faith, giving their mind to deceiving spirits and teachings of demons [2] speaking lies in hypocrisy, cauterised as to their own conscience, [3] forbidding to marry, [bidding] to abstain from meats, which God has created for receiving with thanksgiving for them who are faithful and know the truth.

1 Corinthians 12:1 (JND) [1] But concerning spiritual [manifestations], brethren, I do not wish you to be ignorant.

1 Corinthians 6:17 (JND) [17] But he that [is] joined to the Lord is one Spirit.

Acts 20 (JND) [1] But after the tumult had ceased, Paul having called the disciples to [him] and embraced [them], went away to go to Macedonia. [2] And having passed through those parts, and having exhorted them with much discourse, he came to Greece. [3] And having spent three months [there], a treacherous plot against him having been set on foot by the Jews, as he was going to sail to Syria, [the] resolution was adopted of returning through Macedonia. …

Revelation 2:4 (JND) [4] but I have against thee, that thou hast left thy first love.

Genesis 24 (JND) [1] And Abraham was old, [and] advanced in age; and Jehovah had blessed Abraham in all things. [2] And Abraham said to his servant, the eldest of his house, who ruled over all that he had, Put thy hand, I pray thee, under my thigh, [3] and I will make thee swear by Jehovah, the God of the heavens and the God of the earth, that thou take not a wife for my son of the daughters of the Canaanites, among whom I am dwelling; …

Genesis 24:65 (JND) [65] And she had said to the servant, Who is the man that is walking in the fields to meet us? And the servant said, That is my master! Then she took the veil, and covered herself.



LOVING CHRIST IN INCORRUPTION

W. Lamont 

Ephesians 6: 23, 24 

The apostle Paul gives a clear indication, at the end of this epistle, as to how these wonderful things, that he received in a distinctive way, are to be continued vitally, and that is by loving our Lord Jesus Christ in incorruption. In the address to the church at Ephesus, the Lord says, “thou hast left thy first love”, Revelation 2: 4. I believe that infers that they had left love in incorruption. They had allowed other things to enter into their affections, and to affect their lives, and to affect the local assembly in Ephesus. 

What we have here, I think, links with what we had on Lord’s day as to Mary in John 20, surely an example of a person who loved our Lord Jesus Christ in incorruption. Her affections were so filled with the Lord Jesus that nothing else would do for her, and no one else could satisfy her affections. If Mary of Magdala had been presented with any of the attractions of the world, or any attractions of earth, I am sure she would have said, No, all I want is my Lord. And if Christianity is to continue to the end, it must be on this principle of loving our Lord Jesus Christ in incorruption. How often in our hearts we allow other things to claim our affections, and to deflect us from singleness of purpose in our affection for Him, and that is what leads to departure, it is what leads to the lowering of standards. What has happened in Christendom is that affection for Christ has become corrupted, and whole systems have been built up around men. In chapter 5 of Song of Songs, the spouse for a time lost the vitality of her love, she said, “I have put off my tunic, how should I put it on? I have washed my feet, how should I pollute them?” (Song of Songs 5: 3), and by the time she opened the door her Beloved had gone. However recovery came in, and we can thank God for the recoveries there have been. We are all here as recovered persons, but recovery is not only in the mind, recovery must be in the affections, or we have lost the vitality of Christianity. 

So let us be preserved to the end, whenever that may be, loving our Lord Jesus Christ in incorruption. For His name’s sake. 

Word in meeting for ministry, Gothenburg, Sweden
6 August 1991 
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Scripture references

Ephesians 6:23-24 (JND) [23] Peace to the brethren, and love with faith, from God [the] Father and [the] Lord Jesus Christ. [24] Grace with all them that love our Lord Jesus Christ in incorruption.

Revelation 2:4 (JND) [4] but I have against thee, that thou hast left thy first love.

John 20 (JND) [1] And on the first [day] of the week Mary of Magdala comes in early morn to the tomb, while it was still dark, and sees the stone taken away from the tomb. [2] She runs therefore and comes to Simon Peter, and to the other disciple, to whom Jesus was attached, and says to them, They have taken away the Lord out of the tomb, and we know not where they have laid him. [3] Peter therefore went forth, and the other disciple, and came to the tomb. …

Song of Solomon 5:3 (JND) [3] I have put off my tunic, how should I put it on? I have washed my feet, how should I pollute them?
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