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THE PRESENCE OF DIVINE PERSONS


Isaiah 36:13-15;  37:1-4,14-20;  

1 Samuel 30:1-8, 16-21, 23-25;  Ephesians 3:14-21

J.L.      My exercise is to stress the importance of continually seeking the presence of divine Persons.  There is a privilege and a preservative and a guidance to be found there, whether in times when things seem normal or in times of difficulty.  It is necessary to communicate with each other at times, but we always have the privilege of seeking the presence of God.  

Things had become extremely difficult at this point in the life of Hezekiah.  Preservation came through his going into the house of Jehovah.  He went in in a humble spirit, and I think the times we are in call for special humility among us all.  Hezekiah went into the house of God and sought the help of Isaiah so that Isaiah would pray that God might come in in blessing for the remnant.  A second attack from the enemy took place, and Hezekiah again went into the house of Jehovah.  This time he spread the letter before Jehovah.  We might enquire more fully about the importance of spreading things out before God.  It seems he was growing in the enjoyment of relationships with God, and while he was no doubt still glad of Isaiah, he speaks to God himself, not only to ask for help but to give honour and worship to God.  I find strength from increasingly seeking the presence of divine Persons.  May we all grow in the knowledge and appreciation of the Lord Jesus as we go into His presence more often.  God answered Hezekiah’s prayers in remarkable blessing, and I am sure we all look for that very much at the present time.  

When we come to the history of David as recorded in Samuel, great loss had arisen and David himself was not free from blame.  There was deep distress among the people.  Support for David and what we might call the enjoyment of fellowship was almost lost.  The people spoke of stoning him and “the soul of all the people was embittered”, but “David strengthened himself in Jehovah his God”.  The saving of the situation seemed to be through David’s request for the ephod to be brought.  When near to God, he is given great assurance; “Pursue; for thou shalt assuredly overtake them and shalt certainly recover”.  The result was not only recovery but spoil, and finally the introduction of help for all Israel in the ordinance established.  

When we come to Ephesians, Paul was not exactly praying because of a difficulty – we might say the conditions were normal and happy – but it brings out the great value of drawing near into the presence of God, God now known as Father.  Paul desired that the blessedness of that relationship might be more fully enjoyed, and that the saints might expand into the enjoyment of the breadth, length, depth and height, and be fixed and centred in the love of the Christ, the climax of which is indicated towards the end of the chapter.  Might that suffice to guide us in our enquiry to help each other to seek the divine presence at all times?

W.B.      I was thinking of how, at the beginning of Isaiah, God took him up, as we see in chapter 6, verses 1-3.

J.L.      Isaiah became qualified to speak of the glory of the Lord Jesus.  That springs from frequenting the presence of divine Persons.  I think we grow in knowledge and are developed in affection, but have you more in mind?

W.B.      This is what God does with His servant to help His people.

J.L.      I noted that we get help in communicating with one another at times, but my exercise is that at all times there is a particular blessing and preservative and guidance to be enjoyed in speaking to divine Persons.

W.B.      God may allow exercises or circumstances such that we cannot do anything but go into His presence.  Do we not see that in the case of Isaiah here?

J.L.      Yes, I think that is right.  God may often bring about circumstances to make us feel the need of that, but David also said, “I have loved the habitation of thy house” (Ps.26:8), as if that was where he lived in his affections.

D.McL      Was Hezekiah concerned to put God first in his dealings?  Generally, the kings of Judah were mixed, some were good, some bad, but Chronicles tells us that Hezekiah “in the first year of his reign, in the first month, opened the doors of the house of Jehovah, and repaired them”, 2 Chron.29:3.  He was anxious to restore the worship of Jehovah which had really fallen away and been neglected; he wished to restore it as soon as he could.

J.L.      What you say is not only good advice for us, but should be the first principle in our lives.  I come back to these words, that it is a privilege and a preservative and a source of guidance.  Hezekiah took advantage of the privilege, and the kingdom was preserved by his doing so.  In a time of difficulty, he found guidance from God for the needed answer.

R.H.B.      Does it underlie what you have said that God has a view of every matter that affects His people?

J.L.      Yes.  It is said elsewhere in this same book, “My counsel shall stand, and I will do all my pleasure”, Isa.46:10.

R.H.B.      The Lord’s addresses to the churches in Revelation indicate that He had a view of what was extant in each one.  I suppose the challenge for us is whether we want to know that view, or whether we are satisfied with our own opinion.

J.L.      Mr Stoney once indicated that when we look at the beginning of Revelation, all seems in the most deplorable condition1, but when we go to the end of the book, it says, “the Spirit and the bride say, Come”, Rev.22:17.  When we learn the mind of the Lord we are greatly blessed.  I have confidence that the Lord is working at the present time, and we need to learn His mind now.  We are closer to the coming of the Lord than when John wrote Revelation.  Divine purpose has not changed and if we keep near the Lord, we will be helped to learn His mind.

U.P.      I was thinking of Paul writing to Timothy that all had left him, and he says, “But the Lord stood with me”, 2 Tim.4:17.  I am sure that he would have brought all this before the Lord, and he would not only have had his own situation in his mind, but that of the saints.

J.L.      Paul respected the other apostles, but largely his communications came from the Lord, and clearly his strength to continue in a time of difficulty came from that same source.  Do you not think we need that at the present time?

U.P.      Often we have our own interests before us, but in this passage, we see that the whole nation is in Hezekiah’s mind. 

J.L.      Yes, I think that was an important feature of Hezekiah’s request.  He had the whole nation of Israel in mind for blessing.

D.D.      Do you think that in principle we see something in Isaiah 36 of the gates of hades being against Israel?

J.L.      Yes, I do; go on.

D.D.      You said a few minutes ago that you have confidence in the Lord and what He is doing.  The Lord says that the gates of hades shall not prevail against His assembly (Matt.16:18), and in chapter 18 the Lord speaks about telling it to the assembly (v.17).  Can we see there that the gates of hades shall not prevail?

J.L.      I have this impression about that passage in Matthew that the gates of hades are like the entrance into the area of silence.  The enemy would try to silence response to divine Persons.  If we are kept near to the Lord, we will be preserved from silence and helped to have our active part in response.

D.D.      In Matthew 18, verse 19, the Lord says, “Again I say to you, that if two of you shall agree on the earth concerning any matter, whatsoever it may be that they shall ask”.  Does that involve continually being in the presence of divine Persons?

J.L.      It involves seeking the presence of the Lord and having respect for the assembly.  I think that in chapter 37, we see the great value of Hezekiah’s desire to keep near to Jehovah.  I would like to think we might all become enlarged and helped despite the current difficulties.  Hezekiah rises beautifully in his thoughts according to verse 16.  How can things be overthrown when we are thinking of God who is “the Same”, sitting between the cherubim?  Perhaps some of our brethren have some thoughts about that.

A.D.M.      Hezekiah rends his garments and puts on sackcloth; it would be appropriate humility.

J.L.      Yes, I think so.  In a time of difficulty comparable to the difficulties we have now, Mr Darby said the circumstances call for universal humility2.  That is a more important thing than pressing my point of view.  It is better to humbly seek the presence of the Lord.  I think there is importance in spreading things out.  I might feel that the Lord knows all about the exercises – He does – but when I spread them out, I begin to learn His mind about them.  Could I, for example, spread a matter out before the Lord and ask His help to take up a position of compromise?  There is a blessing in spreading things out before the Lord.

R.H.B.      In Philippians the apostle says, “in everything, by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; and the peace of God, which surpasses every understanding, shall guard your hearts and your thoughts by Christ Jesus”, Phil.4:6,7.  He opens that passage saying, “Be careful about nothing”.  I wondered if the tendency of our hearts is to get agitated and that the enemy tries to work to that end.  What you are suggesting would bring a more restful spirit into our hearts, so that we can receive what God would really say to us, which we may not be able to receive if we are in a state of agitation.

J.L.      Have you ever discovered agitation at the throne of grace?  Could you ever find it where God is “the Same”, sitting between the cherubim?

W.B.      In the holy place, the centre is God, not ourselves.  We have time to look at Christ in all His glory and majesty, and what He means for God.  If He settles things for God, He settles them also for us.

J.L.      Very good.  The One who has made peace is at God’s own right hand.  We are happy in our spirits when we draw near to Him there.  He has entered in to open up the way into the holy place.  Let us take full advantage of it.

S.P.      I was wondering whether you could say something as to the progress Hezekiah makes, because first he sends through Isaiah, but then he goes himself into the house of God.

J.L.      Yes, I enjoyed that thought.  Hezekiah first of all asked Isaiah to pray for him, but the second time that he entered into the house of Jehovah, you would almost think he was touching breadth, length, depth and height.  The difficulty was still there, but the presence of God was being enjoyed, and the answer came from that source.  What did you think?

S.P.      That is very helpful.  Hezekiah was to get something himself.  I wondered whether that was something of what our brother was describing, the restfulness that Hezekiah obtained and the help that he received there.

J.L.      It might correspond with the reference we have to David going in and sitting before Jehovah.  I remember, when I was younger, a brother saying that ‘cream never settles in agitated milk’.  Blessing comes from the restfulness enjoyed in the presence of divine Persons.  I think we are to be preserved in steadiness in the pathway.  Our brother made reference to Paul in a time of extreme difficulty, and despite the extremity, you get the impression that Paul was restful.

D.D.      Do we see something of spreading out the matters before the Lord in Acts 4?  You see there that Peter and John were in prison, and having been let go they came to their own company and they with one accord lifted up their voice to God (vv.23,24).  They were not agitated at all, although the nations were agitated according to Psalm 2.

J.L.      Why are the nations agitated?

D.D.      Because they do not like the authority of the Lord’s Christ.

J.L.      Our preservative is to own His authority and learn His mind.  

Perhaps we should go on to Samuel.  David himself had failed, but God remains faithful.  When David turned to God, he found fresh strength; “David strengthened himself in Jehovah his God”.

R.H.B.      Did you have something more in mind about him calling for the ephod?

J.L.      Yes, I did.  He seemed to feel the need of approaching God in a priestly way.  Why do you think he did not ask Abiathar to pray or to help?

R.H.B.      I do not know, but that order of priest has been set aside.  In God’s word to Samuel, he was going to change the priesthood, but I was quite struck that David felt the need of the priestly garment at this point.

J.L.      So even if the official priesthood had failed, the liberty of approach to God is never closed up.  There is One there before God who always lives to intercede for us (Heb.7:25).  What an encouragement to take up the ephod and approach to that place of resource.

W.B.      Is it the consciousness of sonship?

J.L.      Yes, go on – underlying priesthood?

W.B.      To be always ready to go into the presence of God.

J.L.      I think that is what David had in mind in asking for the ephod.  He had lost the support of the people, yet by using the ephod he could seek divine support.  It is good not only to look for an answer in relation to our difficulty, but to enjoy more fully some impressions of Christ in His glory there at God’s right hand.

G.B.      I was wondering if David’s experience with God in his early life would give him strength.  He said, “I come to thee in the name of Jehovah of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom thou hast defied”, 1 Sam.17:45.  I thought that there was substance there with David.

J.L.      He did not go out to face Goliath in a boastful spirit; he went in felt dependence but trusting in all the power of God.

T.B.      You said earlier that David was not blameless in relation to this situation.  I wondered if David recognised that, and took responsibility himself to go before God.

J.L.      I have carried the thought for some time in that respect, that no doubt the enemy is busy, but the Lord is proceeding with a refining work among His saints.  He loves them, and if there has been weakness and failure, He is working to secure something more acceptable to Himself.  The spirit of David that comes out in later verses shows that he had gained from the exercise, and the psalms that he wrote show that difficulties became productive in his life.

G.T.M. I was thinking about Daniel when his friends were going to be thrown into the fiery furnace.  They say in Daniel 3, “If it be so, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and he will deliver us out of thy hand, O king. But if not, be it known unto thee, O king, that we will not serve thy gods” (vv.17,18).  I was thinking that being in God’s presence would remind us that He “is able to do far exceedingly above all which we ask or think”, and that it should affect how we act in these circumstances.

J.L.      Very good.  They became strengthened in faithfulness.  One of the things noted in 1 Samuel 30 is the spoil which David secured.

D.McL.      Regarding the refining which you have referred to, the scripture in Isaiah 37 says that God is the Same, and the note gives references in which His glories are seen.  In Deuteronomy, God says, “See now that I, I am HE … I wound, and I heal”, Deut.32:39.  Is that the refining process producing an end result?  It is God who heals; that is, He allows the damage but produces something from it.

J.L.      The use of that name, “the Same”, is connected largely in Isaiah with God saying, “I am”.

D.McL.      The self-existent One.

J.L.      But the product in the saints is when we are brought to the knowledge of God, and we are able to say, “Thou art the Same”, Neh.9:6.

A.J.L.      So we should come out of God’s presence stronger.  I was thinking about what our brother was saying about healing.

J.L.      Yes, I think that is a good thought.  It was evident that when Moses went into the presence of God, he came out quite differently.  It would be a very strange thing to assume that I could go into the presence of God and come out unchanged.

We should look at Ephesians and consider the thoughts that Paul had for the saints.  I had the thought that the circumstances here were not because of difficulties, but were the outcome of Paul’s affections for the saints.  Let us not only personally seek the presence of the Lord, but let us pray for one another that there might be enrichment in our localities, and that God should be more fully served, for His glory in the assembly.

U.P.      Do we see that the apostle was sustained when he was converted?

J.L.      That was a great education for Paul, to learn that there was Christ in glory, but Christ also known among His saints down here.  He had respect for the saints and came to greatly love them.  Would that be one effect from coming out from the presence of the Lord, that we would value those who are the Lord’s?

R.H.B.      Paul tells us about the prayers of Epaphras, that he prayed earnestly “to the end that ye may stand perfect and complete in all the will of God”, Col.4:12.  I wondered if we might think of our prayers in relation to that.

J.L.      Paul rightly prayed for all the saints.  Epaphras was firstly praying for his local brethren.

R.H.B.      I was just thinking that we may often pray for those who are going astray, but those who are going on well need to be prayed for.  What it is to God to hear such prayers.  You have spoken of the strength that we can derive, particularly in times of difficulty, but I wondered if what you are speaking of now gives us some idea of what such prayers are to God Himself.

J.L.      I am sure that is right, and I often think about that in asking for these things ‘in the name of the Lord Jesus’.  What does that name mean before God?  I think it would help us to hold the saints in dignity in our thoughts, and help us all to be more firmly anchored in the love of the Christ.  These words, “breadth … length … depth … height”, convey an immense expanse.  There certainly is a great expanse, but there is an anchorage point at the centre in the love of Christ.

S.P.      It is a lovely expression Paul uses in chapter 1, “The riches of the glory of his inheritance in the saints” (v.18).

J.L.      Yes, it is part of the glad tidings to tell others that the inheritance is to be enjoyed.  That is a fine thought in chapter 1 about God’s inheritance in the saints.  He will not give them up; the Lord loves His saints.  Keep near to the Lord; seek His presence and ask His mind.  That is safe ground.

G.T.M.      I appreciate what has been said as to God’s inheritance in the saints.  Is that what we should think of about a locality?  Sometimes we think about smallness of numbers, and that is certainly a consideration, but there is what is for God in the saints, and that is what we can be occupied with, no matter what the numbers are.

J.L.      What thoughts Paul had when thinking of the saints.  Look at these last two verses in the chapter, finishing up with this thought about glory to God in the assembly in Christ Jesus.  Where we began reading, he was bowing his knees in prayer, but where he ends at the close of the chapter, it is what we would call a doxology.

D.D.      He ends Romans with salutations to the saints.   They were held in Paul’s affections, as he himself had been, consequent on his conversion.

J.L.      And these salutations are for such a variety of reasons – even to one brother who had known Christ longer than Paul had.  If we look for reasons to esteem and value the saints, we shall be sure to find them.  All the saints are needed to fill out the thought of glory to God in the assembly.  Have you any thought about that?

D.D.      Only that it is “unto …the age of ages”.  What we enjoy now is only what we can enjoy partially, until we are in glory with the Lord and with all the saints.

J.L.      The use of the word “generations” would seem to have a reference to time, but it is only because of the limitation of language to express what really belongs to eternity.  Meantime, we have to use words that can suitably express the eternal thoughts of God for the saints and for His glory, but I think we become enlarged in our thoughts and strengthened by the Spirit the more we frequent the presence of divine Persons.

Bad Endbach, Germany

7 October 2017

 


Scripture references

Isaiah 36:13-15 (JND) [13] And Rab-shakeh stood and cried with a loud voice in the Jewish [language], and said, Hear the words of the great king, the king of Assyria! [14] Thus says the king: Let not Hezekiah deceive you; for he will not be able to deliver you. [15] Neither let Hezekiah make you rely upon Jehovah, saying, Jehovah will certainly deliver us; this city shall not be given into the hand of the king of Assyria.

Isaiah 37:1-20 (JND) [1] And it came to pass when king Hezekiah heard [it], that he rent his garments, and covered himself with sackcloth, and went into the house of Jehovah. [2] And he sent Eliakim, who was over the household, and Shebna the scribe, and the elders of the priests, covered with sackcloth, to the prophet Isaiah the son of Amoz. [3] And they said to him, Thus says Hezekiah: This day is a day of trouble, and of rebuke, and of reviling; for the children are come to the birth, and there is not strength to bring forth. [4] It may be Jehovah thy God will hear the words of Rab-shakeh, whom the king of Assyria his master has sent to reproach the living God, and will rebuke the words which Jehovah thy God hath heard. Therefore lift up a prayer for the remnant that is left. [5] And the servants of king Hezekiah came to Isaiah. [6] And Isaiah said to them, Thus shall ye say to your master, Thus saith Jehovah: Be not afraid of the words that thou hast heard, wherewith the servants of the king of Assyria have blasphemed me. [7] Behold, I will put a spirit into him, and he shall hear tidings, and shall return to his own land; and I will cause him to fall by the sword in his own land. [8] And Rab-shakeh returned, and found the king of Assyria warring against Libnah; for he had heard that he had departed from Lachish. [9] And he heard say of Tirhakah king of Ethiopia, He has come forth to make war with thee. And when he heard [it], he sent messengers to Hezekiah, saying, [10] Thus shall ye speak to Hezekiah king of Judah, saying: Let not thy God, upon whom thou reliest, deceive thee, saying, Jerusalem shall not be delivered into the hand of the king of Assyria. [11] Behold, thou hast heard what the kings of Assyria have done to all countries, destroying them utterly; and shalt thou be delivered? [12] Have the gods of the nations which my fathers have destroyed delivered them, Gozan, and Haran, and Rezeph, and the children of Eden that were in Thelassar? …

1 Samuel 30:1-25 (JND) [1] And it came to pass, when David and his men came to Ziklag on the third day, that the Amalekites had made a raid upon the south, and upon Ziklag, and smitten Ziklag and burned it with fire; [2] and had taken the women captives that were in it; both great and small: they had put none to death, but had carried them off, and went on their way. [3] And David and his men came to the city, and behold, it was burnt with fire; and their wives, and their sons, and their daughters were taken captives. [4] Then David and the people that were with him lifted up their voice and wept, until they had no more power to weep. [5] And David's two wives were taken captives, Ahinoam the Jizreelitess, and Abigail the wife of Nabal the Carmelite. [6] And David was greatly distressed; for the people spoke of stoning him; for the soul of all the people was embittered, every man because of his sons and because of his daughters; but David strengthened himself in Jehovah his God. [7] And David said to Abiathar the priest, Ahimelech's son, Bring near to me, I pray thee, the ephod. And Abiathar brought the ephod near to David. [8] And David inquired of Jehovah, saying, Shall I pursue after this troop? shall I overtake them? And he said to him, Pursue; for thou shalt assuredly overtake [them] and shalt certainly recover. [9] So David went, he and the six hundred men that were with him, and they came to the torrent Besor; and those that were left stayed behind. [10] And David pursued, he and four hundred men; for two hundred stayed behind, who were too exhausted to go over the torrent Besor. [11] And they found an Egyptian in the field, and brought him to David, and gave him bread, and he ate; and they gave him water to drink, [12] and gave him a piece of fig-cake and two raisin-cakes, and he ate, and his spirit came again to him; for he had eaten no bread, nor drunk any water, for three days and three nights. …

Ephesians 3:14-21 (JND) [14] For this reason I bow my knees to the Father [of our Lord Jesus Christ], [15] of whom every family in [the] heavens and on earth is named, [16] in order that he may give you according to the riches of his glory, to be strengthened with power by his Spirit in the inner man; [17] that the Christ may dwell, through faith, in your hearts, being rooted and founded in love, [18] in order that ye may be fully able to apprehend with all the saints what [is] the breadth and length and depth and height; [19] and to know the love of the Christ which surpasses knowledge; that ye may be filled [even] to all the fulness of God. [20] But to him that is able to do far exceedingly above all which we ask or think, according to the power which works in us, [21] to him be glory in the assembly in Christ Jesus unto all generations of the age of ages. Amen).

Psalms 26:8 (JND) [8] Jehovah, I have loved the habitation of thy house, and the place where thy glory dwelleth.

2 Chronicles 29:3 (JND) [3] He, in the first year of his reign, in the first month, opened the doors of the house of Jehovah, and repaired them.

Isaiah 46:10 (JND) [10] declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times the things that are not yet done, saying, My counsel shall stand, and I will do all my pleasure;

Revelation 22:17 (JND) [17] And the Spirit and the bride say, Come. And let him that hears say, Come. And let him that is athirst come; he that will, let him take [the] water of life freely.

2 Timothy 4:17 (JND) [17] But the Lord stood with [me], and gave me power, that through me the proclamation might be fully made, and all [those of] the nations should hear; and I was delivered out of the lion's mouth.

Isaiah 36 (JND) [1] And it came to pass in the fourteenth year of king Hezekiah, that Sennacherib king of Assyria came up against all the fortified cities of Judah, and took them. [2] And the king of Assyria sent Rab-shakeh from Lachish to Jerusalem, to king Hezekiah, with a strong force. And he stood by the aqueduct of the upper pool, on the highway of the fuller's field. [3] Then came forth to him Eliakim the son of Hilkijah, who was over the household, and Shebna the scribe, and Joah the son of Asaph, the chronicler. …

Matthew 16:18 (JND) [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.

Matthew 18:19 (JND) [19] Again I say to you, that if two of you shall agree on the earth concerning any matter, whatsoever it may be that they shall ask, it shall come to them from my Father who is in [the] heavens.

Philippians 4:6-7 (JND) [6] Be careful about nothing; but in everything, by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; [7] and the peace of God, which surpasses every understanding, shall guard your hearts and your thoughts by Christ Jesus.

Acts 4 (JND) [1] And as they were speaking to the people, the priests and captain of the temple and the Sadducees came upon them, [2] being distressed on account of their teaching the people and preaching by Jesus the resurrection from among [the] dead; [3] and they laid hands on them, and put them in ward till the morrow; for it was already evening. …

Psalms 2 (JND) [1] Why are the nations in tumultuous agitation, and [why] do the peoples meditate a vain thing? [2] The kings of the earth set themselves, and the princes plot together, against Jehovah and against his anointed: [3] Let us break their bonds asunder, and cast away their cords from us! …

Psalms 2 (JND) [1] Why are the nations in tumultuous agitation, and [why] do the peoples meditate a vain thing? [2] The kings of the earth set themselves, and the princes plot together, against Jehovah and against his anointed: [3] Let us break their bonds asunder, and cast away their cords from us! …

Hebrews 7:25 (JND) [25] Whence also he is able to save completely those who approach by him to God, always living to intercede for them.

1 Samuel 17:45 (JND) [45] And David said to the Philistine, Thou comest to me with sword, and with spear, and with javelin; but I come to thee in the name of Jehovah of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom thou hast defied.

Daniel 3 (JND) [1] Nebuchadnezzar the king made an image of gold, whose height was sixty cubits, [and] its breadth six cubits; he set it up in the plain of Dura, in the province of Babylon. [2] And Nebuchadnezzar the king sent to gather together the satraps, the prefects, and the governors, the judges, the treasurers, the counsellors, the justices, and all the rulers of the provinces, to come to the dedication of the image that Nebuchadnezzar the king had set up. [3] Then the satraps, the prefects, and the governors, the judges, the treasurers, the counsellors, the justices, and all the rulers of the provinces, were gathered together unto the dedication of the image that Nebuchadnezzar the king had set up; and they stood before the image that Nebuchadnezzar had set up. …

1 Samuel 30 (JND) [1] And it came to pass, when David and his men came to Ziklag on the third day, that the Amalekites had made a raid upon the south, and upon Ziklag, and smitten Ziklag and burned it with fire; [2] and had taken the women captives that were in it; both great and small: they had put none to death, but had carried them off, and went on their way. [3] And David and his men came to the city, and behold, it was burnt with fire; and their wives, and their sons, and their daughters were taken captives. …

Isaiah 37 (JND) [1] And it came to pass when king Hezekiah heard [it], that he rent his garments, and covered himself with sackcloth, and went into the house of Jehovah. [2] And he sent Eliakim, who was over the household, and Shebna the scribe, and the elders of the priests, covered with sackcloth, to the prophet Isaiah the son of Amoz. [3] And they said to him, Thus says Hezekiah: This day is a day of trouble, and of rebuke, and of reviling; for the children are come to the birth, and there is not strength to bring forth. …

Deuteronomy 32:39 (JND) [39] See now that I, I am HE, And there is no god with me; I kill, and I make alive; I wound, and I heal, And there is none that delivereth out of my hand,

Nehemiah 9:6 (JND) [6] Thou art the Same, thou alone, Jehovah, who hast made the heaven of heavens, and all their host, the earth and all that is therein, the seas and all that is therein. And thou quickenest them all; and the host of heaven worshippeth thee.

Colossians 4:12 (JND) [12] Epaphras, who is [one] of you, [the] bondman of Christ Jesus, salutes you, always combating earnestly for you in prayers, to the end that ye may stand perfect and complete in all [the] will of God.
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THE SHEPHERD’S CONCERN FOR HIS SHEEP


John 10:11-15, 27-30

We made a passing reference over the weekend to the couple described in the end of the gospel of Luke, who took the road to Emmaüs, disappointed that expectations they had had were unfulfilled.  Those who know the scripture will remember that the Lord Jesus drew near to them and went with them, and in the course of the journey He showed them in all the Scriptures “the things concerning himself”, Luke 24:27. 

I do not think it would have been possible on that journey to go through the whole of the Old Testament.  What I understand may have happened is that the Lord Jesus gave them, no doubt with well-chosen examples, as it were, a key to the Old Testament – the means of understanding that it related to Himself.  Many things in the Old Testament are direct references to the Lord Jesus, but there are many also which are indirect and incomplete.  The epistle to the Hebrews, for example, shows that the sacrifices and shedding of blood speak of the sacrifice of Christ, but in themselves they could never take away sins.  The Lord Jesus would have showed them that the Old Testament would not necessarily give them a complete picture, but if they understood that it was about Christ, then they would be able to see how far the various pictures helped them in their understanding. 

There are also some people in Scripture whose characteristics are the very opposite of the Lord Jesus.  You might wonder if any use can be made of these characters, but it is possible to learn by contrast.  So, if we look at the prophet Zechariah, God speaks to that young man about a foolish shepherd: God calls him a “worthless shepherd”, Zech.11:17.  There are four things that the foolish shepherd failed to do.  God says, “I will raise up a shepherd in the land, who shall not visit those that are about to perish, neither shall seek that which is strayed away, nor heal that which is wounded, nor feed that which is sound”, Zech.11:16.  These two on the road to Emmaüs might have realised that they had met the good Shepherd.  He did not do any of those things, in fact He did the very opposite.  Just think, that on that resurrection day Jesus spent hours trying to help them.  He might have gone to Pilate and shown that his judgments had been overturned by God.  He could have frustrated and confounded the Jews who thought they had done away with the Son of God.  Instead of that, He spent two or three hours walking out into the country to gather two of His sheep back into the fold.  The foolish shepherd had not sought those who were going astray, but those two on the road to Emmaüs were sought and found, and shown an excess of grace on that day.  When they got back to Jerusalem and went to the disciples, they found that before the Lord came after them, He had gone after Peter.  They were told that He had appeared to Simon and we know that Simon had committed a very grave sin; but the Lord had appeared to Him in resurrection, the good Shepherd.  

I say all that because I want to draw a contrast here with the man who serves for wages.  The Lord says one thing about him which I want to use.  He says he “is not … concerned about the sheep”.  My simple desire on this occasion, dear hearer, is that you might clearly understand that the good Shepherd is most certainly concerned about you.  Just you.  There are maybe one hundred and seventy people in this room; and what I am saying applies to every one of them, but do not think about the others.  He is concerned about you.  If I appear to emphasise the message to young people, I trust those who no longer consider themselves in that category will bear with me and support what I say.  

I think it is true to say that, more or less subconsciously, young people are concerned about themselves.  I do not mean to say in a selfish way – there are selfish young people, of course – but in a sense you have plenty to think about.  You are growing up, and as you do, you become increasingly expected to stand on your own feet and make decisions for yourself.  For example, employers try and find out whether the young people coming forward are thinking for themselves or whether they are still leaving their parents to make life decisions for them.  As you grow up, the urge to establish an identity becomes stronger and stronger and there are various pressures in that process.  One question is, what do I think about myself and what do I want to be?  That is a big enough question, but it is running with another question, which is, what do other people think about me, and what do they expect me to be?  I say these things because that is what adolescence is all about, trying to establish independence and identity, to stand on your own feet when the process seems to be bedevilled with questions and other difficulties.  Do you trust other people with friendship and maybe more intimate relationships, and can you work out where other people are coming from when you are not quite sure where you are coming from?  And then it may be the experience of all the young people here that, overlaid on that process, there are the promptings of the Holy Spirit in relation to your soul and its journey and destiny.  You may not have identified the Holy Spirit as the source of those promptings.  He may as yet be little known to you, and you may find that the first promptings feel unwelcome because they are not helping you with the other questions exactly; they are raising more questions.  Where do I stand with God?  Is what I am doing right?  How can I stop these evil thoughts that I have?  How can I break these habits?  Are these aspirations going anywhere?  Can God bless them?  Another thing I would observe that adds a further layer to all this is that most young people keep all these questions to themselves.  They do not talk to their parents about them, or to their peers, and they do not trust the Lord Jesus enough yet to talk to Him about them.  No wonder they feel stressed!  

Dear young person, struggling with these things, Someone is coming after you, Someone is seeking you.  He seeks you because He has a claim to you; and He wants to introduce Himself as the answer to all your questions.  As He follows your track, He knows where you have been.  He knows the history you have so far built up.  He knows about the things you are pleased to have accomplished, and He knows about the things you wish you had not done.  He knows about the places you go to, He knows about the places you wish you had never been to.  He does not only know about what you have done, He knows what you have thought.  He knows when you have not been honest with other people, and He knows when you have not been honest with yourself.  There is nothing you can hide from Him.  But He keeps on coming.  He is not put off by the things He reads, as it were, in your track.  He is not going to say you are too bad.  He is not going to say that you have gone in a course of self will, and must reap the fruits of it, if that is what you chose to do.  That is what the world says.  The Lord Jesus would never say that.  He comes after you, beloved, because He is concerned about you.  

We may not think so much about these things when everything is going well, but sometimes they hit us when something happens that is not well.  I have been affected by a poem that was written by an American woman.  She was on her way to a Governor’s ball and her companion in the railway carriage was a young widow in tears.  The woman heard the widow’s story from her, and by the time she arrived at the ball and sat down in front of the mirror to get ready, she felt so empty.  It seemed such a shameful thing to plunge on with such an empty entertainment when she had left someone who now had nothing; and she wrote a poem:-

‘Laugh, and the world laughs with you

   Weep, and you weep alone;

For the sad old earth must borrow its mirth

   But has sorrow enough of its own.’3

The Lord knows that, beloved.  He knows there are things you cannot share, He knows that there are things that you would like to share, but you do not feel able or confident to do it.  Beloved, He is right up behind you because He is concerned about you.  He is not only concerned about how you may feel about yourself, He may not be at all concerned about how other people think about you, but He is concerned about how God regards you.  You may have become rather conscious of that, and the more gospel preachings you come to, the more your conscience seems to be awakened, and you think of things that do not look the same under the light from God.  Things that you laughed at with friends, you now wish you had not accepted.  God would press His claim upon you until you recognise that those were not just mistakes or things that were not wise, they were offences, offences against the God whose righteousness must be upheld.  They are offences against the God who must call every offence to account, and a God before whom the penalty for every offence against Him is death. 

The good Shepherd knows that is what you face.  He knows it better than you.  He knows how God feels about the things you have done, He knows you underestimate Him.  Mr Darby said that ‘A single sin is more horrible to God than a thousand sins – nay, than all the sins in the world – are to us’4.  Do you ever feel ashamed that you have forgotten things you did that you should not have done?  God has not.  Beloved, you need Someone who is concerned about you, because your condition is lost.  You have lost control of where you are going, and you have lost control of where you stand before God.  There may be others, maybe ninety nine percent of others in whose company you are, that are safe, but you are astray.  Not necessarily in grossly bad things or in harmful and prejudicial things as you might think, but you are astray nevertheless, and you are vulnerable; you are not safe.  The message in the glad tidings is that there is Someone who knows all that and, although you do not know where you are, He does, and He is concerned about you.  

He says, “I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep”.  What a Person to be concerned about you!  Other people may be anxious about you, they may see that you are stressed and anxious, but who would lay down their life for you?  “The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep”.  That is what I want to convey.  Dear hearer, it is not only that He is concerned about you, but He values you.  I think that is another question that people often wrestle with; what is their sense of self-worth and what do they think they are worth to those with whom they come in contact?  Does my school teacher value me?  Does my employer really value me, or am I some disposable human resource?  Is he concerned just about how hard I work, or is he also concerned about why I cannot work as hard as I would like to?  Is he concerned about the things that get in the way of doing what I would be willing to do?  The good Shepherd is incomparable because He alone would lay down His life for you.  What does that tell you, beloved, about what you are worth to Him?  A lot of people undervalue themselves, a lot of people underestimate themselves.  They would rather just make the numbers up, and even if they are, as we say, the life and soul of the party, it is out of a kind of false hope that people will appreciate them.  If they were to ask themselves, Who really values me? my answer must be that the good Shepherd really values you.  

The proof of it is that Jesus laid down His life for you, and He did it in the most terrible, awful circumstances.  Nothing could turn Him away from paying the price by which you would become His.  Nothing!  We speak about the agony He passed through in Gethsemane and of that commitment which was affirmed on that occasion.  It had been made, as far as I can see, before the ages of time as one divine Person committed Himself to become Man to accomplish the divine will, in divine counsel.  We often say that sin did not catch God by surprise.  Your sinful state is not an unexpected problem for God.  Before you were ever born, God had the answer to it, and it was not simply a theoretical answer.  It was a commitment; “Lo, I come (in the roll of the book it is written of me) to do, O God, thy will”, Heb.10:7.  When that commitment was made, what it would cost Him to become your Saviour was clear.  He committed Himself without expecting that the cost might go down or depreciate, not expecting that the cost could be avoided in any way, but knowing with divine certainty that the cost would be paid in full.  In Gethsemane, Satan made his final attempt to frustrate that commitment, so that the price would not be paid, and he flooded in upon the Lord Jesus the horror of the wrath of God and the awfulness of death and the grave.  No wonder a holy Man shrank from the awfulness of it!  But in obedience to the will of God, and in love for you, He said “but then, not my will, but thine be done”, Luke 22:42.  From then on, Satan was defeated and salvation for all who trust Him was assured.  There in the agony of that dark evening in Gethsemane, the Lord Jesus stated before His God what you mean to Him and what He was ready to do for you.  On the cross the following day He did it, and in hours of horrible darkness on the cross, He bore the unmitigated wrath of God so that your debt might be paid.  “I lay down my life for the sheep”.  

Dear hearer, He is concerned about you.  He is not only concerned about your circumstances and about the problems of life, the questions that Monday may raise and the questions you are hoping will not come up when you go back to school or to work.  He is concerned about your everlasting soul.  It is in jeopardy in the presence of God, and He has done the only thing that could be done, He has made a spotless offering in the presence of a God exercising and pouring out His judgment so that you, His loved one, might go free.  

What else can I say?  What I would just add is this.  If He has done that for you, can you not trust Him for everything else?  Could you?  Is there anything else besides your sins that you cannot take to Him, that you do not want to talk to Him about, that you do not trust Him to answer you fairly and rightly?  Are you afraid to make confessions about your faults to a Saviour who shed His blood for you?  Why would you do that?  He knew all about what you would do.  We have had that in the preaching at home, He “understandest my thoughts afar off”, Ps.139:2.  He knows now what you will think this time next year, if you are spared.  He knew it all when He suffered and died for you.  Everything for which an account had to made to a holy God, He bore, if you will put your faith in Him.  Beloved, you are in a safe place if you let Him pick you up.

I am reminded of the parable in Luke 15 and, in referring to it I would like also to recommend to you that you read about the time when Mr Darby was helped to use that story for the salvation of a shepherd boy in Ireland who was dying from having gone after one of his father’s sheep.  You can look it up on the internet under ‘How the lost sheep was found’; it will take you five minutes to read it.  The boy was told how the Lord Jesus left the heights of glory, He left the warmth and comfort of the Father’s house.  He exposed Himself to the contradiction of sinners, He exposed Himself to a life of reproach and abuse.  He was a houseless, homeless stranger because it was the only way to reach you, and it was the only path that brought Him to the place where He could save you.  Mr Darby asked the shepherd boy, 'And how did you get it home?’  And the boy answered, ‘I did not like to trust it, and besides, it was dead beat and tired, so I laid it on my shoulders and carried it home that way'.  

I say this to you, beloved: He does not trust you to find your own way, but you can trust Him to carry you home.  You can trust Him!  There is not a soul who has trusted Him that He has ever betrayed.  Never!  Why would Someone who has died for guilty sinners let them down?  Why would He do that?  Beloved, you mean so much to Him.  He cannot let you go and He has the power to hold you whatever force or power might attempt to take you from Him.  My simple appeal is, as we have in the hymn, ‘Simply trust Him, that is all’ (Hymn 439).  May He bless the word.

Preaching of the gospel, Calgary

2 July 2017

D.A. Burr

 


Scripture references

John 10:11-30 (JND) [11] I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep: [12] but he who serves for wages, and who is not the shepherd, whose own the sheep are not, sees the wolf coming, and leaves the sheep and flees; and the wolf seizes them and scatters the sheep. [13] Now he who serves for wages flees because he serves for wages, and is not himself concerned about the sheep. [14] I am the good shepherd; and I know those that are mine, and am known of those that are mine, [15] as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. [16] And I have other sheep which are not of this fold: those also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one flock, one shepherd. [17] On this account the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it again. [18] No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of myself. I have authority to lay it down and I have authority to take it again. I have received this commandment of my Father. [19] There was a division again among the Jews on account of these words; [20] but many of them said, He has a demon and raves; why do ye hear him? [21] Others said, These sayings are not [those] of one that is possessed by a demon. Can a demon open blind people's eyes? [22] Now the feast of the dedication was celebrating at Jerusalem, and it was winter. …

Luke 24:27 (JND) [27] And having begun from Moses and from all the prophets, he interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself.

Zechariah 11:17 (JND) [17] Woe to the worthless shepherd that leaveth the flock! The sword shall be upon his arm, and upon his right eye; his arm shall be clean dried up, and his right eye utterly darkened.

Zechariah 11:16 (JND) [16] For behold, I will raise up a shepherd in the land, who shall not visit those that are about to perish, neither shall seek that which is strayed away, nor heal that which is wounded, nor feed that which is sound; but he will eat the flesh of the fat, and tear their hoofs in pieces.

Hebrews 10:7 (JND) [7] Then I said, Lo, I come (in [the] roll of the book it is written of me) to do, O God, thy will.

Luke 22:42 (JND) [42] saying, Father, if thou wilt remove this cup from me: but then, not my will, but thine be done.

Psalms 139:2 (JND) [2] *Thou* knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising, thou understandest my thought afar off;

Luke 15 (JND) [1] And all the tax-gatherers and the sinners were coming near to him to hear him; [2] and the Pharisees and the scribes murmured, saying, This [man] receives sinners and eats with them. [3] And he spoke to them this parable, saying, …



EXTRACT – THE LAWS OF NAVIGATION


The purpose is to consider, as being in an evil day, what is our anchorage within in the unchanging stability of our God, and to prove without the availability and adaptability and activity of the Lord, finding what He can be to the assembly which He so loves.  The first assures stability constitutionally with us, and the second furnishes precious experience in matters as they arise.

…One could liken the first thought to the great laws of navigation finding their centre in the sun and the stars, a divinely established system governed by certain laws from which the navigator must under no conditions depart: but in addition to that there is the navigator’s log-book; that is, the peculiar experiences proved in relation to unexpected exigencies that arise, such as varied winds and currents.  The spiritual navigator must have these two thoughts among others that find expression in this chapter [2 Tim.2]: on the one hand, the irrevocable laws stabilised in God Himself, the purposes of His love and power to bring to pass everything that He has set His heart upon; and, on the other hand, amid the varied currents, storms and winds, the peculiar adaptation of the Lord on our side to meet every situation.

…Cling to the light, as you cling to the Person in whom the light is.  Do not go by your feelings.  A sailor goes by the sun.  If he goes by his feelings, changing every day, he is soon on the rocks.  Your feelings throw you on yourself; the light throws you on Christ

…Rest assured that the unsteadiness in church balance, the susceptibility to friendships and family influences, the uncertainty of navigation in stormy weather, will often have their roots with a sailor in his lack of establishment in the great laws of navigation. 

From a reading with P. Lyon, Weston-super-Mare

17 August 1946
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Scripture references

2 Timothy 2 (JND) [1] Thou therefore, my child, be strong in the grace which [is] in Christ Jesus. [2] And the things thou hast heard of me in the presence of many witnesses, these entrust to faithful men, such as shall be competent to instruct others also. [3] Take thy share in suffering as a good soldier of Jesus Christ. …

2 Timothy 2 (JND) [1] Thou therefore, my child, be strong in the grace which [is] in Christ Jesus. [2] And the things thou hast heard of me in the presence of many witnesses, these entrust to faithful men, such as shall be competent to instruct others also. [3] Take thy share in suffering as a good soldier of Jesus Christ. …
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