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JESUS, THE ANSWER TO EVERY QUESTION

Mark 2:6,7;  4:40;  8:4

There is a question raised in each of the three scriptures which we have read.  God is presenting in the glad tidings a Man, Jesus, who has the answer to every question that could ever be raised by anyone.  I suppose it would also be right to say that every question that God has posed to His creature man finds its full answer in this beloved One.  We read the equivalent scripture in our morning reading in Luke’s gospel, and the question is raised, “Who is able to forgive sins but God alone?”, Luke 5:21.  The answer is – the Lord Jesus.  The answer is the Lord Jesus to each one of these questions of which we have read.  There is no question that anyone could ever raise to which God does not have the answer, and He has it in His beloved Son.  And the Lord Jesus not only has the answer, but He Himself is the answer to these questions. 

And so this question is raised, “Who is able to forgive sins except God alone?”.  The persons who asked that were opposed to Jesus.  In the other scriptures read, it was the disciples who raised the questions, but here, these opposers did not understand or accept the glory and greatness of the One who was in their midst.  We spoke in our reading of the glory of who was here, a blessed Man.  One of our hymns says 

‘Blessèd Man, and yet divine!’  (Hymn 147)

We spoke about how John tells us, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things received being through him, and without him not one thing received being which has received being”, John 1:1-3.  How glorious, how great, is the Man who God is presenting in the glad tidings, the One who can forgive sins.  The Lord Jesus responded to these opposers when He said, “Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, Thy sins are forgiven thee; or to say, Arise, and take up thy couch and walk?”, Mark 2:9.  It has been said before that it would have been easier for Jesus to say, “take up thy couch and walk”.  That would have involved an act of power, but think of what it involved for Him that He should say, “Thy sins are forgiven thee”.  

How much that involved for this blessed One who came into this scene, God come near to men.  How near God has come, in the person of Christ, to win the hearts of His creature.  It says elsewhere “God commends his love to us, in that, we being still sinners, Christ has died for us”, Rom.5:8.  Jesus is able to forgive sins because He has taken upon Himself the whole liability of what lay upon man.  What a wonderful thing it is to know that all the burden of sin that lay upon you and me has been borne by Him.  Without that, we could never answer to a holy and righteous God with whom we have to do in the glad tidings.  Each one of us has to do with Him individually for ourselves.  In the words of the hymn writer:

‘Nothing in my hand I bring’ (Hymn 396),

an acknowledgement that before a sin-hating God, there is nothing that I can do for myself but point to that blessed One, Jesus, that One who came into this world, as our hymn writer says:

‘Nor yet in triumph passing,

   But human infancy!’            (Hymn 188)

The wonder of it is that the Creator of the universe came into this very scene as a Babe in Bethlehem’s manger.  Think of the way that God has taken, that He should draw so near to you and me.  How wonderful was the incarnation, how glorious the pathway of the Lord Jesus, that pathway in which at every step He did the Father’s will perfectly.  It was said of Him prophetically, “Thou hast loved righteousness, and hated wickedness”, Ps.45:7.  We naturally love lawlessness and hate righteousness, but that blessed One “loved righteousness and hated wickedness”.  He always did the things which pleased the Father (John 8:29).  We have to admit how much we spend our lives pleasing ourselves, but think of One who was here who did not please Himself, a meek and lowly Man, One who was able to say in answer to the question “Who art thou?”, “Altogether that which I also say to you”, John 8:25.  As we walk here, there may be a certain veneer with us, but there is only One who could say, “Altogether that which I also say to you”..  And He said, “for the ruler of the world comes, and in me he has nothing”, John 14:30.  In every man of Adam’s race, the enemy of this world could come and find an inroad into our hearts, because of what we are as sinners.  But the Lord Jesus says, “for the ruler of the world comes, and in me he has nothing”.  What a contemplation for our hearts is the blessed pathway, the unique pathway of the Lord Jesus here.  Think of God looking down through the ages, from the time of His making man, looking for a man who answered in every way to His own heart.  He never found one until Christ came.  God found features that He loved in David, “a man after my heart” (Acts 13:22), but even David failed.  Many of the great men of the Old Testament rose at times to be what we call types of the Lord Jesus, and yet each and every one of them failed.  There was only One who never failed, and that is the Lord Jesus, One in whom we can put our implicit trust because He has fully satisfied God.

That Jesus should be able to forgive sins meant that He had to go that way of suffering and shame.  He came to do good, He healed persons, He was the One who, on every hand, showed divine compassion to men.  That same glorious Person is now ascended and exalted at God’s right hand, but that compassion is unchanged.  All that was seen in God’s disposition to men in the Lord’s pathway here is just as available at this very moment.  How wonderful that is!  You think of the Lord Jesus feeling the way that sin has caused so much havoc and sorrow and suffering in this poor world ,and He has the answer to it in His own glorious Person.  He could say, “Come to me”’ (Matt.11:28); that is the message in the glad tidings.  The message is very simple, it is an appeal to come to Jesus.  He has the answer to your needs, He can satisfy your soul, He can satisfy “the desire of every living thing”, Ps.145:16.  How great and glorious a Person we have to present, but He had to go that way of suffering and shame.  He suffered at the hands of men.  Such was and is the heart of man that although the goodness of God was displayed in the Lord Jesus, it only brought out the opposition and hatred of man’s heart against the Lord Jesus.  And that is what our hearts too are like according to nature.  The hymn says:

‘Man’s violent hatred meekly borne’  (Hymn 322)

You think of what they did to the Lord Jesus, the One who they knew had healed the sick, the One who they knew had brought in life.  He could say, “I am come that they might have life, and might have it abundantly”, John 10:10.  These persons knew those things and yet they cried, “Away with this man”, Luke 23:18.  They brought Him before Pilate and falsely accused Him.  Pilate had to say, “I find in him no fault whatever” (John 19:4), but then he had Jesus scourged.  Think of Him being spat upon, being beaten, that crown of thorns being placed upon His head, and then He was nailed to a cross.  

How much Jesus suffered for righteousness sake at the hands of man, and yet greater and deeper than all these sufferings was what He suffered at the hands of a holy and righteous God.  Another hymn says:

‘Unsparing judgment, in that dark, lone hour,

    In love He bore’            (Hymn 123)

All that was due to you and me as sinners, the judgment of God’s holy wrath against sin, was laid upon that blessed One by a God who is so holy that He cannot look upon sin.  How lightly we sometimes think of sin, but how dreadful it is in the light of what it cost God in the giving of His beloved Son, and in the sufferings our Lord Jesus.  How great was God’s judgment against sin, and it was laid upon that blessed One.  Jesus exhausted that judgment.  How glorious that is, that God was fully satisfied with that perfect Offering.  In the Old Testament, the offering had to be an animal that was without blemish, speaking in type of that glorious sacrifice of the Lord Jesus, that perfect sacrifice which fully satisfied God.  So God’s judgment was borne and exhausted by Jesus in those dark hours when He suffered on the cross for sin and sins.  

Afterwards, the soldier pierced the side of the Lord Jesus and it says, “and immediately there came out blood and water”, John 19:34.  Oh, the precious blood of Jesus!  It says, “and without blood-shedding there is no remission”, Heb.9:22.  Think of all the blood that was shed in those animal sacrifices of the Old Testament, but the blood of Jesus was shed once for all and fully satisfied God.  Therefore it says, “and the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanses us from all sin”, 1 John 1:7.

So the Lord Jesus died and His precious blood was shed, and then He was laid in the grave, speaking of removing entirely from God’s sight the order of man that could never satisfy Him.  Jesus went that way for us vicariously, the perfect, holy, spotless One, “undefiled, separated from sinners”, Heb.7:26.  He alone could go that way, He alone could satisfy God about the great matter of sin and sins.  He bore the “sins of many” (Heb.9:28); He did that for every one who believes on Him, for each one of us here who in faith can say that He bore my sins in His body upon the tree (1 Pet.2:24).  What liberty it gives us before God to be able to say that.

Jesus “gave himself a ransom for all” (1 Tim.2:6); it says of Him that “he is the propitiation for our sins; but not for ours alone, but also for the whole world”, 1 John 2:2.  But we have to make this our own by putting our faith and trust in Him.  Only then can I say that Jesus bore my sins in His body upon the tree.  There is only one Man before God now, the Lord Jesus, and every believer is in Him before God.  How liberating, what freedom believers in the Lord Jesus have as knowing that their sins are forgiven through their faith and trust in the blessed One who has died and His precious blood has been shed, the One who has gone into the grave and has risen victorious!  He broke the power of death.  We know that, in this scene, there is no greater power than the power of death.  How men are absolutely helpless in the face of the power of death, but the Lord Jesus has broken that power, and as going into death He has annulled him who had the might of it (Heb.2:14).  What a victory!  

Thus we are able to present in the glad tidings that God has highly exalted Jesus; “Wherefore also God highly exalted him, and granted him a name, that which is above every name”, Phil.2:9.  Peter was able to say to those persons who had their part in crucifying Jesus, “Let the whole house of Israel therefore know assuredly that God has made him, this Jesus whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ”, Acts 2:36.  This world is fast going on to destruction, but the time will come when the Lord Jesus will reign supreme.  God has appointed a day and He has appointed the One who will “judge the habitable earth in righteousness by the man whom he has appointed, giving the proof of it to all in having raised him from among the dead”, Acts 17:31.  

To the question “Who is able to forgive sins … ?” which these persons asked in derision, the answer is that the Lord Jesus is able to do that, because of His completed and perfect and absolute work which is to God’s full satisfaction.  The hymn writer says:

‘Repentance only, God requires from man,

   And faith in Christ, His well-belovèd Son’

                        (Hymn 123)

We have to acknowledge that we have a need.  It says in the Old Testament, “All we like sheep have gone astray, we have turned every one to his own way; and Jehovah hath laid upon him the iniquity of us all”, Isa.53:6.  In the New Testament it says, “for all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God”, Rom.3:23.  No one can elect themselves out of that, but God has provided the answer to it in His beloved Son.

I read in chapter 4 where the Lord asked His disciples, “Why are ye thus fearful? how is it ye have not faith?” – faith in this glorious Person.  You can put your implicit trust in the Lord Jesus.  And so it says, “And they feared with great fear, and said one to another, Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey him?”.  “Who then is this?”; it is the same glorious Person!  The wind and waves come in our lives, in the testimony and in our pathways through this world.  Who is able to calm them?  The same glorious Person who has answered the whole question of sin and sins to the entire satisfaction of a righteous God is the One who has control of everything.  God has given everything into the hands of this blessed One; “All power has been given me in heaven and upon earth”, Matt.28:18.  It says here, “And awaking up he rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, Silence; be mute” (v.39).  The One who is able to do that is the same glorious Person in whom we are to have our faith.  Faith is the gift of God.  God has provided everything from His own side, and in the glad tidings, He does not ask anything from any one of us except repentance, and faith in His well-beloved Son.  The goodness of God leads men to repentance (Rom.2:4).  How wondrous that God, being who He is, should operate entirely from His own side to provide everything that we need, so that we may come into blessing and that He may secure your heart and mine.  How worthy He is of it.

Then we read where the disciples again raised a question: “Whence shall one be able to satisfy these with bread here in a desert place?”  God does not leave us to our own devices.  There are several references to Him in relation to the gospel; “our Saviour God, who desires that all men should be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim.2:4) and “God so loved the world, that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whosoever believes on him may not perish, but have life eternal”, John 3:16.  Initial salvation is not the end – the acceptance of Jesus as Saviour is really only the beginning.  The Lord Jesus would love to take over our lives.  And then we are to be fed.  We need feeding to live.  The Lord Jesus speaks of Himself as “the bread out of heaven” John 6:32.  I suppose we acknowledge that we live in a desert scene, that all that is around is lifeless as far as God is concerned.  It may not appear so on the surface; scripture speaks about “the temporary pleasure of sin”, Heb.11:25.  Men look for life, but it ends in death, it always will.  This world is a desert scene, a lifeless scene, but as we go through it, there is food.  What is that food?  It is Christ Himself

To obtain the benefit of that food, you need the gift of the Holy Spirit.  We have no interest or desire for this food apart from the gift of the Holy Spirit.  This heavenly food will be our eternal portion.  The believer’s outlook is not down here but in relation to another scene altogether, but in the meantime we can have some experience of that scene by feeding on this food, which is Christ, and that must involve the gift of the Holy Spirit.  God would give us the means whereby we may appreciate this food and appropriate it and enjoy it, and that is by the gift of the Holy Spirit.  There is a scripture in which the Lord Jesus speaks of persons in this world giving gifts to their children; He says, “If therefore ye, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much rather shall the Father who is of heaven give the Holy Spirit to them that ask him?”, Luke 11:13.  The Father gives the Holy Spirit to those who obey Him, to those who ask.  He gives them the divine Person who would give us an appetite to enjoy this food.  These things which are going to be the eternal portion of believers can be enjoyed now by the gift of the blessed Holy Spirit, the One who is able to satisfy us with food in a desert place.  

Believers have a resource outside of this scene altogether, food for life.  It is what promotes life, sustains life and it comes from another scene entirely, from our Lord Jesus Christ.  Everything for God’s glory and pleasure is centred in that blessed One.  Everything for our blessing is centred in Him too, as putting our faith and trust in Him.  He is the One who has the answer to every need and every longing.  He can fully satisfy whatever right desire may arise in our hearts, whilst we are in the testimony to Him here in the world.  It is all in the Lord Jesus.  May our hearts give Him a greater place.  No doubt each one of us here has heard the glad tidings many times before, but may the result of what has been said be that He has a greater place in our hearts, for His name’s sake.

Preaching of the gospel, Malvern

29 April 2018

I. Barlow

 


Scripture references

Mark 2:6-7 (JND) [6] But certain of the scribes were there sitting, and reasoning in their hearts, [7] Why does this [man] thus speak? he blasphemes. Who is able to forgive sins except God alone?

Mark 4:40 (JND) [40] And he said to them, Why are ye [thus] fearful? how [is it] ye have not faith?

Mark 8:4 (JND) [4] And his disciples answered him, Whence shall one be able to satisfy these with bread here in a desert place?

Luke 5:21 (JND) [21] And the scribes and the Pharisees began to reason [in their minds], saying, Who is this who speaks blasphemies? Who is able to forgive sins but God alone?

John 1:1-3 (JND) [1] In [the] beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. [2] *He* was in the beginning with God. [3] All things received being through him, and without him not one [thing] received being which has received being.

Mark 2:9 (JND) [9] Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, [Thy] sins are forgiven [thee]; or to say, Arise, and take up thy couch and walk?

Romans 5:8 (JND) [8] but God commends *his* love to us, in that, we being still sinners, Christ has died for us.

Psalms 45:7 (JND) [7] Thou hast loved righteousness, and hated wickedness; therefore God, thy God, hath anointed thee with the oil of gladness above thy companions.

John 8:29 (JND) [29] And he that has sent me is with me; he has not left me alone, because I do always the things that are pleasing to him.

John 8:25 (JND) [25] They said therefore to him, Who art thou? [And] Jesus said to them, Altogether that which I also say to you.

John 14:30 (JND) [30] I will no longer speak much with you, for the ruler of the world comes, and in me he has nothing;

Acts 13:22 (JND) [22] And having removed him he raised up to them David for king, of whom also bearing witness he said, I have found David, the son of Jesse, a man after my heart, who shall do all my will.

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

Psalms 145:16 (JND) [16] Thou openest thy hand, and satisfiest the desire of every living thing.

John 10:10 (JND) [10] The thief comes not but that he may steal, and kill, and destroy: I am come that they might have life, and might have [it] abundantly.

Luke 23:18 (JND) [18] But they cried out in a mass saying, Away with this [man] and release Barabbas to us;

John 19:4 (JND) [4] And Pilate went out again and says to them, Lo, I bring him out to you, that ye may know that I find in him no fault whatever.

John 19:34 (JND) [34] but one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and immediately there came out blood and water.

Hebrews 9:22 (JND) [22] and almost all things are purified with blood according to the law, and without blood-shedding there is no remission.

1 John 1:7 (JND) [7] But if we walk in the light as *he* is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanses us from all sin.

Hebrews 7:26 (JND) [26] For such a high priest became us, holy, harmless, undefiled, separated from sinners, and become higher than the heavens:

Hebrews 9:28 (JND) [28] thus the Christ also, having been once offered to bear the sins of many, shall appear to those that look for him the second time without sin for salvation.

1 Peter 2:24 (JND) [24] who himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, in order that, being dead to sins, we may live to righteousness: by whose stripes ye have been healed.

1 Timothy 2:6 (JND) [6] who gave himself a ransom for all, the testimony [to be rendered] in its own times;

1 John 2:2 (JND) [2] and *he* is the propitiation for our sins; but not for ours alone, but also for the whole world.

Hebrews 2:14 (JND) [14] Since therefore the children partake of blood and flesh, he also, in like manner, took part in the same, that through death he might annul him who has the might of death, that is, the devil;

Philippians 2:9 (JND) [9] Wherefore also God highly exalted him, and granted him a name, that which is above every name,

Acts 2:36 (JND) [36] Let the whole house of Israel therefore know assuredly that God has made him, this Jesus whom *ye* have crucified, both Lord and Christ.

Acts 17:31 (JND) [31] because he has set a day in which he is going to judge the habitable earth in righteousness by [the] man whom he has appointed, giving the proof [of it] to all [in] having raised him from among [the] dead.

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

Romans 3:23 (JND) [23] for all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God;

Romans 3:23 (JND) [23] for all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God;

Romans 3:23 (JND) [23] for all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God;

Matthew 28:18 (JND) [18] And Jesus coming up spoke to them, saying, All power has been given me in heaven and upon earth.

Romans 2:4 (JND) [4] or despisest thou the riches of his goodness, and forbearance, and long-suffering, not knowing that the goodness of God leads thee to repentance?

1 Timothy 2:4 (JND) [4] who desires that all men should be saved and come to [the] knowledge of [the] truth.

John 3:16 (JND) [16] For God so loved the world, that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whosoever believes on him may not perish, but have life eternal.

John 6:32 (JND) [32] Jesus therefore said to them, Verily, verily, I say to you, [It is] not Moses that has given you the bread out of heaven; but my Father gives you the true bread out of heaven.

Hebrews 11:25 (JND) [25] choosing rather to suffer affliction along with the people of God than to have [the] temporary pleasure of sin;

Luke 11:13 (JND) [13] If therefore *ye*, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much rather shall the Father who is of heaven give [the] Holy Spirit to them that ask him?



KEEPING OUR EYES ON THE LORD JESUS

Proverbs 29:18

I feel led to speak from this passage, not that I think that my dear brethren have no vision or have cast off restraint, but that we should be encouraged by this verse.  I want primarily to speak about our vision, and to begin with the latter part of the Proverb, “happy is he that keepeth the law”.  Men may think that keeping the law is very difficult and restrictive; they may even recognise that it is impossible, for so it is for man in the flesh.  I think that we can look at a passage such as this, and not only relate it to the laws that God set out through Moses on those tablets of stone, but we can include in this statement – “happy is he that keepeth the law” – the whole of the truth, including all that has been revealed to us of God Himself by the Lord Jesus through the Holy Spirit.

Another proverb which links with this one is, “Remove not the ancient landmark which thy fathers have set”, Prov.22:28.  There is that which has been handed down to us through our fathers, under the influence of the Lord Jesus, which has been tested by Scripture.  We do well, dear brethren, to hold on to those things like the person referred to here; “happy is he that keepeth the law”.  We can all find comfort, happiness and sustenance in that which has been made known to us.

Now coming to the earlier part of this proverb, “Where there is no vision the people cast off restraint”.  One of the most prominent illustrations of this in Scripture is in Exodus 32 where the people said as to Moses, “for this Moses … we do not know what is become of him!” (v.1).  They lost their vision.  Dear brethren, our vision is absolutely essential to our welfare and to the praise of God Himself.  If there is to be a response to God, it is essential that our vision is fixed upon the Lord Jesus, who Moses represents in that passage.  The people said, “for this Moses, the man that has brought us up out of the land of Egypt, – we do not know what is become of him!”.  We know what took place; they made a god and it says, “And they rose up early on the morrow, and offered up burnt-offerings, and brought peace-offerings; and the people sat down to eat and to drink, and rose up to sport”, (v.6).  That is one of the most prominent examples of lack of vision in the history of the Scriptures.

But I wondered whether we could touch on one or two examples in Scripture of faithful men who did have vision.  We can begin very early in the Scriptures and think of Noah and what he faced in the circumstances of the world around him, a world full of sin and corruption, yet it speaks of Noah as a man who “walked with God”, Gen.6:9.  He is a wonderful picture of the way in which God works.  God did not leave Himself without persons here in that scene, despite all that was around.  Was Noah taking account of what was around him, the sin and the corruption of what was around?  I am sure he was.  Was that his occupation?  I think not.  Noah knew God, he loved Him and he walked with Him, and God walked with Noah.  Noah was sustained in a world of great corruption because of the vision that he had of God Himself.  How essential that was as men around him no doubt ridiculed him as he fulfilled God’s commandment to build an ark in a place where there was no water.  Noah had vision which served him well and there was an answer for God as a result of it.  How essential that is.

We can touch on many other examples.  Moses himself had a vision of the land that God had put before him, and despite all that had come in, and although God in His faithfulness did not allow Moses to go into the land, He gave him the joy of seeing it.  Moses saw what he had reached out for as he had led the people through the wilderness.  God showed him what He was going to do.  The fulness of God’s heart is wonderful.  

What did Joshua see as the people of Israel went through the wilderness?  It says as to Joshua that he “departed not from within the tent”, Exod.33:11.  He remained there.  Did Joshua take much account of what was going on in the camp when the tent was pitched outside of it?  No, he was in the tent, taking account of Moses’ communications with God Himself.  Joshua had a different view altogether.  How could he have led the people if he had not had that impression of what God had showed him?  Later, he said that it was “a very, very good land”, Num.14:7.  Others criticised and suggested something very different, but who was right?  Joshua was.  He was given that view of the land, he laid hold of it, and he had it for the rest of his life.  It helped him when he was fighting the battles in the land, conscious that God was with him.  He had that vision before him of the land under the hand of God and under His influence, a land which was abundantly different to the wilderness through which he had come. 

We could think of David and his desire that there should be a house for God’s praise.  David knew Jehovah, he had proved Him and he had come to know Him.  Think of the way in which David was able to speak in the Psalms of what he had before him; “Lift up your heads, ye gates, and be ye lifted up, ye everlasting doors, and the King of glory shall come in”, Ps.24:7.  Surely David had a vision outside of this scene; in principle he had a vision of the Lord Jesus Himself, and he laid hold of that light.  It led him throughout his life.  God said it was not for David to build a house for Him, because David had been a man of war, but he had that vision before him.

I wanted to touch specifically on the prophet Isaiah, because I think he helps us to understand what I am speaking of.  It says at the beginning of Isaiah, “The vision of Isaiah the son of Amoz”.  I do not think that this was a vision like the vision that Daniel had, for instance, or the vision that Joseph had; I do not think that what Isaiah saw was a dream.  It was the entire scope of what Jehovah had shared with him and it took him a whole book to write it down – the vision of Isaiah.  The book is so richly full of the view that Isaiah had of Jehovah Himself.  Jehovah begins, “Come now, let us reason together, saith Jehovah: though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool”, Isa.1:18.  I trust that, if there is anybody here whose sins remain as scarlet, that you will have a view of the Lord Jesus Himself, the only One who can make your sins as wool.  He is able to do that, dear friend; His “hand is not shortened that it cannot save”, Isa.59:1.  The Lord Jesus is available today.  Very early in this record of Isaiah’s vision, we find him speaking of God willing to come and reason with you and with me.  Do you have that view of God willing to come in on your behalf?  Or do you think it would help, when it comes to the temptation of the flesh and of Satan, to cast off restraint?  No, Isaiah saw something very different.  What did he see?  He saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, and the seraphim saying, “Holy, holy, holy is Jehovah of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!”, Isa.6:3.  How essential it is that we have some sense of the holiness of God Himself.  As we have some sense of the perfection and glory of God Himself, surely it helps us in our pathway here to realise that we are to be subject to Him; we are cast on the Lord Jesus.

Isaiah went on to say, “Woe unto me! for I am undone; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips” (v.5).  May we have an impression, as we sense the holiness of God Himself, of our own poverty, of the squalor in which we live as away from God, shapen in iniquity.  And yet God is a Saviour God and He “desires that all men should be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth”, 1 Tim.2:4.  Something interesting then comes into Isaiah’s account.  Having just recounted how helpless he felt, one of the seraphim flew to him with a glowing coal, and said ”thine iniquity is taken away” (v.7), then straight away there is a need expressed; “I heard the voice of the Lord saying, Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” (v.8).  Isaiah said, “Here am I”.  There is a need, beloved brethren, for us to be available to take up what God would have us to do.  It was an exhortation here to a man who had just realised, in the presence of the holiness of God, his own utter paucity, but through the work of the Lord Jesus in type, as that scripture would suggest, he made himself available, he offered himself to God for His service.

What did Isaiah find?  He found One who, I trust, you have found also: “unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given; and the government shall be upon his shoulder; and his name is called Wonderful …”, Isa.9:6.  Do you know a Man in heaven whose name is Wonderful, a name perfectly suited to Himself and to no one else?  I sometimes wonder about our using that word wonderful, bearing in mind that it is a name of the Lord Jesus, a description of Him in the fulness of all that He is.  Manoah was asked, “How is it that thou askest after my name, seeing it is wonderful?”, Judg.13:18.  Would that we had a clearer vision of the Lord Jesus in the way that Isaiah had.  And He is Counsellor.  God is so good to us, He has made available to us One of whom it says, His name is Counsellor.  There is no counsellor like the Lord Jesus, and He is available to each one of us if we lay hold of Him.  Then “Mighty God, Father of Eternity, Prince of Peace”.  What can we say as to these things, except that I trust we have some impression of them for ourselves in our knowledge of the Lord Jesus Himself. 

Isaiah goes on to say, “And there shall come forth a shoot out of the stock of Jesse, and a branch out of his roots shall be fruitful; and the Spirit of Jehovah shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of Jehovah”, Isa.11:1,2.  Then Isaiah had another impression of the greatness of our Lord and Saviour when he wrote, “Behold, a king shall reign in righteousness, and princes shall rule in judgment.  And a man shall be as a hiding-place from the wind, and a covert from the storm; as brooks of water in a dry place, as the shadow of a great rock in a thirsty land”, Isa.32:1,2.  I trust, dear brethren, that each one of us has some sense of the Lord Jesus in that understanding way and that we prove Him day by day as “the shadow of a great rock in a thirsty land”.  This world is a land without succour, without strength, without resource; it is a world where we desperately need this view of the Lord Jesus in all His greatness and His glory, the One who is able to keep us for Himself.

I can only touch on a few of these references, but I was struck by Isaiah speaking in chapter 40 of the greatness of God in His creational power; “Who hath measured the waters in the hollow of his hand, and meted out the heavens with his span, and grasped the dust of the earth in a measure, and weighed the mountains in a balance” (v.12).  Do we all have some impression of God in His greatness and His power in the way in which He has brought about everything here for His own glory and praise, although one day it will all be rolled up as a covering (Heb.1:12), when there will be a new heaven and a new earth, something Isaiah included at the end of his prophecy.  He says, “Do ye not know?  Have ye not heard?  Hath it not been told you from the beginning?  Have ye not understood the foundation of the earth?” (v.21).  All of us here have been brought up to know and understand something of the greatness of God and what He has worked out, and it is something we need to lay hold of and keep for ourselves.  Isaiah goes on to say, “To whom then will ye liken me, or shall I be equal? saith the Holy One.  Lift up your eyes on high, and see!” (vv.25,26).  Would that we spent more time, and were encouraged through the power of the Spirit, in lifting up our eyes and seeing what is above.  That is where our vision should be, not here in this scene.  What help is there here as we look around?  We find little, but we will be sustained in our pathway down here together, enjoying the things that belong to the Lord Jesus, if our vision is kept fixed on the One who is above and we are maintained in that.

Isaiah goes on to chapter 53 which we know so well.  It links with two things which I think stand out in this vision.  We have spoken of the greatness of God and His creational power, and of Him as a Saviour, and now we find here in a special way the cross of our Lord Jesus.  Think of the way in which God in His tender mercy gave Isaiah this vision.  The detail of it is wonderful, given to this man long before the Lord Jesus came into this scene, as is the accuracy of it and the feeling character that comes out here.  How impoverished we would be without this passage of scripture, helping us to understand something of divine feeling as to what the Lord Jesus undertook upon the cross.  We sing:

‘O the cross of Christ is wondrous!

   There I Iearn God’s heart to me;’

and

‘Holy claims of justice finding

   Full expression in that scene’      (Hymn 212).

Dear brethren, what it meant for God to lay upon Jesus the iniquity of us all.  It says of Him prophetically that He would “grow up before him as a tender sapling” (v.2).  Think of God taking account of the life of the Lord Jesus here as a tender sapling, a root out of dry ground, having no resource in this scene, but drawing entirely from that which was above, pleasurable to Him.  And yet “his visage was so marred more than any man” (Isa.52:14); think of the suffering that the Lord Jesus, God’s beloved Son, has gone through for you and me.  It is something that we must lay hold of, and it is good for us to have in our vision, to have in our contemplation day by day, the greatness of the Lord Jesus and what He has accomplished. 

“He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, but he opened not his mouth … men appointed his grave with the wicked, but he was with the rich in his death … Yet it pleased Jehovah to bruise him; he hath subjected Him to suffering” (vv.7,9,10).  Dear brethren, these are things for our contemplation, for our vision.  They lift us out of this scene, although they happened in this scene to a Man who, as it says, “did not esteem it an object of rapine to be on an equality with God … taking a bondman's form, taking his place in the likeness of men … humbled himself” (Phil.2:6-8), coming down here to lay down His life in your place and mine.  These things are not to be forgotten, but not only that, they are to be contemplated with affection by us, taking account of the Lord Jesus in the way in which He has gone for you and for me individually, taking up our cases there by Himself upon that cross.  It is for us to lay hold of.  Can we go back to the affairs of this world as we take account of what is presented here?  No, we cannot.  Let our vision be maintained, let our walk be maintained also in a right pathway, holding to this view of Jesus, that there should be a result for God’s glory and for His praise.

Before moving on to the New Testament, I wanted to touch the completeness of Isaiah’s vision, because at the end, he says, “For as the new heavens and the new earth which I will make shall remain before me, saith Jehovah, so shall your seed and your name remain”, Isa.66:22.  Isaiah’s vision goes right through to the new heaven and a new earth.

I wanted to speak about Stephen, a man in our dispensation who saw what you and I can see.  In Acts 7, he had this vision as he was being killed, right at the end of his life.  Stephen was “a man full of faith” (Acts 6:5) who “full of grace and power, wrought wonders and great signs among the people” (v.8).  Did he do that in his own strength?  No, he did it in the strength that came from this beloved Man, Jesus, where He was at the right hand of God.  Stephen tells us what he saw there; he knew the Lord Jesus in heaven, and he communicated with Him there.  This vision which Stephen had at the end of his life, in circumstances so hostile, helped him to remain unchanged by all that was going on around him.  His eyes were set; it says, “having fixed his eyes on heaven, he saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God”, Acts 7:55.  How wonderful: that view preserved Stephen through the greatest opposition a man could face as his life was being taken from him: his vision was maintained.

Later on in the book, we know well the vision that Paul had, and which never left him.  He said to Agrippa, “I saw, O king, a light above the brightness of the sun, shining from heaven round about me”, Acts 26:13.  Paul never lost that vision, and I trust that each one of us has some sense of what was made apparent to Paul in that vision of a light above the brightness of the sun.  He saw the Lord Jesus in all His glory, the One against whom he had been anxious to do so much.  You may say, I am not set against the Lord Jesus.  But are you willing to lay other things aside – and I take this to myself – to devote more time to being here for this Man?  His glory remains the same; it has not dimmed.  Paul has long since gone to be with the Lord.  I often wonder how he would describe that glory if he had been left here longer.  One thing is certain – it would not have dimmed.  The more that Paul thought about this light from heaven, the impression of it grew brighter.  It goes on and brightens, it never dulls.  Dear brethren, would that we had a clear view, as these men had, of the greatness of the Lord Jesus in all His glory and His wealth and His majesty there at God’s right hand.  He was able to ascend through heaven after heaven after heaven, and “set himself down on the right hand of the greatness on high” (Heb.1:3) in all His glory.  It is a vision of Him there that will help us in our pathway here, and set our faces steadfastly to be for Him here in the time remaining which He has given to us.

What can we say as to these men, and the way in which they ended their lives?  In his hired lodging, Paul’s view was not dimmed at all.  Men wanted to take away his freedom, but did it limit him?  No: he had a vision outside of this world and it provided him with a stability that men could but marvel at.  Here was a man prepared to stand in the face of any opposition because he had “met with the help which is from God”, Acts 26:22.

Then we find John on the island of Patmos in difficult circumstances.  You may say there was plenty for John to be sorrowful about, and he felt that, but what did John write about?  What is the vision that he was given?  He was instructed to write it down and he did so for us; it is there for us to enjoy.  The book of Revelation has often been presented as for those in the last days, in days of difficulty, and it is for us to lay hold of what John saw.  He says, “And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of the heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.  And I heard a loud voice out of the heaven, saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he shall tabernacle with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, their God”, Rev.21:2,3.  That was what John was occupied with, not Patmos.  No, that was not of interest to him.  His vision was of the assembly, the answer to Christ’s love and glory, a holy and perfect vessel suited to accompany Him for eternity; coming down out of heaven as a bride adorned for her Husband. 

Beloved brethren, I have reached the end of the Scriptures, and we find in them examples of those who had no vision, who saw what was around them and failed in it.  But put those to one side.  I would like us to remember all those who did have a vision of Christ in glory, who laid hold of it and as a result, was there anything that these men would not put to one side for Him?  Where we began – “Where there is no vision the people cast off restraint” – that was not just something that happened in the old days, it can happen today.  Has your appreciation of Christ dimmed?  The value of the gospel?  The value of the Lord’s supper?  Your appreciation of the assembly?  If we cast off restraint and start to take an easier line, I assure you that the result of that would be turmoil, and no answer from us for God.  May we be preserved together with our eyes set on the Lord Jesus Himself, the One who is immovable, with an answer to every need, and may we be kept under His care.  He is the one who is our Shepherd and our Friend.  May we have a greater impression of Him, for His name’s sake.

Address at Sunbury

24 November 2018

A.A. Croot

 


Scripture references

Proverbs 29:18 (JND) [18] Where there is no vision the people cast off restraint; but happy is he that keepeth the law.

Proverbs 22:28 (JND) [28] Remove not the ancient landmark which thy fathers have set.

Exodus 32 (JND) [1] And when the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people collected together to Aaron, and said to him, Up, make us a god, who will go before us; for this Moses, the man that has brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what is become of him! [2] And Aaron said to them, Break off the golden rings that are in the ears of your wives, of your sons, and of your daughters, and bring [them] to me. [3] Then all the people broke off the golden rings that were in their ears, and brought [them] to Aaron. …

Genesis 6:9 (JND) [9] This is the history of Noah. Noah was a just man, perfect amongst his generations: Noah walked with God.

Exodus 33:11 (JND) [11] And Jehovah spoke with Moses face to face, as a man speaks with his friend. And he returned to the camp; but his attendant, Joshua the son of Nun, a young man, departed not from within the tent.

Numbers 14:7 (JND) [7] And they spoke to the whole assembly of the children of Israel, saying, The land, which we passed through to search it out, is a very, very good land.

Psalms 24:7 (JND) [7] Lift up your heads, ye gates, and be ye lifted up, ye everlasting doors, and the King of glory shall come in.

Isaiah 1:18 (JND) [18] Come now, let us reason together, saith Jehovah: though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool.

Isaiah 59:1 (JND) [1] Behold, Jehovah's hand is not shortened that it cannot save, neither his ear heavy that it cannot hear;

Isaiah 6:3 (JND) [3] And one called to the other and said, Holy, holy, holy is Jehovah of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!

1 Timothy 2:4 (JND) [4] who desires that all men should be saved and come to [the] knowledge of [the] truth.

Isaiah 9:6 (JND) [6] For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given; and the government shall be upon his shoulder; and his name is called Wonderful, Counsellor, Mighty God, Father of Eternity, Prince of Peace.

Judges 13:18 (JND) [18] And the Angel of Jehovah said to him, How is it that thou askest after my name, seeing it is wonderful?

Judges 13:18 (JND) [18] And the Angel of Jehovah said to him, How is it that thou askest after my name, seeing it is wonderful?

Isaiah 11:1-2 (JND) [1] And there shall come forth a shoot out of the stock of Jesse, and a branch out of his roots shall be fruitful; [2] and the Spirit of Jehovah shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of Jehovah.

Isaiah 32:1-2 (JND) [1] Behold, a king shall reign in righteousness, and princes shall rule in judgment. [2] And a man shall be as a hiding-place from the wind, and a covert from the storm; as brooks of water in a dry place, as the shadow of a great rock in a thirsty land.

Hebrews 1:12 (JND) [12] and as a covering shalt thou roll them up, and they shall be changed; but *thou* art the Same, and thy years shall not fail.

Isaiah 52:14 (JND) [14] As many were astonished at thee his visage was so marred more than any man, and his form more than the children of men

Philippians 2:6-8 (JND) [6] who, subsisting in the form of God, did not esteem it an object of rapine to be on an equality with God; [7] but emptied himself, taking a bondman's form, taking his place in [the] likeness of men; [8] and having been found in figure as a man, humbled himself, becoming obedient even unto death, and [that the] death of [the] cross.

Isaiah 66:22 (JND) [22] For as the new heavens and the new earth which I will make shall remain before me, saith Jehovah, so shall your seed and your name remain.

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 6:5 (JND) [5] And the saying pleased the whole multitude: and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and [the] Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolas, a proselyte of Antioch,

Acts 7:55 (JND) [55] But being full of [the] Holy Spirit, having fixed his eyes on heaven, he saw [the] glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God,

Acts 26:13 (JND) [13] at mid-day, on the way, I saw, O king, a light above the brightness of the sun, shining from heaven round about me and those who were journeying with me.

Hebrews 1:3 (JND) [3] who being [the] effulgence of his glory and [the] expression of his substance, and upholding all things by the word of his power, having made [by himself] the purification of sins, set himself down on the right hand of the greatness on high,

Acts 26:22 (JND) [22] Having therefore met with [the] help which is from God, I have stood firm unto this day, witnessing both to small and great, saying nothing else than those things which both the prophets and Moses have said should happen,

Revelation 21:2-3 (JND) [2] And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of the heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. [3] And I heard a loud voice out of the heaven, saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God [is] with men, and he shall tabernacle with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, their God.



THE DIVINE STANDARD MAINTAINED

2 Peter 1:16-21;  Zechariah 4:11-14

I have been thinking of the divine standard as represented by the value of gold.  When the nations gave up the gold standard, I understand that it was seen by some as a retrograde step.  Everything was being devalued in the Western world at the time, and governments thought that changing the benchmark from the value of gold to another value was the way to contain things.  But in divine things, the gold standard represents God’s standard.  

Recently we have had reference to the rivers which went out of Eden, and one surrounded Havilah, where the “gold of that land is good”, Gen.2:11,12.  That is what God said – the Spirit of God speaking through Moses.  Then at the setting up of the tabernacle with its holy place, there was gold used there; the divine standard was maintained there, although it was not seen by the people.  Then it was revived again under Solomon; God’s mind about it was made known as we have been seeing in our interesting enquiries in the second book of Chronicles about how Solomon set up the temple, and everything in it was covered with gold.  That was a further step in the divine plan.  The temple was set up by Solomon on the basis of his being David’s son, and being regarded by Jehovah as His son (2 Sam.7:14), and so in Solomon’s temple, the divine standard was maintained based on sonship.  

This scripture came to mind as to how the divine standard is maintained through prophetic ministry.  It is by the Holy Spirit.  Peter heard what was uttered in the divine presence; he says of Christ, “For he received from God the Father honour and glory, such a voice being uttered to him by the excellent glory”.  You might say, that is the divine presence; believers of this dispensation have been brought into the divine presence at that level.  Dear brethren, we as believers have been brought in to God’s presence at the highest level.  That is where we are and where the Father speaks.  There was a reference on Lord’s day to the Father saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I have found my delight; and this voice we heard uttered from heaven”.  That is the realm where the gold standard is maintained.  We have come here tonight, just a few brethren together, but we can touch the place where the gold standard is maintained.  It says “and this voice we heard uttered from heaven, being with him on the holy mountain.  And we have the prophetic word made surer”.  We can see how the dispensation is going to be maintained.  The attack of the enemy is to devalue God’s standard; he is doing it all the time.  If we fall beneath that standard, we do not lose our inheritance as believers in Christ and in the precious work of Christ and His blood, but we are called upon to maintain this standard in life.  It says in the first verse we read that these things are not “cleverly imagined fables”; that is not the way that the divine standard is maintained.  It is maintained in the power of the Spirit.  “And we have the prophetic word made surer, to which ye do well taking heed (as to a lamp shining in an obscure place)” – that allows for the day dawning, even as we are in an obscure place – “until the day dawn and the morning star arise in your hearts”.  Then it says, “the scope of no prophecy of scripture is had from its own particular interpretation, for prophecy was not ever uttered by the will of man, but holy men of God spake under the power of the Holy Spirit”.  

Now I want to touch on this type in Zechariah.  In verse 14 it says, “These are the two sons of oil”, and it suggests to me the presence of the Spirit in persons.  “These are the two sons of oil, that stand before the Lord of the whole earth”, and it says that the prophet saw “two olive-branches which are beside the two golden tubes that empty the gold out of themselves …”.  The gold represents the work of God in persons.  We must have respect for each other.  We see the gold that is there in each other as we speak together, not about flippant or earthly things, things that are only for time, but the work of God, the gold, is going through and therefore that is what is precious.  The work of God in a believer is precious.  If we allowed God’s work to express itself more, how much more gain would there be from our meetings.  I think the reference to “… the two golden tubes that empty the gold out of themselves” speaks of the assembly in operation, the temple in operation, the service of God in operation.  God loves it, as He finds what He has put in the saints being expressed by them.  The service of God really is that.  As David said, “of that which is from thy hand have we given thee”, 1 Chron.29:14.  In the assembly, what God has formed in persons is expressing itself to God in response, and that response is reflective of the manhood of Christ.  

It is a wonderful thought to encourage us, and I wanted to emphasise that it is a very rich atmosphere that we are in, however few; “For where two or three are gathered together unto my name, there am I in the midst of them”, Matt.18:20.  What limit can you put on that?  You cannot, that is how great it is.  So I trust that we will be encouraged, for His name’s sake.  

Word in a meeting for ministry, Glasgow

15 January 2019

N.J. Henry
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Scripture references

2 Peter 1:16-21 (JND) [16] For we have not made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, following cleverly imagined fables, but having been eyewitnesses of *his* majesty. [17] For he received from God [the] Father honour and glory, such a voice being uttered to him by the excellent glory: This is my beloved Son, in whom *I* have found my delight; [18] and this voice *we* heard uttered from heaven, being with him on the holy mountain. [19] And we have the prophetic word [made] surer, to which ye do well taking heed (as to a lamp shining in an obscure place) until [the] day dawn and [the] morning star arise in your hearts; [20] knowing this first, that [the scope of] no prophecy of scripture is had from its own particular interpretation, [21] for prophecy was not ever uttered by [the] will of man, but holy men of God spake under the power of [the] Holy Spirit.

Zechariah 4:11-14 (JND) [11] And I answered and said unto him, What are these two olive-trees on the right of the lamp-stand and on its left? [12] And I answered the second time and said unto him, What are the two olive-branches which are beside the two golden tubes that empty the gold out of themselves? [13] And he spoke to me, saying, Knowest thou not what these are? And I said, No, my lord. [14] And he said, These are the two sons of oil, that stand before the Lord of the whole earth.

Genesis 2:11-12 (JND) [11] The name of the one is Pison: that is it which surrounds the whole land of Havilah, where the gold is. [12] And the gold of that land is good; bdellium and the onyx stone are there.

2 Samuel 7:14 (JND) [14] I will be his father, and he shall be my son. If he commit iniquity, I will chasten him with the rod of men and with the stripes of the sons of men;

1 Chronicles 29:14 (JND) [14] But who am I, and what is my people, that we should be able to offer willingly after this manner? for all is of thee, and of that which is from thy hand have we given thee.

Matthew 18:20 (JND) [20] For where two or three are gathered together unto my name, there am I in the midst of them.
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