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HOW SPIRITUAL LIFE IS SUSTAINED IN THE BELIEVER

John 6: 54–57, 62, 63; 7: 37–39 

JAB  I just have a few and very simple thoughts to set before the dear brethren, but I know they will be greatly augmented as we speak together about them. We might speak about how spiritual life is sustained. We all know that life is very important and it is a great thing to see it begin in a young believer. Earlier in this gospel we see the principle of new birth set out by the Lord Jesus, something beginning there for God, and then that developing, and life according to God coming to light. There may be others in this room who could join with me in saying that, while we have known that life, the test is to be maintained in it. While there is nothing so encouraging as to see a believer who is in life, there is nothing so sad as to see a believer who has been in life, then you see it ebbing away. I have found that something which is very real can just ebb away a little and not be what it was. So, I wondered if we could get some help together, dear brethren, about how life is sustained; not begun, but sustained. I trust that for everyone here, life according to God has begun. But my concern is that it might be sustained. We had a word on Tuesday evening, which greatly encouraged me, about the way in which the Lord Jesus is the Originator of life, but it is not just the initial thing. He originates it, and then as Mr Darby’s note in that section says, ‘It is used for one who begins and sets a matter on’. We were reminded of Joseph in Genesis as the Sustainer of life. That is my exercise. 

We have read in a chapter which is a very profound scripture, and I read from John 6 with a bit of hesitancy. But I wondered if we see, in the first section we read, the culmination of Jesus’ teaching about how life is maintained. John 6 is not about initial life, it is about feeding on Jesus and, in that way, life in the believer being maintained. The verses we have read are the culmination of that line of teaching which begins earlier in the chapter—then these very precious and interesting words of the Lord Jesus in verse 63, “It is the Spirit which quickens”. The Lord has spoken in the previous chapter of how the Father quickens and the Son quickens, but now we see the Spirit brought before us as the One who quickens, and the necessity of understanding that “the flesh profits nothing—the words which I have spoken unto you are spirit and are life”. It is verse 63 which has been particularly before my mind, how we are sustained in life individually. We can never know life collectively unless we know it individually. There is only one way to it, and that is coming to appreciate the Lord Jesus as the only true source of satisfaction, and the Spirit as the One who makes alive. Then, as knowing the Spirit in that way, something flows out of the believer and we get the beginnings of what is collective in verse 39 of chapter 7, “which they that believed on him were about to receive”. My simple exercise is that we might encourage one another and be sustained in this wonderful life that has its origin in heaven. 

JS  I think it is very important to see the point you are making about this having to be a continuous thing. In verse 53 He says, “Unless ye shall have eaten the flesh of the Son of man, and drunk his blood, ye have no life in yourselves”. That would be the starting point. Then verse 54 says, “He that eats my flesh and drinks my blood has life eternal”, so that is to be continuous or characteristic of the believer, the appropriation of the death of Christ? 

JAB  It is a tremendous chapter and it begins much earlier by the Lord Jesus speaking of Himself as “the bread of God is he who comes down out of heaven and gives life to the world” (John 6: 33), and then “I am the bread of life—he that comes to me shall never hunger, and he that believes on me shall never thirst at any time” (John 6: 35). We need to know that. We may have had the experience of coming initially to Christ and having faith, and faith of course brings in life, “the just shall live by his faith”, Habakkuk 2: 4. But then what you have said about the death of the Lord Jesus is important. Say more about that please. 

JS  I just thought that the reference to eating my flesh and drinking my blood means that we can only really come to this through the appropriation of the death of Christ. We have to appropriate that in order to live and that needs to be maintained by us, day by day, does it? 

JAB  Yes. You are using a word which we always use when we speak about this chapter—appropriation. What does that mean? 

JS  I think it means that we give place to it in our minds and hearts, would you say? 

JAB  Yes, I do. The Lord Jesus had to die to make Himself available as this food. What does that mean for me? How much do I think of what it meant for the Lord Jesus to die, the Originator of life lying in death, because it was as in death, speaking very reverently, that His flesh and His blood were apart. We speak reverently of the death of Jesus. It is as having died that He becomes available to us. He came down from heaven to make Himself available to man as food, in the setting of this chapter. 

JS  Which shows it is a matter of the occupation of our minds with that, but also our affections. It has to reach into our hearts, has it not? 

JAB  I feel the importance of what you have just said. Quickening is not something that works primarily in the mind. It must have an effect on the way that I think, but, first of all, it must change my affections. 

MGW  What could you say about having an appetite for this. There cannot be any food or nourishment that is superior to this, it is infinitely wonderful. Can you help us about getting an appetite for it, a longing for it? 

JAB  Well, I think the key to it is what has just been said about the affections. We have all known what it is to be exhorted to read the ministry and to read the Scriptures and, at least I have to confess, not always having an appetite for it. But when your affections are engaged with the One who is the subject of that ministry, and the One who is the subject of the word of God that we read, then it completely changes the thing. What would you say? 

MGW  I think that what affects our hearts is the movements of love of the Lord Jesus into death. He loved us, and the heart that responds in affection to Jesus wants to feed on this. 

You get to the point where you do not want anything that just activates or excites your mind, you want something that really moves your heart, and you get some consciousness that you are actually feeding on the Lord and the greatness of His love. He laid down His life for us. 

JAB  I think that what we are speaking about is, to a great extent anyway, experimental; we have to find for ourselves that Jesus is the only One who can really satisfy. When I was young I used to love reading literature, but you come to it eventually that there is no real satisfaction. There is maybe a kind of stimulation in it but there is no satisfaction; this is the only food—truly food and truly drink—that can satisfy the believer. Is that what we have to come to? 

MGW  Yes, “I am the bread of life” and then further “I am the bread which has come down out of heaven”. You recognise life when you see it and when it strikes into your soul. 

JDG  The emblems on the table on a Lord’s day morning are a tangible expression to us of the body and blood of Christ being apart. It affects us in our affections, does it not? It has been pointed out in ministry that the emblems remain there during the whole course of the service, so that the basis of what we come into was there in a dead Christ. But He is not dead now! 

JAB  Yes, that is right. I am glad of what you say, for while this teaching in John 6 is not the Supper, it has a bearing on the Supper and the way in which He is presented in the emblems. That should appeal to our affections. Indeed we know that it does, and we need to be kept in the good of that. 

GBG  So the Lord purposely took up this condition in view of ending it before God, in view of opening up life beyond death for us. That is where the affections come in, as you see the Lord moving in this way, otherwise we could have no part in His life beyond death. 

JAB  That is right. Life beyond death is more than the manna, is it not? Say more about that. 

GBG  I suppose the manna is to sustain us in the wilderness pathway, having the features of Christ. 

JAB  Yes, we need the manna. The manna speaks of the lowliness of Jesus as He walked here, but this is more than the manna. This is putting us in touch with One who is beyond death, and that is why I think there is a link between verses 57 and 62. In verse 57, the Lord speaks about “he also who eats me”, not now flesh and blood, but Me, “he also who eats me shall live also on account of me”. That seems to be the culmination of the teaching of appropriation in this chapter. Then in verse 62, “If then ye see the Son of man ascending up where he was before”, it is knowing Him where He is alive now, because it is from that position of glory that He satisfies our souls. 

GBG  The Lord has reached His present position by way of death. And we have to morally go by the way of death to have part in the realm of life with Christ. It has been said it is a passing-over food. We do not continually find our life in things relating to nature but in things relating to Christ where He is. 

JAB  Yes, I am glad of what you say, because we have all tried to mix it. We have all tried to feed on Jesus and on something else that is of human nature, and we find to our cost that we cannot do it. I wondered if that was the importance of the statement in the middle of verse 63, “the flesh profits nothing”. We have to learn that. The Jews here are listening to what the Lord Jesus was saying, and applying it literally, and just not getting the point at all. 

They kept on asking for a sign and saying to themselves, What does He mean? How can we feed on Him like this? The Jews did not understand at all what the Lord Jesus was meaning, and neither will we if we approach this according to human nature. Is that what you have in mind? We have to accept that we have to die morally to get the benefit of this food. 

GBG  That is something that you do not just accept once for all. Accepting death is a moment by moment thing; the flesh is there in each one of us ready to assert itself. 

JAB  That is right. 

JAG  Would it help us to appreciate the vastness of God’s will and the greatness of His love, so that we find our life there; you get the thought of dwelling coming in. 

JAB  Say more about what you have in mind about dwelling. 

JAG  Well, I think that is where we would live, “He that eats my flesh and drinks my blood dwells in me and I in him”. It is a very blessed and buoyant position. 

JAB  I need the help of the brethren to open this up. In verse 55 the emphasis is on what is truly food and truly drink; we have to come to that experimentally, have we not, that there is nothing else that can satisfy us? But then what you have referred to in verse 56 takes us a little further, “dwells in me and I in him”. What is the link between satisfaction and dwelling? 

JAG  I think that they are bound up together, you will not live in a place that you do not like. It seems to me to bear a little bit on Colossians. 

JAB  Quickened together? 

JAG  You are drawn over, you want to go over to where He is. 

JAB  Yes, that is good. 

RG  Is that the test for us, dwelling in Him? It is where He is, and the kind of man that is there. That is the only kind of man we would desire to dwell in us, in contrast to all that Christendom has become, typified in the Jews, and all that is around us, feeding on what might be quasi-religious. But is not the real food of this character, do you think? 

JAB  I am glad of what is coming in as to “dwells in me and I in him”, because that is where He is now, is it not? It is not that we are setting aside what we have been saying about appropriating the death of Jesus, because we must do that, and the teaching of the chapter is progressive, is it not? We need to see what the Lord’s objective is in the teaching of this chapter. It is occupation with Him, and so He says, “If then ye see the Son of man ascending up where he was before”. It is a wonderful thing to know Him there, where He was before. He has come, He has made Himself available, He has died and we feed on the meaning of His death, and understand what that means for us in human nature. Then we have this living link with Him where He is now. 

RT  It was only when they got over the Jordan that they ate the old corn of the land. 

JAB  Yes, say more about that please. 

RT  They passed over, there was a line of things that was finished, even the manna finished then, but they had to be in those circumstances over the Jordan. Then they had dwelling conditions there too, but they had to be over the Jordan to get it. 

JAB  So how are you linking going over the Jordan and the land with what the Lord is speaking about here? 

RT  Their eye had to be on the ark, they had to follow those movements of His, and He leads them into life everlasting. 

JAB  Yes, I have been very interested in verse 57 and the note to, “I live on account of the Father”. The note says ‘by reason of what the Father is and his living’. The Lord goes on to say, “he also who eats me”, and I think that is feeding on Him where He is now, is that what you have in mind, “he also who eats me shall live also on account of me”? If you apply the note to that it means that he who eats Him shall live also on account of His living and being. It is the thought of sharing in that character of life that He has where He is. Is that going too far to say that? 

RT  It introduces a life of dependence, does it not? Not self-satisfaction but dependence on this source of life. 

JS  I want to follow up this remark about “he also who eats me”, it is Christ where He is, Christ in His own circumstances. 

JAB  How do we feed on Him there? We have spoken about feeding on His death, which may be more readily understandable, the moral necessity of understanding what it meant for the Originator of life to lie in death. We can feed by the Spirit on what that meant for the Father, and what it meant for the Originator of life to be there, and understand that I have to go that way. That is feeding on His death, what we talk about as appropriating it and dying with Him; it is really the exercises of baptism. But how do we appropriate Him in the same way where He is now? What does that involve? 

JS  The Lord says, “As the living Father has sent me and I live on account of the Father, he also who eats me shall live also on account of me”. Do you think we are drawn into how He lived in relation to the Father, and still lives in relation to the Father, and as occupied with Him in that setting we come into the enjoyment of His life? 

JAB  Yes. Is it consciousness of association with Him where He is? Actually, realising that that association is real. 

JS  I think it needs to impress our souls that He is a real living Man, and we can have a living link with Him and be sustained in relation to Him in that world where He is. 

JAB  Yes, quickening is not entirely a matter of faith, is it? 

JS  Quickening is something that really happens. You might have gone on for a time in certain things (I am drawing a little on my own experience here) and perhaps you had not much interest in the Lord and His things, then suddenly something really strikes you, something happens inwardly in your soul and you realise you have a living link with a Man in glory. “He that is joined to the Lord is one Spirit”, 1 Corinthians 6: 17. Do you think that feeding on His death separates us from the whole course of things here? Enjoyment and life come from a living link with Christ, by the Spirit, and that is really what sustains us. 

JAB  I feel the importance of that. That would take us on to verse 63 I think, “It is the Spirit which quickens”. We know that divine Persons are all involved in quickening and, of course, it is the Son of God who is “the last Adam a quickening spirit”, 1 Corinthians 15: 45. But, in the sense of the exercise that we are speaking about as to being maintained in life, the Spirit has a particular place in that subjectively. The Lord immediately says “the flesh profits nothing”, and that really is another way of saying that if we are not prepared for the ending of ourselves after human nature, then all that we are speaking about today is just a picture on the wall. 

CKR  My spiritual life has to be sustained both in the wilderness and in privilege, is that right? 

JAB  Yes. 

CKR  Now, what sustains me in each of these settings, because I do not think it is the same, is it? 

JAB  Well, that is an interesting enquiry; they may not be entirely the same. It might help to go back to a remark that was made in a meeting recently that impressed me, and led me to enquire about this. It was at the burial of a sister a little while ago in Edinburgh. In one of the words, a brother said that the faith which our dear sister had, had animated her. That was a test to me. Does my faith animate me? That led on to thinking of how I was sustained in life. Now, in one sense the two things you have referred to flow into one another. What the Lord Jesus brings in in John chapters 4, 5 and 6 is individual, the Lord is speaking about what is available to believers. I am to be made to live by what the Lord brings in in chapter 4, the living water springing up into eternal life; then chapter 5, the voice of the Son of God, and those who have heard it shall live; and then this chapter, feeding on Him where He is. That will take us through the wilderness into the realm of privilege. What do you say? 

CKR  I was thinking of Caleb. Caleb said “Jehovah has kept me alive”, Joshua 14: 10. He kept him alive in the wilderness and He also kept him alive right into the land, and Joshua claimed his inheritance. That was a man who was obviously feeding on the right food, he was sustained. Now, we have the resource in Christ, in a living Man glorified in heaven, but also to reflect on Him as He was down here. So we have to hold both, and that is maybe a test for us, a healthy challenge. 

JAB  Yes, it is. I think it bears on what has been said already as to the affections. Quickening changes the affections and the believer whose affections are made to live regarding a Man in another world will be sustained through the wilderness and sustained in praise, because all of this has in view response to God. That is the objective. 

JS  Do you think it helps us to realise it is the same Person we are feeding on, whether it is in the wilderness or in the realm of privilege where He is? I think it helps us and strengthens us morally and spiritually to appropriate the Lord Jesus as having come into these circumstances down here. We see how He has been in them and we feed on Him as having been in them. The other side is, He is now in different circumstances and He wants us to share in these circumstances where He is. That is the kind of food that will sustain us. 

JAB  That is right. How often have we heard, and the truth of it just sinks deeper and deeper in a conversation like this, that to be like Him where He was, (that is here) we must know Him where He is. The young people here who listen in the meetings will have heard that said many times. That is really another way of saying what we are trying to say in this reading. 

RT  It says, “If then ye see the Son of man ascending up where he was before”. 

JAB  1 thought that verse was important, say more about it. 

RT  It is not only as He was. Christendom is largely about Jesus as He was here. But it is “up where he was before”. He has become the Head of a new system altogether and from that Head there is flowing a supply of grace and power to sustain us in the joy of His present position. 

JAB  Yes. I had the impression that verse 57, “he also who eats me shall live also on account of me” is the ascended Man. 

RG  Is this worked out for us in practical terms in Stephen, do you think? It is obvious from the testimony which he renders, in Acts chapter 7, that he had followed and appropriated the Man that was here, but then he says, “Lo, I behold the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing at the right hand of God”, Acts 7: 56. It is the Son of man that is 

ascended, and Stephen’s life then is characterised by drawing on that Man where He is, as He is, because it is not only where He is, but it is as He is. That was the Man that he was going to continue in communion with, even through death of this flesh and blood condition, do you think? 

JAB  Yes. Really this aspect of what the Lord brings in here as to where He is, is amplified later in John’s gospel, in chapters 14, 15 and 16, and in chapter 17, of course, that wonderful prayer. We see this all opened out there. But the kernel of it is here, and one exercise I have is that this is accessible to every believer, to the youngest person here who knows the Lord Jesus as their Saviour. This life, and the maintenance of it, is available, because God wants us all to live in this way. 

JAG  This is the background to what sustains Philadelphia’s little power in the revival, as love amongst the brethren for instance. 

JAB  It certainly works out in that way in our relationships with one another, and we can stimulate one another in this, can we not? 

JAG  Yes, and keep His word. 

JAB  Well, I wondered if we could just get a little more help about verse 63. We are speaking about life, and the enemy wants to imitate life. He cannot make life but he can imitate it, and we see that too around us in Christendom, we see the imitation of what we are speaking about in an outward sense, where there is a lot of charisma and enjoyment and no doubt a lot of very real love for the Lord Jesus. You might ask, Is that quickening? That looks good. But then the Lord Jesus immediately says, “the flesh profits nothing—the words which I have spoken unto you are spirit and are life”. So we need to understand that this life which we can enjoy in Christ is enjoyed within the framework of His words, the truth. Is that right? 

JAG  Yes, I think so. There are persons who say they are Jews that are not, but lie, and that surrounds us. To be consciously quickened and alive is something very special. 

JAB  Certainly. 

MGW  Did this not come in in response to a situation where some were offended and some were going away back, even His own who had been with Him? Does it bring up the question, Is there going to be evidence of life? When you come to your next scripture, if one is coming to Jesus and drinking, there is going to be evidence of that, because the brother or sister will not only be in life but they will always be in freshness, because they are regularly going to Jesus to drink. What is the point of merely talking about life? Someone has a right to ask, Where is the evidence of it? 

JAB  Well, life is available in Christ, and it is for everyone. The Spirit, a Person of the Godhead, is working actively in the believer, working formatively. It is not a matter of faith, but a matter of actual experience and therefore demonstration. You cannot imitate life, but you must be able to take account of it. If I am sitting here just talking about these things, then that would just be a parody of life, but the Holy Spirit is here to produce this formatively, in reality in believers, and we know what we mean when we say we can see it. 

GBG  It is the Spirit that quickens. You might say that it is the Spirit’s sovereign action, but does this quickening come on the line of desire? What would you say about that? 

JAB  Yes, I think it does. There may be believers in this room who have the Spirit but are not conscious of this rising up inside them, and they may say to themselves, I would like to have that. Turn to the Spirit. Something in Mr Meek’s book impressed me very much, he was quoting Mr Alfred Wellershaus, who said that in the desert, if you dig a well and just leave it, if you do not work at it, the sand will tend to drift in and clog it up. I know when that has happened in my experience. It is not that you turn your back on what the Spirit is doing, but you maybe just ignore it, you lie back, you lose the edge of your exercise in speaking to the Spirit every day, and the desert sand slowly fills the well. 

GBG  Psalm 119 is especially good for young persons. A number of times there the psalmist asks to be quickened. That is exercise from our side. So, where there is exercise, the Spirit will gladly come in and this quickening will be a continual thing, will it not? The affections have to be continually kept alive. 

JAB  That is an excellent reference and we can all do that, ask the Spirit to quicken us, to keep us alive. 

JS  Why does the Lord say, “It is the Spirit which quickens”, and follow that by the word, “the flesh profits nothing”? 

JAB  Because, as soon as the enemy sees this quickening, this vitality in a believer, he is in there fast. We have to be ready for that, and understand that the enemy will seek to deflect us from this, will seek to bring other things before us which he will pretend can satisfy us. He will seek to imitate what it truly life, what is truly food, so we have always to be on our guard. 

JS  Do you think in order to make room for the Spirit in His living power, we need to have a definite judgment of what would get in His way, what springs from the flesh? 

JAB  Yes, if we go through our lives in any measure of exercise about these things, we will have experienced times when we have waned in our appreciation of the Spirit’s work in us. It may not be because of gross evil, it may be pressure of circumstances or stress from whatever it might be, illness or family exercises. Even these things can deflect us from the enjoyment of the Spirit’s quickening service to us. But the flesh profits nothing. 

RG  The flesh takes different characters. The battle in this section of John’s gospel is against religious flesh. Now, we are surrounded by that kind of thing, but then it can come into me; I could be taking part, if you like, and yet it is as dead as the dodo. But what the Lord is getting at here is that there should be a quickening in me that would correspond with the One who is Himself alive at the right hand of God. 

JAB  I think that very much. This service of the Spirit is a constant one, “It is the Spirit which quickens”, that service is available to us constantly, to counter these tendencies in us. We all know what it is just to say the right thing. Anyone with a half-reasonable memory can remember what other people said at a particular time in the service of God and just repeat it, that is just what you say. But there is a vitality in those who are in the good of this which cannot be gainsaid, and it is very, very attractive. 

JSp  Would this correspond in some way with the exercises of Romans 8 with regard to the flesh and the Spirit? I think that is the way we arrive at true experience, the two lines that are in us, one leads to death and the other leads to life. If we make way for the Spirit He will lead us to Christ. He will lead us really into the assembly as well. 

JAB  Yes. He will. Do you think then that an appreciation of “the words which I have spoken unto you” would help us as to that? I have been wondering about the scope of what the Lord meant when He said that. Do you think it was only the words He had said to them up until this point in time, or do you think it had in mind the whole canon of truth that was expressed in Him, and then through His apostles, is available to us in the word of God? “Spirit and ... life” is a wonderful expression. 

JSp  I certainly think it is the whole canon of truth. It is what Peter came to, “Lord, to whom shall we go? thou hast words of life eternal”, John 6: 68. 

DCB  When we eat naturally there is the thought of sustaining life, and the thought of gaining substance. These two things go together, do they not? We are sustained in what is spiritual, but there is substance being built up. Eating tends to be to satisfy our appetite, and tasting that the Lord is good would give us the appetite for these things. 

JAB  We often speak about the need to acquire spiritual substance, but would you agree that it is a spiritual result of the process we are speaking about? If you are occupied with Christ, the Spirit will form substance in you which will go through into eternity. That is what we speak of as the work of God in a believer. Would you agree with that? 

DCB  So that it is of His character. There is what is formed in you that is of the character of Christ and there is substance that will go through into eternity. 

JAB  I wondered if we could just see how this works out. 

We have been speaking about the reality of the Spirit’s work, how it is active and formative and now it flows out. It has its source in Christ, but it comes out, “He that believes on me, as the scripture has said, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water”. There is nothing so attractive and influential as someone who is really in the good of this. 

MGW  It is worth encouraging. Do you think there is a wonderful grace about the setting here? This was the great day of the feast, but it was as formal and as dead as it possibly could be. In the midst of this the Lord is recognising there were souls athirst that He could satisfy; they would be satisfied, not only for their own blessing and comfort and refreshment, but out of them would flow rivers of living water. 

JAB  That is right, that is what the Lord has in mind. It is a very interesting verse. I would suggest to all the young Christians here that they should ask themselves which scripture the Lord was quoting from, “as the scripture has said, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water”. Do a little homework on that, try and find out what scripture the Lord was thinking of when He said this! 

JDG  Do you think all this came from the fact that the word that was spoken was spirit and their life? Do you think the substance flowing out comes from the results of that word entering into my soul? 

JAB  Do you mean that something enters in but then it is seen in testimony? Is that what you have in mind? 

JDG  Yes, what we spoke about earlier, “the words which I have spoken unto you are spirit and are life”. It has a result in the soul of a believer., now there is something that can flow out, that has flowed in. 

JAB  Yes. It has its source in Christ where He is and then it flows out horizontally. You get this reference to, “which they that believed on him were about to receive”, so it affects others. I trust that is happening in a meeting like this. Most of what we have been speaking about is individual and it has to start there, but then, if it is working, it will affect others. 

RT  Was this not demonstrated at Pentecost, first of all in the twelve, but also in the lame man walking and leaping and 

praising God? We see how the dispensation has been set on in this character. Persons that believed on Him made room for the Spirit who had come in this character, and it flowed out into that man who came into the joy of Christianity. 

JAB  I think what you have said would emphasise and it is very important that all of what we are speaking about is not an end in itself. Our satisfaction is not an end in itself. The enjoyment of life is not an end in itself, it all has in view walking and leaping and praising God, so that there is an answer to Him from hearts that are quickened in this way. 

CKR  You could take it on to Philippi as well. Paul and Silas were actively believing, out of their belly flowed rivers of living water towards the jailor and towards Philippi. So the formation of every local company under Paul’s ministry reflects this line of approach, that something is received inwardly then comes out into the formation of what is for God in a place, in a person. 

JAB  Yes, so the extension of it is really in the composition of local assemblies. If they are composed of persons who are in the good of what we have been speaking of, it is something impregnable. 

CKR  So then you begin to look around your local meeting, is life being sustained? 

Am I being sustained in life? Are my local brethren being sustained in life? And then beyond that. 

JAB  That is my exercise. I trust that, having spoken about it, largely on an individual basis in this reading, it will raise exercise with every one of us. We can ask for this, can ask God to quicken us, to make us live and to appreciate more the blessed One where He is. He is the source of this life. 

JAG  Persons in touch with Christ constantly. 

JAB  Yes, very much so. 

RG  What has been referred to already, at Pentecost, there were all these different persons saying, “we hear them speaking in our own tongues the great things of God”, Acts 2: 11. That is the rivers flowing out, is it not? 

JAB  Very good. That river is flowing today. 

RG  You have to get to the source, the source is not in 

yourself, it is the great things of God by the Spirit, who is God, and that is flowing out to others, do you think? 

JAB  Very good. 

GBG  And that would be the Spirit in life to others, would it not? The Lord did not occupy persons with just ordinary things. Even in our houses with the brethren there can be spiritual conversations. That is the character of spirit and life. The great things of God would be on that line. 

JAB  These things are inexhaustible, the supply of the Spirit of life is inexhaustible. It is the only thing that can sustain the believer in life, and the only thing that can keep us satisfied. 
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Scripture references

John 6:54-63 (JND) [54] He that eats my flesh and drinks my blood has life eternal, and I will raise him up at the last day: [55] for my flesh is truly food and my blood is truly drink. [56] He that eats my flesh and drinks my blood dwells in me and I in him. [57] As the living Father has sent me and I live on account of the Father, *he* also who eats me shall live also on account of me. [58] This is the bread which has come down out of heaven. Not as the fathers ate and died: he that eats this bread shall live for ever. [59] These things he said in [the] synagogue, teaching in Capernaum. [60] Many therefore of his disciples having heard [it] said, This word is hard; who can hear it? [61] But Jesus, knowing in himself that his disciples murmur concerning this, said to them, Does this offend you? [62] If then ye see the Son of man ascending up where he was before? [63] It is the Spirit which quickens, the flesh profits nothing: the words which I have spoken unto you are spirit and are life.

John 7:37-39 (JND) [37] In the last, the great day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried saying, If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink. [38] He that believes on me, as the scripture has said, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water. [39] But this he said concerning the Spirit, which they that believed on him were about to receive; for [the] Spirit was not yet, because Jesus had not yet been glorified.

John 6 (JND) [1] After these things Jesus went away beyond the sea of Galilee, [or] of Tiberias, [2] and a great crowd followed him, because they saw the signs which he wrought upon the sick. [3] And Jesus went up into the mountain, and there sat with his disciples: …

John 6 (JND) [1] After these things Jesus went away beyond the sea of Galilee, [or] of Tiberias, [2] and a great crowd followed him, because they saw the signs which he wrought upon the sick. [3] And Jesus went up into the mountain, and there sat with his disciples: …

John 6:33 (JND) [33] For the bread of God is he who comes down out of heaven and gives life to the world.

John 6:35 (JND) [35] [And] Jesus said to them, I am the bread of life: he that comes to me shall never hunger, and he that believes on me shall never thirst at any time.

Habakkuk 2:4 (JND) [4] Behold, his soul is puffed up, it is not upright within him: but the just shall live by his faith.

John 6 (JND) [1] After these things Jesus went away beyond the sea of Galilee, [or] of Tiberias, [2] and a great crowd followed him, because they saw the signs which he wrought upon the sick. [3] And Jesus went up into the mountain, and there sat with his disciples: …

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

1 Corinthians 15:45 (JND) [45] Thus also it is written, The first man Adam became a living soul; the last Adam a quickening spirit.

Joshua 14:10 (JND) [10] And now behold, Jehovah has kept me alive, as he said, these forty-five years, since Jehovah spoke this word to Moses, when Israel wandered in the wilderness; and now behold, I am this day eighty-five years old.

Acts 7 (JND) [1] And the high priest said, Are these things then so? [2] And he said, Brethren and fathers, hearken. The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Charran, [3] and said to him, Go out of thy land and out of thy kindred, and come into the land which I will shew thee. …

Acts 7:56 (JND) [56] and said, Lo, I behold the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing at the right hand of God.

Psalms 119 (JND) [1] ALEPH. Blessed are the perfect in the way, who walk in the law of Jehovah. [2] Blessed are they that observe his testimonies, that seek him with the whole heart; [3] Who also do no unrighteousness: they walk in his ways. …

Romans 8 (JND) [1] [There is] then now no condemnation to those in Christ Jesus. [2] For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and of death. [3] For what the law could not do, in that it was weak through the flesh, God, having sent his own Son, in likeness of flesh of sin, and for sin, has condemned sin in the flesh, …

John 6:68 (JND) [68] Simon Peter answered him, Lord, to whom shall we go? thou hast words of life eternal;

Acts 2:11 (JND) [11] Cretans and Arabians, we hear them speaking in our own tongues the great things of God?



THE MYSTERY OF PIETY

J. Spinks 

1 Timothy 3: 16 

I was freshly impressed by the wealth of this wonderful verse, “the mystery of piety”. The incoming of Christ has altered everything for God and for man. Think of all that preceded the incarnation, the awfulness of man’s condition away from God, every generation displaying the same features of fallen humanity. Thank God we can trace the line of faith, running through like a golden thread, but in general the situation seemed irretrievable. Then Christ comes on the scene—what a difference! For the first time there was a man on the earth who fully met all the divine requirements, who fully glorified God in every step, every thought and every deed; what a wonderful contemplation for our souls—“The holy thing also which shall be born shall be called Son of God”, Luke 1: 35. Think of the whole heavenly host being affected by the glory of it. They had witnessed the mighty operations of God in creation and rejoiced in it, but this was incomparably greater. It has been said that the angels saw their Creator for the first time. 

What a wonderful message was conveyed to the shepherds by the angel, “I announce to you glad tidings of great joy, which shall be to all the people; for today a Saviour has been born to you in David’s city, who is Christ the Lord. And this is the sign to you—ye shall find a babe wrapped in swaddling-clothes, and lying in a manger”, Luke 2: 10–12. I feel the angelic host could not restrain themselves when they came to that because it immediately goes on to say, “And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good pleasure in men” (Luke 2: 13, 14). How affecting it is! God was there. God was approaching man in a babe. As the hymn says, 

‘Nor yet in triumph passing, 

But human infancy!’ (Hymn 188) 

Was there ever such a sign as this? A wonderful assurance that there would not only be glory to God, but also good pleasure in men. Think of the transformation from the time of the flood, when God had to close up the whole scene in judgment because of the incorrigible nature of man’s heart. Noah being a type of Christ as putting everything on a new footing on the ground of the burnt-offering, a reference to the precious death of Christ. It says, “Jehovah smelled the sweet odour”, Genesis 8: 21. It is wonderful to see that God has a basis now to approach men in grace; as we sang in our hymn, 

‘His hand, His house, His heart are free, 

Because Thy work is done’. (Hymn 431) 

So that everything has been altered by the wonderful fact that “God has been manifested in flesh”. It goes on to say, “has been justified in the Spirit”. The Holy Spirit came upon the Lord at His baptism at the Jordan, but He was imbued with the Spirit from the womb. His whole being was of a completely different character to sinful man. Think of the Father’s eye being upon Him with intense pleasure as He grew into boyhood and manhood. There is very little recorded in scripture of these hidden years, but we can be sure they were treasured by God. There was holy perfection at every stage of growth. Then as He was baptised at the Jordan He was publicly acclaimed by the Father, ‘This is my beloved Son, in whom I have found my delight”, Matthew 3: 17. He was justified in the Spirit. The Spirit came upon that holy, sinless, blessed Man who committed Himself to the waters of baptism knowing full well what it involved. 

He knew that His pathway of suffering love would lead to the cross but that did not deter Him. He went about doing good, for God was with Him. We see Him in Luke 4 going into the synagogue in Nazareth and standing up to read. What holy dignity marked His movements; everything He did was in the power of the anointing. It says, “having unrolled the book he found the place where it was written, The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach glad tidings to the poor; he has sent me to preach to captives deliverance, and to the blind sight, to send forth the crushed delivered, to preach the acceptable year of the Lord. And having rolled up the book, when he had delivered it up to the attendant, he sat down”, Luke 4: 17–20. That was a deliberate action. We know that scripture goes on to speak about judgment but it was not the time for that. The Lord was inaugurating the great system of grace which has run on to the present time; it is God’s dispensation which is in faith. Think of God looking down each dispensation, testing man in every conceivable way and finding that all have come short of His glory; but here we have something introduced by the holy, sinless Son of God; the great principle of grace. How wonderful; everything is on a different footing now, grace has come in in Christ. 

It is all based, of course, on redemption being accomplished but here it is in one blessed Man. God was there in Him. It says, “God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, not reckoning to them their offences”, 2 Corinthians 5: 19. The grace of a Saviour God was there in Christ as He went about doing good, healing all who came to Him, bringing the balm of Gilead to poor stricken humanity. In John 8 we see a woman taken in adultery, about to be stoned in accordance with the law. The self-righteous Pharisees sought to find a pretext to accuse the Lord, but what is the Lord’s answer? He stoops down and writes on the ground. 

Think of that wonderful stoop into manhood by the Lord Jesus; in the doing of it He set every other man aside. That blessed Man was under the eye of God and every other man was put out of court. No wonder these men went out one by one beginning from the elder ones until the last. It has been said that the first stoop put man out and the second stoop retained the woman in the presence of the Saviour, involving His precious death. The Lord says to her, “Has no one condemned thee?” she replies, “No one, sir”. Jesus said to her, “Neither do I condemn thee—go, and sin no more”, John 8: 10, 11. Is that not the crux of the glad tidings? Here was the only man who had a right to cast a stone and He brings in grace. “Neither do I condemn thee”. Of course, it all anticipated His death, even His perfect life would never atone for one sin. He could have gone back to heaven having glorified God on the earth, but it would not have atoned for the sins of you and me; he had to go into death. How wonderful that He was prepared to go that way. What a glorious Saviour! 

So I return to 1 Timothy, “has been justified in the Spirit, has appeared to angels, has been preached among the nations”, well, that brings us in. The Lord was sent initially to the lost sheep of the house of Israel, who had a prior claim, but in God’s mercy the gospel has come right to where we are as those of the nations; we, who were ‘once afar off, having no hope, and without God in the world’. I am thankful for that; that God in His grace has turned to the nations and we have come in through mercy’s door. I think Mephibosheth (2 Samuel 9) is an example of one who came in on this line. He was wholly disqualified as of the line of Saul, who was bitterly opposed to David and sought to kill him. He had no rights, as none of us have, but the mercy of David, who is a wonderful type of Christ, was extended to him. Think of the feelings of David, “Is there yet any that is left of the house of Saul, that I may shew him kindness for Jonathan’s sake?” (2 Samuel 9: 1). The next question David asks is, “Where is he?”. Ziba said to the king, “Behold, he is in the house of Machir the son of Ammiel, in Lodebar” (2 Samuel 9: 4). Now that is really a place of no pasture, that is where we were. Not only were we disqualified from the blessing but we were in a place of no pasture. In the world outside there is no pasture, no food for the soul. There may be outward attractions, but it all ends in disappointment and disillusionment, and often disaster. So David sent and fetched him. I love to think of the way he greets him by saying just that one word, “Mephibosheth”. 

You know, the Lord knows each one of us here and He would make a personal appeal; that is what I want to come to in this gospel. The incarnation, death and resurrection of Christ has made a great difference for God and for myriads of persons like Mephibosheth; but has it made a difference for you and me? Have we got forgiveness of sins but are still going on in our own way? These things are very testing, because we do not just want to get the blessing, we would surely want to be attached to this blessed Man who has done so much to secure us. Mephibosheth says, “Behold thy servant!” And David said to him, “Fear not; for 1 will certainly shew thee kindness for Jonathan thy father’s sake”. That is the gospel, the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. Then it says, “he did eat continually at the king’s table”. That is the change the gospel makes, from a place of no pasture to the king’s table. So that it is not only a matter of having our sins forgiven, blessed as that is, but it is a matter of coming into the wealth of Christianity. We were speaking in the reading about the Lord’s supper, that is for us the king’s table, the entrance into a great system of wealth and blessing. What Mephibosheth got was merely a type and shadow of the fulness of the blessings of Christianity. I would like to appeal to every one of us, that we may all come into the glory and blessedness of all that God has in mind for us. 

The verse in Timothy goes on to say, “has been believed on in the world”. Thank God that He has been believed on by most, if not all in this room. I trust that everyone here has put their faith in our Lord Jesus Christ; it is an absolute necessity for salvation, “Believe on the Lord Jesus and thou shalt be saved”, Acts 16: 31. There is no other name under heaven given amongst men by which we must be saved. That is the starting point; the next thing is, “has been received up in glory”. Would you not like to have a conscious living link with the Man in glory? We get in Romans, “we shall be saved in the power of his life”, Romans 5: 10. It is His precious death that atones for our sins, but “saved in the power of his life” means that the life of that glorious risen Man can be transmitted to the humblest and weakest believer who seeks to be here for the will of God. I know a little about it, and thank God, most here would say the same, but we would all surely like to know more of it. 

Let us have our hearts attuned to the glory of Christ; let us allow the Spirit to open up His glories to us. These times we have together are very profitable for that, but then there is our own individual link, our own personal communion when we are apart from the brethren; maybe under pressure or temptation. The Lord is as real now as He was then, and His love is just as strong. The love that took Him into death is a love that will support you, dear young believer, in whatever situation you are in, and He will never let you down. It says of the Lord, “having loved his own who were in the world, loved them to the end” (John 13: 1); that means, loved them through everything. And finally, we also will be received up in glory, to be for ever with the Lord; is that not wonderful? He is already there, waiting for us. 

As we had in our hymn, 

‘Yet it must be. Thy love had not its rest 

Were thy redeemed not with Thee fully blest; 

That love that gives not as the world, but shares 

All it possesses with its love co-heirs’. (Hymn 249) 

It raises the question, what is included in the Lord’s possessions? Everything! He has been made both Lord and Christ, the inheritance belongs to Him, and we are coheirs. It means He shares everything He has with those His love has secured. What a blessing! What a wonderful prospect lies ahead of us, glory with Christ, enjoying everything that belongs to Him. As it says in that beautiful passage in Romans, “if children, heirs also—heirs of God, and Christ’s joint heirs; if indeed we suffer with him, that we may also be glorified with him”, Romans 8: 17. The recompense far outweighs any little suffering we may be called upon to pass through—as Paul goes on to say, “I reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the coming glory to be revealed to us”, Romans 8: 18. I trust the Lord will draw us into this sphere of glory and blessing, all in association with Himself. May the Lord bless the word. 

Preaching at Dundee
18 December 2005 
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Scripture references

1 Timothy 3:16 (JND) [16] And confessedly the mystery of piety is great. God has been manifested in flesh, has been justified in [the] Spirit, has appeared to angels, has been preached among [the] nations, has been believed on in [the] world, has been received up in glory.

Luke 1:35 (JND) [35] And the angel answering said to her, [The] Holy Spirit shall come upon thee, and power of [the] Highest overshadow thee, wherefore the holy thing also which shall be born shall be called Son of God.

Luke 2:10-12 (JND) [10] And the angel said to them, Fear not, for behold, I announce to you glad tidings of great joy, which shall be to all the people; [11] for to-day a Saviour has been born to you in David's city, who is Christ [the] Lord. [12] And this is the sign to you: ye shall find a babe wrapped in swaddling-clothes, and lying in a manger.

Luke 2:13-14 (JND) [13] And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, [14] Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good pleasure in men.

Genesis 8:21 (JND) [21] And Jehovah smelled the sweet odour. And Jehovah said in his heart, I will no more henceforth curse the ground on account of Man, for the thought of Man's heart is evil from his youth; and I will no more smite every living thing, as I have done.

Matthew 3:17 (JND) [17] and behold, a voice out of the heavens saying, This is my beloved Son, in whom I have found my delight.

Luke 4 (JND) [1] But Jesus, full of [the] Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan, and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness [2] forty days, tempted of the devil; and in those days he did not eat anything, and when they were finished he hungered. [3] And the devil said to him, If thou be Son of God, speak to this stone, that it become bread. …

Luke 4:17-20 (JND) [17] And [the] book of the prophet Esaias was given to him; and having unrolled the book he found the place where it was written, [18] [The] Spirit of [the] Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach glad tidings to [the] poor; he has sent me to preach to captives deliverance, and to [the] blind sight, to send forth [the] crushed delivered, [19] to preach [the] acceptable year of [the] Lord. [20] And having rolled up the book, when he had delivered it up to the attendant, he sat down; and the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed upon him.

2 Corinthians 5:19 (JND) [19] how that God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, not reckoning to them their offences; and putting in us the word of that reconciliation.

John 8 (JND) [1] But Jesus went to the mount of Olives. [2] And early in the morning he came again into the temple, and all the people came to him; and he sat down and taught them. [3] And the scribes and the Pharisees bring [to him] a woman taken in adultery, and having set her in the midst, …

John 8:10-11 (JND) [10] And Jesus, lifting himself up and seeing no one but the woman, said to her, Woman, where are those thine accusers? Has no one condemned thee? [11] And she said, No one, sir. And Jesus said to her, Neither do I condemn thee: go, and sin no more.

2 Samuel 9 (JND) [1] And David said, Is there yet any that is left of the house of Saul, that I may shew him kindness for Jonathan's sake? [2] And there was of the house of Saul a servant whose name was Ziba; and they called him to David. And the king said to him, Art thou Ziba? And he said, Thy servant! [3] And the king said, Is there not yet any of the house of Saul, that I may shew the kindness of God to him? And Ziba said to the king, Jonathan has yet a son, who is lame on [his] feet. …

2 Samuel 9:1 (JND) [1] And David said, Is there yet any that is left of the house of Saul, that I may shew him kindness for Jonathan's sake?

2 Samuel 9:4 (JND) [4] And the king said to him, Where is he? And Ziba said to the king, Behold, he is in the house of Machir the son of Ammiel, in Lodebar.

Acts 16:31 (JND) [31] And they said, Believe on the Lord Jesus and thou shalt be saved, thou and thy house.

Romans 5:10 (JND) [10] For if, being enemies, we have been reconciled to God through the death of his Son, much rather, having been reconciled, we shall be saved in [the power of] his life.

John 13:1 (JND) [1] Now before the feast of the passover, Jesus, knowing that his hour had come that he should depart out of this world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, loved them to the end.

Romans 8:17 (JND) [17] And if children, heirs also: heirs of God, and Christ's joint heirs; if indeed we suffer with [him], that we may also be glorified with [him].

Romans 8:18 (JND) [18] For I reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy [to be compared] with the coming glory to be revealed to us.
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