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THE IMPORTANCE OF THE SCRIPTURES IN A TIME OF RECOVERY

D. Robertson 

Ezra 7: 10; Nehemiah 8: 1–3, 13–17 

These two books speak of a time when God was active in the recovery of His people. They are interesting books, and one would recommend, especially to the younger brethren, that they are worth reading. They have a definite moral bearing on our own day. One sets out the principle of God’s sovereignty in days of recovery, that is the book of Ezra, and the other sets out the necessity of men being faithful to it, that is the book of Nehemiah. What also has interested me is that one of the features of this recovery is the revival of interest in the Scriptures. I would like to exhort the brethren to read the Scriptures, and to seek help from God to gain from them. Another has suggested that the right way to read the Scriptures is to put ourselves in the presence of the Scriptures and let them speak to us. So often we go to the Scriptures with our own thoughts but if I can say simply, when you go to the Scriptures it is almost like going into the presence of a person. The Scriptures contain the revealed mind of God and should be read in the presence of God, in dependence upon the Holy Spirit, that they might have a present voice to us. 

So this man, Ezra, is called the priest, a man who was considering for God and for His pleasure. It says of him here, “Ezra had directed his heart to seek the law of Jehovah”. That is a good exercise for each one of us, that we might direct our hearts to seek the law of Jehovah; we will find that in the written word. I think the law of Jehovah involves two things. Firstly it involves the will of God; that is the line of commandment, that is all in the Holy Scriptures for us. I am not speaking about the commandment merely in its Old Testament sense but the thought of commandment is carried forward into the present time. That involves that as we read the Scriptures we are enlightened as to the revealed will of God for us. So we are not haphazard in our lives, our lives are under direction, we know something of the commandment of God, and as Mr. Raven taught us, what is light to us becomes law to us. 

The second thing involved in the law of Jehovah is the mind of God and that, I think, involves His word to us. So these two vital principles are set out in the Scriptures, the commandments of God and the word of God. It is a fine thing, in such a day as the present, that we can turn to the Scriptures and find the living word of God in them. You might say, Well, I sometimes read Scripture and it does not appear to be very living; but the idea is that the word of God becomes living in your soul, and that requires faith, it says in Hebrews 4, that the word of the report did not profit them because it was not mixed with faith (Hebrews 4: 2). So we need to seek help that we read the Scriptures as having faith; faith in the One who inspired them, that is God. Ezra was a man who directed his heart to seek the law of Jehovah. May the same definiteness mark us, that we might direct our heart to seek the law of Jehovah. 

Not only that, but it adds, “and to do it”. There is a word in that, especially for those who minister. We should not seek to minister to the saints without the exercise of being consistent with the word of God. I think God has a very great dislike of persons who would seek to minister, and who are not consistent with what they minister. Here is a man who not only “directed his heart to seek the law of Jehovah” but “to do it” and then “to teach in Israel”. I believe that is important for us, that the doing comes before the teaching, else there is no power in ministry. We must be concerned about the ministry that it is not blamed, that there is no cause of offence, but that in some measure, at least, there is consistency with the will and mind of God. One is sobered when speaking of these things, and tested, and measured. I believe we are in days, as our young brother prayed at the end of the reading, when reality is being demanded from us. 

I want to go on to Nehemiah because it would seem to me that what had begun in Ezra in his desires to direct his heart in this definite way had borne fruit among the saints, and their minds were alerted to the importance of the Scriptures. It says, “And when the seventh month came, and the children of Israel were in their cities, all the people gathered together as one man to the open place that was before the water-gate; and they spoke to Ezra the scribe to bring the book of the law of Moses”. There was a state brought about in Israel where they were alerted to the importance of the Scriptures. Beloved brethren, the Scriptures are important. I feel the necessity of a simple word to exhort all to read the Scriptures, to value them, and to become convicted of their importance. 

So they are gathered here, as it says, “as one man to the open place that was before the water-gate”. Now I think that is a beautiful reference typically to the service of the Holy Spirit; He would help us as we set ourselves to read the Scriptures whether individually or collectively; as we take the matter up in a subject and humble way the Holy Spirit will be free. This open place that was before the water-gate suggests to me that there is a condition of liberty where the Spirit is unhampered in His service of bringing in the vital teaching of the Scriptures so that everything might be on a sound basis. There are so many alternatives available today but the Scriptures are the measure of all teaching. Is it according to the word of God? You remember the word, “To the law and the testimony!” Isaiah 8: 20. That is everything is measured as it stands related to the word of God in the Scriptures. 

I believe where there is a subject state there is peculiar liberty for the Holy Spirit to open up the treasures of the Scriptures. It says of Ezra, “And he read in it before the open place that was before the water-gate from the morning until midday”. If in our collective gatherings we are to experience the opening up of the Scriptures we need the operation of the temple of God, and that can only be realised as room is made for the Holy Spirit. Capacity to understand the teaching and the liberty of the Spirit requires a moral basis. I believe these persons, typically speaking, are giving the Holy Spirit opportunity to open up the truth. 

Now I come to verse 13. There is much that I have passed over which is of great interest, but I wanted to bring out one of the treasures that is discovered in the Scriptures; it says, “And on the second day were gathered together the chief fathers of all the people, the priests, and the Levites, to Ezra the scribe, even to gain wisdom as to the words of the law. And they found written in the law which Jehovah had commanded through Moses, that the children of Israel should dwell in booths in the feast of the seventh month”. What a discovery! Many of us have experienced that, how the Lord has used the Scriptures to open our understanding as to something preciously collective in a day of recovery. They discovered that it was God’s mind that the children of Israel should dwell in booths. That is that there should be the collective enjoyment of the rest that God has secured for them in the land. The feast of booths was the last of the feasts of Jehovah. It was the crown of all, when the people were to be found in rest, in the enjoyment of all that God had provided in the land. No doubt that involved what was secured for God’s own portion, for where the saints are in rest you can be sure that is where God is served. So they find they “should dwell in booths in the feast of the seventh month, and that they should publish and proclaim through all their cities, and at Jerusalem, saying, Go forth to the mount, and fetch olive-branches, and wild olive-branches, and myrtle-branches, and palm-branches, and branches of thick trees, to make booths, as it is written”. 

These items that are mentioned here involve beautiful suggestions. “Go forth to the mount” would suggest that elevation is in mind and energy to go up. These things are not discovered in the ways of the world. I think in many cases, if the brethren will pardon a very plain word, there is the possibility of persons being overwhelmed by worldliness. The world has assumed overwhelming propensities in our day. You will not find material there that will fit in in any way to these booths that Ezra is speaking of here. It says, “Go forth to the mount, and fetch olive-branches”. I think olive-branches would suggest the appreciation and the recognition of the Spirit’s service, one of the great matters that has assumed a place in the recovery in our own day. How blest we have been! You think of the progress of the recovery right up until the present moment, and all the treasure that has been brought to light; among these treasures the saints have been recovered to the appreciation—and the recognition of the Spirit’s Person and service. I think that is involved in the olive-branches. Then there are the wild olive-branches; that speaks of what we were in our histories but met through mercy. I do not know what you were but I know what I was. Who else could have met that but God? Who here does not appreciate the sovereignty of God? He took us up just where we were and blessed us on the ground of His mercy; that is the wild olive-branches. What a precious matter! 

Then there are the myrtle-branches, l think myrtle suggests the idea of restfulness, involving that our souls are at rest with God. Paul speaks of the peace of God. There are things that rightly concern us, but even these things cannot disturb the peace of God in the soul, they only intensify the enjoyment of it. “Come to me, all ye who labour and are burdened, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11: 28), that is the myrtle, and it is to be pervading the gatherings of the saints; it is a tranquillity you do not prove anywhere else. Then it says, “and palm-branches”, that is the celebration of God’s victory. It is a question of what God has done, “thanks to God, who gives us the victory by our Lord Jesus Christ”, 1 Corinthians 15: 57. That is the palm-branches. 

Then it says, “and branches of thick trees”. I think that refers to exclusivism. We may have become rather afraid of that word, but it is one of the principles of the recovery. It does not mean that any regard themselves as better than anyone else. It is what God has set for Himself on the principle of exclusivism, something that God can claim wholly for Himself, and we dare not break that principle down. Unity among the saints depends on separation from evil; to depart from that leads to break up and collapse. I think these thick branches hold up the whole booths. There are beautiful branches woven through them, but the structural thought in the thick branches is that they provide strength, like the principles of the house of God. If you take the thick branches away the whole thing comes down, no matter how beautiful it looks. 

These matters, I believe, are of the deepest interest to God, and we cannot have them and other things as well, that is what Scripture would teach us. If you look at Isaiah, “Instead of the thorn shall come up the cypress, and instead of the nettle shall come up the myrtle”, Isaiah 55: 13. That word “instead” is important. The principle that governs Christendom is, ‘as well as’; that is how men would like to read this Scripture; as well as the thorn shall come up the cypress, and as well as the nettle shall come up the myrtle. We cannot have one thing mixed with another; it is instead of, that is the vital principle of exclusivism. We have the thing instead of the other thing. That means there is a cutting off of everything that cannot contribute to the booths and to the saints dwelling in them. To bring in extraneous matters is only to spoil the whole thing. It leads on to the day when God will finally remove the fruit of the curse from this whole earth; there will be no longer these troublesome things like the thorns and the nettles. 

These are things that speak of the sting of sin, and what it has plunged the race into, and how it has affected even the physical creation. God is working towards the day when the effects of sin will be removed, and He has already established the basis for it in the cross of Christ. 

Christ has borne the curse, and now God is working towards that day. It is antedated when the saints are dwelling together and enjoying the feast of booths, where there is a sense of blessing, tranquillity, and rest, so that, as it says here, “there was very great gladness”. I believe we taste this as we are together, when worldly things have no place amongst us, worldly principles are kept out, and our minds are concentrated on the wonderful treasures of Christianity. I am not preaching exclusivism as men speak of it, I am speaking of a divine principle, the principle of exclusivism. It really is related to God’s holiness, and a holy state in the saints, without which no one can see the Lord. 

May we learn to direct our hearts in the law of Jehovah; to be governed by scriptural principles; and to let the word of God operate in us; so that our constitutions may become morally stronger, and we might become substantially, spiritually increased in the sense of the kind of man that the works of God can produce. What a need there is for persons who can stand in the presence of the breakdown and represent, even in such a day, something of the great thoughts of God. There were other things to be discovered, but one of the things they discovered was that the children of Israel should dwell in booths, and ‘beloved brethren, that has its own application to us. I believe the enemy has made a great attempt to divide and scatter, but God has helped us thus far. 

May He help us further, and may we be with God so that these conditions of love might prevail, love for one another, love for the truth and love for divine Persons. How precious it is to love divine Persons collectively, to share together in the outflow of affection Godward, that really is worship. I do not know if you could define worship, but I believe it involves an intelligent outflow of affection to God. That is only possible where we ourselves are at rest, where we are happy in communion with one another, and where all is governed by the principles so clearly and so wisely given by God in the Holy Scriptures. May we learn to value them, and may we be convicted of their importance, for His name’s sake. 

Address at Denton
27 May 1995

 


Scripture references

Ezra 7:10 (JND) [10] For Ezra had directed his heart to seek the law of Jehovah and to do it, and to teach in Israel the statutes and the ordinances.

Nehemiah 8:1-17 (JND) [1] all the people gathered together as one man to the open place that was before the water-gate; and they spoke to Ezra the scribe to bring the book of the law of Moses, which Jehovah had commanded Israel. [2] And Ezra the priest brought the law before the congregation, both of men and women, and all that could hear with understanding, on the first day of the seventh month. [3] And he read in it before the open place that was before the water-gate from the morning until midday, in presence of the men and the women, and those that could understand. And the ears of all the people were [attentive] to the book of the law. [4] And Ezra the scribe stood upon a high stage of wood, which they had made for the purpose. And beside him stood Mattithiah, and Shema, and Anaiah, and Urijah, and Hilkijah, and Maaseiah on his right hand; and on his left hand, Pedaiah, and Mishael, and Malchijah, and Hashum, and Hashbaddana, Zechariah, Meshullam. [5] And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was above all the people; and when he opened it, all the people stood up. [6] And Ezra blessed Jehovah, the great God; and all the people answered, Amen, Amen! with lifting up of their hands; and they bowed their heads, and worshipped Jehovah with their faces to the ground. [7] And Jeshua, and Bani, and Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodijah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan, Pelaiah, and the Levites, caused the people to understand the law; and the people [stood] in their place. [8] And they read in the law of God distinctly out of the book, and gave the sense, and caused [them] to understand the reading. [9] And Nehemiah, that is, the Tirshatha, and Ezra the priest the scribe, and the Levites that explained to the people, said to all the people, This day is holy to Jehovah your God: mourn not, nor weep. For all the people wept when they heard the words of the law. [10] And he said to them, Go your way, eat the fat, and drink the sweet, and send portions to them for whom nothing is prepared; for the day is holy to our Lord; and be not grieved, for the joy of Jehovah is your strength. [11] And the Levites quieted all the people, saying, Be still! for the day is holy; neither be grieved. [12] And all the people went their way, to eat and to drink, and to send portions, and to make great rejoicing. For they had understood the words that were declared to them. …

Hebrews 4 (JND) [1] Let us therefore fear, lest, a promise being left of entering into his rest, any one of you might seem to have failed [of it]. [2] For indeed we have had glad tidings presented to us, even as they also; but the word of the report did not profit *them*, not being mixed with faith in those who heard. [3] For we enter into the rest who have believed; as he said, As I have sworn in my wrath, If they shall enter into my rest; although the works had been completed from [the] foundation of [the] world. …

Hebrews 4:2 (JND) [2] For indeed we have had glad tidings presented to us, even as they also; but the word of the report did not profit *them*, not being mixed with faith in those who heard.

Isaiah 8:20 (JND) [20] To the law and the testimony! If they speak not according to this word, for them there is no daybreak.

Matthew 11:28 (JND) [28] Come to me, all ye who labour and are burdened, and *I* will give you rest.

1 Corinthians 15:57 (JND) [57] but thanks to God, who gives us the victory by our Lord Jesus Christ.

Isaiah 55:13 (JND) [13] Instead of the thorn shall come up the cypress, and instead of the nettle shall come up the myrtle; and it shall be to Jehovah for a name, for an everlasting sign [that] shall not be cut off.



COMFORT AND ENCOURAGEMENT FROM THE LORD

J. S. Gray 

Isaiah 40: 1, 2, 6–11; Matthew 16: 13–18; John 14: 1–3 

I feel sure that the Lord would give to us a distinct word of comfort and encouragement and establishment. That is my simple desire, to convey that it is in God’s mind for us that we should be comforted. It is a remarkable thing that God should repeat this statement here twice, “Comfort ye, comfort ye my people”. God is saying this to His earthly people directly here, and we might say things had been rather bad. God’s chastisement and discipline were needed to correct much that had come in amongst His beloved people. Yet this is what God has in mind, that His people should be comforted. We will speak about how it may come about, but let us have that settled in our minds, beloved brethren, that God desires that we should have comfort from Him. I want to convey an impression of God’s feelings as to this. His relationship with His people had not been given up. God was still their God, and He is still addressing them as His people. I think that is for our assurance and encouragement in the present time. 

The period in which Isaiah prophesies, as will be seen from the opening of the prophecy, extends to king Hezekiah, and it was the son of Hezekiah, that is Manasseh, who was one of the most evil kings to be over God’s earthly people in those times. So you may say that there is yet further departure that would come in after Isaiah’s prophecy. How can God speak like this with more discipline yet to come? God is anticipating the end of what His desires are for His people. God is assuring His people that He will never give up the relationship. Let us, beloved brethren, in our day, consider seriously the blessing of the relationship in which we stand with God revealed as Father, and take this voice from God to ourselves in our times. 

There have been sorrows. How well we know it! God’s desire is that we should not be diverted by the incoming of sorrow which might appear sometimes to overwhelm. God will stand by the relationship which He has committed Himself to. Comfort ye, comfort ye My people, saith your God. How is it going to be brought about? It seems to me that it is going to be brought about by two things specially. One is by apprehending that the word of God abides for ever. How assuring that is! Whatever God has said will stand. How assuring that would be to people who thought about it in Israel. Some might think a long way back; they might think back to God saying, “Let my son go, that he may serve me”, Exodus 4: 23. They might think back to God saying. “then shall ye be my own possession”, Exodus 19: 5. I would leave this word with the brethren for our establishment and comfort that, as it says in verse 8, “the word of our God abideth for ever”. 

But then first of all there is this question of the ground of comfort, and the starting point must be that we recognise that there is nothing in man, “All flesh is grass”. The Lord teaches that grass is a thing of a day, the Lord says, “which is today, and tomorrow is cast into the oven”, Matthew 6: 30. The poet writes about man as ‘the creature of a day’. How puny man is, and the rest of this chapter includes beautiful statements from God as to His majesty and His personal greatness in contrast to the smallness and insignificance of man. Yet God has His thoughts as to man for blessing, but our starting point in view of comfort from God is to recognise that “All flesh is grass”. There is nothing in flesh, but the word of God abides for eternity, and this is glad tidings to us. That is what Peter says in his epistle when he quotes this scripture, “But this is the word which in the glad tidings is preached to you”, 1 Peter 1: 25. Peter is there speaking of the total necessity of God’s work in a new start. That is what should accompany in our minds the thought that there is absolutely nothing in man, “All flesh is grass”, there must be a new start with God. So there are glad tidings from God to assure us that God’s word remains. 

Then the other thing that I specially wanted to point out was that the comfort will come through the incoming of the Lord Jesus Christ. That is what the glad tidings bring, they announce that the Saviour is coming. What news for God’s people Israel! How wonderful it will be actually when it comes about. He came to them first, of course, as it says, “He came to his own, and his own received him not”, John 1: 11. How sorrowful that was, but the glad tidings are for us. The comfort and the establishment and the encouragement are in seeing that not only does God’s word stand, but it will come to pass through making way for the Lord Jesus Christ and His incoming. It will come about in us by looking for Him, His appearing, and our being with Him for ever; and then that He should be consciously known in each and every one of our gatherings together. So the word here is as to the glad tidings. This is not a matter to be hidden, or kept quiet; this is a matter to speak about, to enjoy in our conversation. Let us be concerned about our conversations that they bring the Lord Jesus in, bring in His name, bring in the prospect of His coming. Let us bring it into our households, bring it into our conversations, glad tidings concerning the One who is coming in. 

See the tenderness of it, “say unto the cities of Judah, Behold your God!” You say, But we have had sorrow. Yes, we have had assembly sorrows and interruption of family relationships such as we would never have wished; but now see what God is saying, see what He is doing. 

He has in view comfort. He has in view assurance. He has in view His own end and it will be for good, for blessing, for peace and joy. “Behold, the Lord Jehovah, will come with might, and his arm shall rule for him”. No doubt this is a reference to the appearing of the Lord Jesus to His earthly people when He comes again, but think of the tenderness of this in its bearing upon us. Think of how the Shepherd would move in our places and in our households tenderly in view of encouragement and establishment. Let us make way for Him. I think it can be done in a simple way by speaking of Him, by bringing His name in, the precious name of Jesus. Let the young people not be ashamed to speak of Jesus in the home. Jesus said this, or. Jesus did this or that. Let us have these glad tidings in our mouths and in our hearts and in all our circumstances because they are the way of blessing and the way of comfort. Jesus can use His arm. He can feed like a shepherd, “He will feed his flock like a shepherd”. Let us be with the flock when we can. Jesus feeds His flock like a shepherd, “he will gather the lambs with his arm”. They do not need to be separate for that, they can be in the flock, but He will gather them specially. He can give a word specially for the lambs. Think of the arm of Jesus, one arm, and He can gather them all up. 

Dear young brother, young sister, you are intended to be part of the company, you are intended to be in the flock with the arm of Jesus around you. May we older ones be able to give this impression from the Lord Himself, that the flock is where the young people are to be freely and joyfully and consciously part of that circle which enjoys the comfort and assurance and love of the precious Saviour. It says, “he will ... carry them in his bosom”. Think of the love of Jesus ready to do that.

We might notice it specially in time of need, but at any time He is ready to hold us to Himself. Oh let us, beloved brethren, be able to convey this impression of love from the Saviour to His beloved precious ones! Then “he will gently lead those that give suck”. Think of His tenderness in taking account of the actual circumstances of need of His beloved people and providing for whatever is needed. Let us see the joy and the blessing of bringing the Lord Jesus into everything that we do and all our gatherings, because it can only be for blessing and peace, and for salvation and liberty. 

Now I just say a little more to expand on these two points of comfort. Further as to what God has said certainly coming to pass; I speak of that in Matthew. There are other instances in the Scriptures of outstanding statements of God which show how totally we can rely upon what He says coming to pass. I would like just to refer for a moment to Psalm 89. God is speaking again to His people, “My covenant will I not profane, nor alter the thing that is gone out of my lips. Once have I sworn by my holiness; I will not lie unto David—His seed shall endure for ever, and his throne as the sun before me; It shall be established for ever as the moon, and the witness in the sky is firm. Selah” (Psalm 89: 34–37). How precious to think of God going as far as to say to His people that He would not alter the thing that had gone out of His lips. 

How assuring to us! God need not say it for Himself I need hardly say, but He says it for us, and these things are for our encouragement and establishment, that God will not change what He has said, but will bring it to pass. 

Then I wanted to speak of this remarkable reference which Jesus makes to the assembly. The Lord says, “But ye, who do ye say that I am?” “Simon Peter answering said, Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God”. What a full statement that is as to the glory of the person of Jesus. I have thought that a way to find a true believer is to hear what is said about the personal glory of Jesus. Peter had known the company of Jesus, and he had found Him to be the One who had words of life eternal. Peter is saying, as it were, Lord I know that Thou art different, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God”. Others had previously said that Jesus was the Son of God, but not “the Son of the living God”. Let us have an impression in our souls as to the complete power of Jesus, to accomplish everything for God. If God has given His word and it stands, here we have the thought of the Accomplisher. He is the One who is totally competent to be the Accomplisher of what God has said, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God”. There had never been another like that before, yet as come into manhood, what grace is there. He is the expression of all God’s thoughts, which were to be established by His going into death and His rising again. He was going to go into death. He had life in Himself, but He was manifested to be Son of the living God through resurrection. Who else had power over death? No one! 

We should not overlook the reality of death and its flowing in amongst us. From one standpoint these things happen according to nature, yet God brings death in and His timing of things is perfect. And we feel for our brethren in their continuing bereavement, but think of knowing and confessing the One who is the Christ, the Son of the living God. Hades’ gates cannot interfere with that. This One is superior to the power of hades’ gates. Let us think of the power that is available to establish and carry us through in spite of external sorrows and breakdown. The Lord says, “thou art Peter, and on this rock I will build my assembly, and hades’ gates shall not prevail against it”. That is to say, in the words of Isaiah, “the word of our God abides for ever”. It is uttered by God, by the Lord Jesus come into manhood, but it is the word of God, “hades’ gates shall not prevail against it”. How? Because of the One who is the Son of the living God. He has power to overthrow death. Death is the great power which is manifested as in the hands of the one who is behind hades’ gates. Satan wields the power of death but his forces have no control or power over the Son of the living God. Let us come to know Him better, let us come to trust Him better, beloved brethren, the One who has overthrown death, who has brought life and incorruptibility to light through the glad tidings. 

So I leave this word of assurance, “on this rock I will build my assembly, and hades’ gates shall not prevail against it”. That is to say, apprehension of the glory of Jesus personally as “the Christ, the Son of the living God”, was what was going to carry things through without breakdown. Peter confesses this and he was going to be one who would be involved in the carrying through in expression of this character of things which would never break down. 

How wonderful it is to think of the sovereign actions of God! The Lord says to Peter, “Blessed art thou, Simon Bar-jona, for flesh and blood has not revealed it to thee, but my Father who is in the heavens”. What sovereignty! Let us bow our hearts at the sovereignty of divine work which has chosen us, and has attracted us to Jesus, and has wrought in our souls so that we might have an appreciation of this One who has power over hades’ gates. We might think of how this came to pass actually. Hades’ gates of course closed in upon the Lord Himself. We have often noticed, and let us feel it more, how the anticipation of the power of death came in upon the Saviour in His closing days. Hades’ gates suggests a combination of power from Satan, which may be unseen and hidden, but operating against Christ and all that is His. It came against the Saviour, but He was superior. He, as the hymn-writer says, ‘Trod all our foes beneath His feet, in being trodden down’. He submitted to what the will of God involved and eventually bowed His head and delivered up His spirit. Oh, but now He has risen. His resurrection and ascension, and the coming of the Holy Spirit, have established the assembly, that which is of Himself. There is a work in the souls of believers which can never be overthrown. How wonderful it is to think of the stability of this structure of which the Son of the living God says, “I will build my assembly, and hades’ gates shall not prevail against it”. 

I just want to refer by way of illustration to two instances in the book of the Acts which show that hades’ gates did not prevail against the assembly. More instances may be found no doubt. I refer to the mission of Saul of Tarsus, and you will notice that it says that he had letters to Damascus from the chief priests. I think that is an illustration of hades’ gates, that is, there was a combination of religious opposition to the name of Jesus sufferingly. Was it going to prevail? There had been a scattering abroad after the persecution on the occasion of Stephen (Acts 8). The apostles were left at Jerusalem at least, but there were disciples in Damascus. There was one particular disciple in Damascus, and we are given his name, but he was not the only disciple in Damascus, there were other disciples there. Saul of Tarsus, when he was converted, remained with them for some days, and they were of great service to him later. But I refer to the organisation of religious opposition to the name of Christ. Is it going to prevail? The grace of Jesus the Saviour in glory comes in, and the light shines upon Saul of Tarsus and brings him down, and he hears a voice, “Saul, Saul, why dost thou persecute me?”, Acts 9: 4. Oh the grace of that voice from heaven to that, one might say, master opposer, an instrument of hades’ gates! No, hades’ gates are not to prevail, the opposer is brought down; but not brought into judgment. No, he is turned right round and made subservient, subdued under the grace which flowed out to him from Jesus in the glory. 

Hades’ gates were not going to prevail against the assembly. According to 2 Corinthians 11, we find that in the same city, the governor shut the city up so that Paul could not escape (2 Corinthians 11: 32). It seems to me from the later verses in chapter 9 of Acts that the Jews were in league with the authorities. It appears to me that they were against Paul specially after his conversion, and putting it along with what Paul says himself about the governor shutting the gates of Damascus so that he should not escape, I would suggest that there was another instance of hades’ gates, that is, combined working of opposition to Christ and His operations in grace and power. But the disciples took him by night and let him down in a basket through a window. How thankful he would be for the disciples! Let us be thankful, beloved brethren, for those with whom we have been set, the disciples of a suffering Lord. 

There is another instance I wanted to refer to, and that is the case of Herod. I refer to the scripture in Acts 12 when it says, “Herod the king laid his hands on some of those of the assembly to do them hurt, and slew James, the brother of John” (Acts 12: 1, 2). What would the brethren think of the beloved apostle being slain at the hands of a wicked man? Are hades’ gates going to prevail? Herod has plans, he sees that it was pleasing to the Jews. There is combination, it seems to me, manifested in these things. He went on to take Peter also, and put him in prison. I think that we have to remember that God may allow things to go to a great length before He intervenes. It says that when Herod had planned to bring Peter out to the people, that same night an angel of the Lord came into the prison. It says, among other things, that the iron gate which leads into the city opened of itself. How majestic it is to think of the secret working of divine power to overthrow the working of hades’ gates. God came in solemnly in judgment upon Herod, as the close of that chapter shows, but what I wanted to point out was that there are instances of hades’ gates in their power showing themselves in combination against the beloved people of God. 

God is not unobservant, may I say reverently, or inactive as to these things, but He has the power to intervene according to His will and according to His time, so that His beloved saints are set free for the service which He has in mind. These things are for our encouragement. I leave this word which the Lord gives, “I also, I say unto thee”. We might encourage ourselves to seek personal communications from Jesus to us. The Lord says to Peter elsewhere, “I have besought for thee”, Luke 22: 32. Have you had any word like that? Have you ever been conscious that the Lord gave a word personally for you? If you have, and I encourage you to seek it more and more, you will never forget it. The Lord says, “I also”, that is to say, the Father had revealed something to Peter, but the Lord says, “I also, I say unto thee that thou art Peter, and on this rock I will build my assembly, and hades’ gates shall not prevail against it”. 

Now as to the coming of the Lord Jesus in John 14, let this also be for our encouragement. One would seek to promote fresh desire that we might all seek more to be sympathetic with the Lord’s thought that He wants us to be with Him. He does not want us to be going on without Him now. He does not want us to be trying to manage without Him. I believe we should bring the simplest things to Jesus and seek His assurance and comfort and guidance as to them, but especially let us have sympathy with His own desires that we might be with Him. He says, “Let not your heart be troubled”. Think of how it would pain the Lord that any of His own should have troubled hearts. Have you a troubled heart. beloved brother or sister? 

The Lord feels it. He is especially speaking about His going away; that would trouble their hearts no doubt; but let us commit things to Him. How assuring these words are, “ye believe on God, believe also on me”, that is to say that we are to have faith in Jesus where He now is. 

He is the object of faith for us now that He has gone away. “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”. Peter had said at the close of the previous chapter, “Lord, where goest thou?”, and the Lord said, “Where I go thou canst not follow me now”. I think that the Lord is continuing to answer Peter and the others here. Peter was going to have to face what the Lord had just spoken about, that he would deny Him thrice. None of us can trust to our own self confidence. Let us trust ourselves to the Lord. His power is sufficient to carry us through every temptation, but “Let not your heart be troubled”. 

Let us look for the glorious prospect of the Lord Jesus coming again to receive us to Himself. How affecting that our Saviour should go through death to secure us in order that we might be with Him. When He says, “I go to prepare you a place”, it means that He is going to the Father and the place is prepared by His going there. Let these things be for our comfort, “if I go and shall prepare you a place, I am coming again and shall receive you to myself”. We have often noticed that He does not send anyone else. He does not summon us to the glory to be with Him. No, the tender Saviour is coming Himself, “I am coming again”. Not a word about the judgment seat; no. He will deal with it all in tenderness and in care, “I am coming again and shall receive you to myself”. We belong to Him and He knows it. May He help us not to forget it, that we belong to Him. It is for our comfort if we know now where the Lord Jesus is among His own, “the footsteps of the flock” (Song of Songs 1: 8), that is the way to go. If the Lord is in a circle of love, that is the place to be. Eventually, and for His satisfaction especially, but for our comfort and blessing, He is going to receive us to Himself that where He is, we may be also. May the Lord and the Spirit help us to be comforted and strengthened, for His name’s sake. 

Address at Barnet
1 February 1997

 


Scripture references

Isaiah 40:1-11 (JND) [1] Comfort ye, comfort ye my people, saith your God. [2] Speak to the heart of Jerusalem, and cry unto her, that her time of suffering is accomplished, that her iniquity is pardoned; for she hath received of Jehovah's hand double for all her sins. [3] The voice of one crying in the wilderness: Prepare ye the way of Jehovah, make straight in the desert a highway for our God! [4] Every valley shall be raised up, and every mountain and hill shall be brought low; and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough places a plain. [5] And the glory of Jehovah shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see [it] together: for the mouth of Jehovah hath spoken. [6] A voice saith, Cry. And he saith, What shall I cry? All flesh is grass, and all the comeliness thereof as the flower of the field. [7] The grass withereth, the flower fadeth, for the breath of Jehovah bloweth upon it: surely the people is grass. [8] The grass withereth, the flower fadeth; but the word of our God abideth for ever. [9] O Zion, that bringest glad tidings, get thee up into a high mountain; O Jerusalem, that bringest glad tidings, lift up thy voice with strength: lift it up, be not afraid; say unto the cities of Judah, Behold your God! [10] Behold, the Lord Jehovah will come with might, and his arm shall rule for him; behold, his reward is with him, and his recompence before him. [11] He will feed his flock like a shepherd: he will gather the lambs with his arm, and carry them in his bosom; he will gently lead those that give suck.

Matthew 16:13-18 (JND) [13] But when Jesus was come into the parts of Caesarea-Philippi, he demanded of his disciples, saying, Who do men say that I the Son of man am? [14] And they said, Some, John the baptist; and others, Elias; and others again, Jeremias or one of the prophets. [15] He says to them, But *ye*, who do ye say that I am? [16] And Simon Peter answering said, *Thou* art the Christ, the Son of the living God. [17] And Jesus answering said to him, Blessed art thou, Simon Bar-jona, for flesh and blood has not revealed [it] to thee, but my Father who is in the heavens. [18] And *I* also, I say unto thee that *thou* art Peter, and on this rock I will build my assembly, and hades' gates shall not prevail against it.

John 14:1-3 (JND) [1] Let not your heart be troubled; ye believe on God, believe also on me. [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; [3] and if I go and shall prepare you a place, I am coming again and shall receive you to myself, that where I am ye also may be.

Exodus 4:23 (JND) [23] And I say to thee, Let my son go, that he may serve me. And if thou refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill thy son, thy firstborn.

Exodus 19:5 (JND) [5] And now, if ye will hearken to my voice indeed and keep my covenant, then shall ye be my own possession out of all the peoples for all the earth is mine

Matthew 6:30 (JND) [30] But if God so clothe the herbage of the field, which is to-day, and to-morrow is cast into [the] oven, will he not much rather you, O [ye] of little faith?

1 Peter 1:25 (JND) [25] but the word of [the] Lord abides for eternity. But this is the word which in the glad tidings [is] preached to you.

John 1:11 (JND) [11] He came to his own, and his own received him not;

Psalms 89 (JND) [1] {An instruction. Of Ethan the Ezrahite.} I will sing of the loving-kindness of Jehovah for ever; with my mouth will I make known thy faithfulness from generation to generation. [2] For I said, Loving-kindness shall be built up for ever; in the very heavens wilt thou establish thy faithfulness. [3] I have made a covenant with mine elect, I have sworn unto David my servant: …

Psalms 89:34-37 (JND) [34] My covenant will I not profane, nor alter the thing that is gone out of my lips. [35] Once have I sworn by my holiness; I will not lie unto David: [36] His seed shall endure for ever, and his throne as the sun before me; [37] It shall be established for ever as the moon, and the witness in the sky is firm. Selah.

Acts 8 (JND) [1] And Saul was consenting to his being killed. And on that day there arose a great persecution against the assembly which was in Jerusalem, and all were scattered into the countries of Judaea and Samaria except the apostles. [2] And pious men buried Stephen and made great lamentation over him. [3] But Saul ravaged the assembly, entering into the houses one after another, and dragging off both men and women delivered them up to prison. …

Acts 9:4 (JND) [4] and falling on the earth he heard a voice saying to him, Saul, Saul, why dost thou persecute me?

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 11:32 (JND) [32] In Damascus the ethnarch of Aretas the king kept the city of the Damascenes shut up, wishing to take me;

Acts 12 (JND) [1] At that time Herod the king laid his hands on some of those of the assembly to do them hurt, [2] and slew James, the brother of John, with the sword. [3] And seeing that it was pleasing to the Jews, he went on to take Peter also: (and they were the days of unleavened bread:) …

Acts 12:1-2 (JND) [1] At that time Herod the king laid his hands on some of those of the assembly to do them hurt, [2] and slew James, the brother of John, with the sword.

Luke 22:32 (JND) [32] but *I* have besought for thee that thy faith fail not; and *thou*, when once thou hast been restored, confirm thy brethren.

John 14 (JND) [1] Let not your heart be troubled; ye believe on God, believe also on me. [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; [3] and if I go and shall prepare you a place, I am coming again and shall receive you to myself, that where I am ye also may be. …

Song of Solomon 1:8 (JND) [8] If thou know not, thou fairest among women, Go thy way forth by the footsteps of the flock, And feed thy kids beside the shepherds' booths.



GOD SEEKING WORSHIPPERS

D. C. Brown 

Luke 15: 4–10; John 4: 23 

Divine Persons are seeking, it is a wonderful thing that the Father and the Son and the Spirit are active now, seeking. Think of the glory that belongs to God what it is that God in His love should be acting now in the gospel to seek persons. God is looking for something; He is looking for you, to bring you into the area where He is known, to bring you into blessing. That is His desire in the gospel. 

You know the story of the lost sheep very well and the good shepherd. Has it affected your heart, this fact that Jesus, the Lord Jesus, is seeking? He came into this scene. Why did He come? He came to seek and to save that which was lost. The Lord Jesus came here to seek. He was looking for persons who were lost. They did not deserve it, and you do not deserve it; there was nothing good in them, nothing in them but sinnership, nothing in them but what was contrary to God; yet He condescended to come down to look for such persons, like you and me. He came down from the glory. Think of the glory that belongs to Him, the Lord Jesus, the Son of God, God in His own Person; yet He has come into manhood for that purpose, to seek, to be the display of the love of God as the Good Shepherd seeking lost sheep. 

Why are you lost? Why are men lost? They are lost because of what they have done, because of what they are, because of sin. How terrible it is, as you look around and see the world that surrounds us; it is marked by death, by loss, by weakness, by depravity, and by all that is contrary to God’s heart. God’s own Son has come to the world to seek the people who were enmeshed in that, people who were held by that, people who were lost, like you and me. Has it touched your heart that Jesus, the Lord of glory, came so low to seek you? He was looking for you, a lost sheep—one who is spoken of in the psalm, “I have gone astray like a lost sheep”, Psalm 119: 176. Isaiah says, “All we like sheep have gone astray, we have turned every one to his own way”, Isaiah 53: 6. We were lost because we have taken our own way. If you take your own way you will be lost, you will be far from God. That is how we were, and maybe you still are, but God has come near in His Son, in Jesus, to save you. Wonderful! He has come to the cross. He has come to suffer death, to suffer the death of the cross that He might reach you. He has come to touch sin because He was made sin. He was made sin. Think of that, the Lord Jesus has come on that way that led Him to the cross, and there on the cross He suffered, and He was made sin, so that all that question of your lost condition could be met; your condition and my condition, met by the precious blood of Jesus; met by the sufferings of Jesus. If you have trusted Him you can say, He did it for me. Can you say that? Are you assured in your heart and soul that you can say, He did it for me? 

He came all that way, seeking this sheep that was lost. It is not merely a good story, it is a picture of me in my lost condition. Jesus has come that way to seek me. He has come that way to seek you. What would He seek from you? What is He looking for? He is looking for what is referred to here, repentance, repentance towards God. What does repentance mean? 

That you turn from what is in your heart that is contrary to God. You are not going to depend on that any more, you are not going to trust in what you are in the flesh, you are not going to trust in any other man; you are not going to trust in anything but Jesus; you are going to turn from yourself, reject yourself, reject your sinful way; you see that Jesus is the only answer. 

The Lord Jesus would appeal to you; it is you He is seeking tonight; it is you He is looking for tonight; it is you that He has gone to such a depth for; and He wants to bring you into the enjoyment of all that is in His heart, all that is in His affection. How wonderful the way that Jesus has gone! How wonderful all that He has in mind for you now! 

I want to speak, briefly too, of the second section in the parable, the woman seeking. This has often been linked to the service of the Holy Spirit. He is seeking now, He is actively seeking persons that can be used in the divine system. The divine system on this earth at the moment is the assembly. How precious it is! We can think of its preciousness to Jesus because He is spoken of as like a merchant seeking beautiful pearls, who has found one pearl of great value. 

Think of the preciousness of the assembly to Jesus; He gave all for it, He sought and He has found it. But He wants you, as a believer, to have an active part in it. He wants you to be one of its active components. There are many, many believers in the world who have only a limited part, only a limited enjoyment of God’s system, but He wants you to be one who has an active part in the divine system. 

These silver coins would represent redeemed persons. The redemptive work of Jesus has been for them, but there is one that is not available for the Holy Spirit to use. Now, I would have to ask you, a believer, if you are a believer, are you one whom the Holy Spirit can use? If He has something to do, could He use you? Are you active in response to the Lord Jesus? Are you active in response to the requirements of the affection of the Lord Jesus? His love, all that He has done, all that expenditure, requires an answer from you, and the Spirit would seek you for that purpose. It is beautiful to see the detail that the scripture goes into. The Spirit would bring in the light of Jesus. The light of Jesus would be brought to your heart now. He lights a lamp and that is particular, that is close. There is light in the heavens and it is always there, but there is a lamp, and that brings in the word of God to you now; He is seeking with the lamp now. And He is sweeping and He is seeking carefully. The Spirit of God would surround you with the light and say, I want you to have part in this system, I want you to be part of what answers to Christ. 

The Father is seeking too; we have that in John’s gospel, “the Father seeks”. What is He seeking? He is seeking worshippers; He is seeking persons, persons of a certain quality, a certain calibre, something that is according to His mind. He is looking for that. Where is He going to find it? He is not going to find it in the world. He will find it in those with whom Christ has worked. There is a woman in this chapter, one of the lost, and Jesus came near to her. How near He came, how low He came to speak to her, to touch her heart, and to bring her into His system. It does not speak of repentance, but the principle of repentance comes into the chapter; she turns away from what she had been in the past to be active in His system. He speaks of the blessed Holy Spirit as a power for her, and refreshment in her life for her, and He says that the Father is looking for worshippers. Can you think of anything greater than to be one for whom God the Father is looking? Are you a worshipper? There are those who love Jesus and give Him a degree of praise, yet they have not been affected so fully in their inward beings that they would worship in spirit and truth. 

I was affected this morning, that what God is seeking is worshippers. He is seeking persons of a certain quality. Our aged brother took part, and what was there was a worshipper. If your abilities were taken away from you—I speak carefully and affectionately what there is that relates to you externally, your ability to speak, your ability to search the Scriptures, and all that might attach to you naturally, would God find a worshipper under that? Beloved, might that be so. Might it be true of each one of us, when all that is of nature is at its weakest, that there is a worshipper there. 

Think of Jacob, after many years of experience with God, he worshipped on the top of his staff. What experience it was! Beloved, God is seeking worshippers. He is not seeking ability in speaking, He is not seeking anything that would be fancy and feathery according to this world; He is seeking this quality of person. Is that going to be you? May it be so for each one of us, for His name’s sake. 

Preaching at Dundee
1 September 1996 

 


Scripture references

Luke 15:4-10 (JND) [4] What man of you having a hundred sheep, and having lost one of them, does not leave the ninety and nine in the wilderness and go after that which is lost, until he find it? [5] and having found it, he lays it upon his own shoulders, rejoicing; [6] and being come to the house, calls together the friends and the neighbours, saying to them, Rejoice with me, for I have found my lost sheep. [7] I say unto you, that thus there shall be joy in heaven for one repenting sinner, [more] than for ninety and nine righteous who have no need of repentance. [8] Or, what woman having ten drachmas, if she lose one drachma, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek carefully till she find it? [9] and having found it she calls together the friends and neighbours, saying, Rejoice with me, for I have found the drachma which I had lost. [10] Thus, I say unto you, there is joy before the angels of God for one repenting sinner.

John 4:23 (JND) [23] But [the] hour is coming and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and truth; for also the Father seeks such as his worshippers.

Psalms 119:176 (JND) [176] I have gone astray like a lost sheep: seek thy servant; for I have not forgotten thy commandments.

Isaiah 53:6 (JND) [6] All we like sheep have gone astray, we have turned every one to his own way; and Jehovah hath laid upon him the iniquity of us all.



EXTRACT

This chapter (Deuteronomy 20) would teach us that the inheritance cannot be held without conflict. There are enemies great in resources and numbers but they are not to be feared, “for Jehovah thy God is with thee”. We can only avoid conflict by giving up what is of God, but all spiritual war is approached with priestly encouragement. God gives His people the assurance that He is with them in the battle. In all times of conflict we should listen to the voice of the priest; he represents that element among the people of God that has clearness of spiritual vision, and that considers for God. Any conflict that has not the support of the priestly element will not be “the battles of Jehovah”, but some battle of our own. 

C. A. Coates (‘Outline of Deuteronomy’, p.266)
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Scripture references

Deuteronomy 20 (JND) [1] When thou goest out to war against thine enemies, and seest horses, and chariots, [and] a people more numerous than thou, thou shalt not fear them; for Jehovah thy God is with thee, who brought thee up out of the land of Egypt. [2] And it shall be, when ye approach unto the battle, that the priest shall draw near and speak unto the people, [3] and shall say unto them, Hear, Israel, ye are approaching this day unto battle against your enemies: let not your hearts faint, fear not, and do not tremble, neither be afraid of them; …
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