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Introduction


This is a collection in two volumes of ministry by Alfred J Gardiner not previously available in book form.  Several volumes of our brother’s ministry were produced formerly (and are listed at the end of this book), and second-hand copies can be found of most if not all of these.  A lot more of his ministry, however, was published in monthly periodicals, leaflets, and other forms.  These are no longer in print, and the articles are therefore much less accessible.

Various sources have been used in this collection, but most of the material has come from three dis-continued periodicals—Words of Truth, edited by Mr Walter M Brown from Harrow; Words of Grace and Comfort, edited by Mr Harry F Nunnerley, latterly at Hove, then William Henderson from Glasgow; and Paroles d’Édification Mutuelle, published in France by M Paul G Blanc in Valence.  Material from this magazine has been translated; it had a mix of our brother’s ministry given in France, and ministry elsewhere rendered in French—I have so far found little of this in English publications.

The articles are in date order; a few that are un-dated come at the end of the second volume.  I assume the articles were revised before first publication—and expect that the author was able to do this himself.  I have read every one carefully, without doing my own revision.  I have left scripture quotations from the King James Version as found.

In my early years, I attended the meetings in Streatham where 

Mr Gardiner broke bread; and remember him with great affection and regard.  He was, of course, very active in ministry, and often travelling away, but he never forgot his local meeting—either in his prayers or his attention to our practical and spiritual welfare.

Mr Gardiner gives good advice on page 232 of this volume: ‘Read the ministry by all means, dear brethren.  If the Lord is giving ministry to the assembly, we ought to be diligent to follow it up.  Thank God for the ministry … but let us not think we shall get into it merely by reading books’.  May reading of these books nevertheless be to God’s glory. 

ANDREW BURR

2020
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“YOUR SPIRIT”


2 Timothy 1: 8-10; 4: 19-22

One would like to say a few words on the apostle’s prayer for Timothy, “The Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit”.  This epistle is encouraging to us all, in that it sets before us the “testimony of our Lord” as that which is intended to be our constant interest wherever we may be.  The epistle has not a local setting, and it contains no reference to local exercises, as such, but it presents the testimony of our Lord as that which should command us at all times, and in any and every place.

Now it is noticeable that the testimony is presented in this epistle in a setting of suffering, and that not a suffering that is merely occasional or incidental, but as that which is its characteristic feature.  The apostle says in the first chapter, “Be not therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me his prisoner; but suffer evil along with the glad tidings, according to the power of God”.  He says in the second chapter, “take thy share in suffering as a good soldier of Jesus Christ”.  In the third chapter he says, “All indeed who desire to live piously in Christ Jesus will be persecuted”, and in the fourth chapter he says, “But thou, be sober in all things, bear evils”. These exhortations show that suffering in one form or another is to be recognised as the characteristic feature of the testimony, and the apostle refers time after time in the epistle to the particular sufferings or evils which he himself had endured, as committed to the glad tidings.

But the sufferings connected with the glad tidings are to be endured “according to the power of God; who has saved us, and has called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to his own purpose and grace, which was given to us in Christ Jesus before the ages of time, but has been made manifest now by the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who has annulled death, and brought to light life and incorruptibility by the glad tidings”.  How it impresses us as we take account of the fact that God’s purpose and grace, given us in Christ Jesus before the ages of time, has now come to light in Him, the risen and glorified Man in the presence of God, and that in a power by which death has been annulled.  Do we appreciate the grace that has for ever connected us with Christ, the Christ of God, and that according to a set purpose which the blessed God formed before we had any existence at all—the grace that has for ever set us apart, by the death of our Saviour Jesus Christ and the gift of the Holy Spirit, from the order of sinful man with which we are only too familiar, and set us up in life and incorruptibility in Christ, the Man of His pleasure, now known as triumphant over the forces of evil and the power of death.  The testimony is that He is the Man who is going to abide, that all the pleasure of God and the glory of God are bound up with Him, and with us in Him, and that He is going to displace man after the flesh, and fill the whole scene with His own blessedness.

Now this testimony, which should command the allegiance of all who love our Lord Jesus Christ, is carried in this world in suffering, for the ceaseless effort of the enemy is to weaken, and if possible extinguish, all true testimony to Christ.  There is therefore continual conflict, and the battleground on which many of the conflicts of the testimony are waged is the spirits of the saints.  Hence the apostle’s closing prayer, “The Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit”.

If we take account of the different exercises of the apostle’s which he refers to, we cannot but feel how much they must have involved pressure upon his spirit.  In the first chapter he says, “Thou knowest this, that all who are in Asia, of whom is Phygellus and Hermogenes, have turned away from me”.  In the second chapter he speaks of Hymenæus and Philetus, who as to the truth had gone astray, and were overthrowing the faith of some.  The apostle would feel all these things with spiritual sensibilities—he says in another epistle, “Who is stumbled and I burn not?”- and he would doubtless feel being a prisoner and thus unable, in an active way, to take part in the conflict, but it is evident from the epistle that his spirit was preserved, that in his spirit he was maintained superior to all that tested him, and that he was thus evincing, in the presence of the onslaughts of the enemy, the power of “the life which is in Christ Jesus”.  May we not gather that the secret of the apostle’s power was that the Lord Jesus Christ was with his spirit, and hence his prayer that his son Timothy should know the same secret of power?

Timothy was encouraged to take his share in suffering as a good soldier of Jesus Christ.  He was to be always available to the One whom he served, he was to recognise that there were rules to be observed, that the conflicts of the testimony were to be waged in a way that was morally consistent with the One who is the subject of it, and that there must be readiness to labour patiently first before partaking of the fruits, see chap 2: 4-6.  All this involves much exercise and testing of spirit.  An example of this is seen at the end of the chapter, and at the same time an illustration of one of the ‘rules’.  It says, “A bondman of the Lord ought not to contend, but be gentle towards all ... in meekness setting right those who oppose, if God perhaps may sometime give them repentance”.  Any other spirit than that of meekness and gentleness, and of the forbearance that would wait in the hope that God might grant repentance, is out of keeping with the holy calling, but in the actual exercises of meeting opposition, and of maintaining the truth in the presence of it, what the bondman of the Lord needs is that the Lord Jesus Christ should be with his spirit.  The title suggests the One who was known here in such meekness and lowliness, in perfect grace toward men, yet absolute faithfulness to God, marked out as God’s chosen One, His anointed, and known now as Lord in supremacy, faithful and powerful to support all that is of Himself here, and held as Lord in the living affections of His bondmen here.

In the last chapter the apostle refers to further assaults made by the enemy on the testimony for which he stood, further efforts to overcome the spirit of the apostle: “Demas has forsaken me”; “Alexander the smith did many evil things against me”; “At my first defence no man stood with me, but all deserted me”.  But his spirit was preserved, and the “proclamation was fully made” in a power evidenced in a spirit that could sustain any amount of suffering and rise superior to it.  He says, “May it not be imputed to them”.  Of Alexander (according to the best translation, and it is in keeping with the spirit manifest in the words above just quoted) he does not say, “The Lord render to him”, which would be a prayer for retribution, but “The Lord will render to him according to his works”, a sober recognition that the testimony will prevail, and that opposition to it will meet its own reward.  All through these closing exercises the apostle shines very much in the spirit of the Lord Himself in the closing hours of His personal testimony here, and he shews that the secret of his power was that the Lord was with him, “The Lord stood with me, and gave me power”.

But the very exercises and sufferings of the testimony beget a mutual sympathy among those who have part in them, and hence the apostle sends by Timothy, and conveys to him, salutations to and from others whom he names (chap 5: 19-21) as having the confidence and affection of himself and Timothy.  He also informs him as to Erastus and Trophimus.  When the testimony of our Lord is held in the affections, the movements and exercises of the saints become of great interest as viewed in connection with it, and their affections and sympathy are valued as affording great support.  But if the conflicts of the testimony are to be sustained, what the bondman of the Lord needs is that the Lord Jesus Christ should be with his spirit, hence the apostle closes his letter with the words, “the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.  Grace be with you”.  

 

STREATHAM 

13th June 1925

Substance of an address, from Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

2 Timothy 1:8-10 (JND) [8] Be not therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me his prisoner; but suffer evil along with the glad tidings, according to the power of God; [9] who has saved us, and has called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to [his] own purpose and grace, which [was] given to us in Christ Jesus before [the] ages of time, [10] but has been made manifest now by the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who has annulled death, and brought to light life and incorruptibility by the glad tidings;

2 Timothy 4:19-22 (JND) [19] Salute Prisca and Aquila, and the house of Onesiphorus. [20] Erastus remained in Corinth, but Trophimus I left behind in Miletus sick. [21] Use diligence to come before winter. Eubulus salutes thee, and Pudens, and Linus, and Claudia, and the brethren all. [22] The Lord Jesus Christ [be] with your spirit. Grace [be] with you.



COMMITTAL TO THE TESTIMONY OF THE LORD


Mark 3: 9; 4: 1, 35-41; 6: 45-48; 8: 13-21

It is on my mind that in connection with the movements of the saints it is brought home to us that there is one common interest which binds the saints together all over the earth, and that is the greatest possible cheer in making a move.  To leave a place where we have been for a long time, and especially to go to a fresh country and to leave our friends and relatives, is not that which appeals to us naturally; but as saints of God, if we are subject to the Lord, there is this great encouragement that, wherever we go in subjection to the Lord, there is the one common interest which binds saints together all the world over, and that is what scripture speaks of as “the testimony of our Lord”.  It is that to which as saints the Lord would have us bend all our spiritual energies, it is that to which He would have our lives wholly committed, and, if one may venture to say so, it is as wholly committed to the testimony of our Lord that the spiritual prosperity that was prayed for will be realised.  The more perilous the days, the more important the whole-hearted committal to the testimony of our Lord.

Now I have read these scriptures in Mark’s gospel because I believe they suggest certain features of the testimony which perhaps we do well to be reminded of.  Pre-eminently among the gospels Mark’s gospel is occupied with the testimony, and what is a remarkable feature of the gospel of Mark is the frequency with which the Lord is seen entering into ships, as though the Lord would remind us that, as connected with His testimony here in a living way, there will be constant and incessant movement until the end.  There can be no rest until the Lord comes; there will be nothing but movement and exercise the whole time.  And when one enters into a ship one never knows what sort of immediate future is before one, one never knows whether it is to be calm or rough; so it is with the testimony that, as going on with the Lord, you never know exactly what exigency is going to arise.

Now in the first passage I read, He spake to His disciples “that a small ship should wait on him because of the multitude, lest they should throng him”.  I believe the Lord would indicate at the outset—because the Lord in this gospel stands as the vessel of the testimony—that the testimony is to be carried on in littleness and in separation from the world around.  While the testimony was to have the multitude in view, while the preaching was to go on, as the apostle says in 2 Timothy, that “by me the preaching might be fully known” (chap 4 17)—the testimony is to be sustained, first in life, then in the preaching—at the same time the Lord would indicate that it must be in separation, so He requires a little ship to be at His disposal that He should push off from the multitude—and, beloved, it was a little one.  The Lord would have us continually maintained in the sense that the things of God are preserved in the Spirit here in littleness.

So in the next chapter we see the same thing.  In verse 1 He enters into a ship and sat in the sea, and it was in that position, separated in that way from the multitude, that He ministered.  Now at the end of that chapter we come to what is important.  It says, “when they had sent away the multitude, they took him even as he was in the ship”.  Now, that is of the greatest importance to us if we are to be preserved livingly in the testimony to the end.  The Lord is not here personally now, one need not say—it is not a question now, as it was then, of taking the Lord into the ship, but it is a question of taking home to ourselves the present ministry of Christ by the Spirit; for the Lord, though not here personally, is here in testimony by the Spirit, and if we would be preserved livingly in the testimony to the end, it is of great importance that we should constantly be exercised to take the present living ministry of the Spirit with us.  So it says they took the Lord as He was in the ship.  Then the Lord would recognise the existence of other little ships going along with the ship where He was, yet at the same time they had not the Lord with them; they were with Him but He was not in them.  He would take account of them as there, as identified in some measure with Himself and the testimony, but at the same time there was only one ship in which the Lord was just as He was.  Beloved, what a serious consideration for us!  It should be our constant exercise to be alive to the present ministry of the Spirit and subject to the truth, so that what should characterise us would be that we have the Lord just as He is with us.

Now the storm arises, and the storm seems to be directed against the ship where the Lord is, as one might expect, for there are constant exercises and testings connected with the saints as standing together for the truth of God, but what the disciples learn in this incident is that the Lord is undisturbed by what goes on around.  It might seem as though He was taking no notice, but He was there undisturbed.  Well for us if we so know the Lord that we can go quietly on, despite the exercises and opposition which the enemy from time to time raises, in the sense that the Lord knows all about it, and though not outwardly intervening, He has complete power to deal with it at any moment.  In the sense that the Lord has only to rise and speak a word and every opposition and difficulty disappears, the saints of God can go on quietly if committed to the testimony, committed to the truth and subject to it, knowing that nothing can overthrow the testimony.

So in the next incident, in chapter 6, we find the Lord again commands His disciples.  It says, “straightway he constrained his disciples to get into the ship”.  It is remarkable how constantly the Lord enjoins upon His disciples to get into a ship, as though, as one was saying, the Lord would remind us that from first to last it is a case of constant exercise and constant movement.  But here we get another feature, not that the Lord was with them in it, but that He was up in the mountain praying, and that He saw them toiling in rowing.  This is a precious feature for every one whose heart is engaged with the testimony of the Lord, a precious feature for the saints as bound together with the testimony of the Lord, that the Lord is on high praying, and that He sees the toiling in rowing.  He could come down and walk upon the water, but we see Him as on high praying, and He takes account of their toiling in rowing.

Now we come to the passage in chapter 8.  He left them, and entering into the ship again departed to the other side.  “Now the disciples had forgotten to take bread, neither had they in the ship with them more than one loaf”, and the Lord takes occasion to charge them to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and of Herod.  As has been well said by another, we may be apart positionally from what is contrary to God, from what may be suggested by the leaven of the Pharisees and of Herod, that which would introduce religious flesh in some way or other, or dependence on the principles of the world, yet bring the leaven of it into that position where we are.  So the Lord charges them to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and of the leaven of Herod.  He would remind them that if they have one loaf, which is suggestive of Himself, that is all they require.  The one thing the saints require is to have Christ carried livingly in their affections to the end, as the apostle in writing to the Colossians reminds us, in whom “dwells all the fulness of the Godhead bodily”.

The Lord is greater than the greatest mind amongst men; He is greater than the greatest civil power amongst men; and if the saints have the Lord carried in power in their hearts, there is no circumstance for which the Lord will not be sufficient.  So the Lord reminds them of how He had fed five thousand and how He had fed the four thousand, in which He had demonstrate His ability to meet every circumstance that might arise; and reminding them, He would say, “How is it that ye do not understand?”  So the Lord would encourage us in the sense that there is nothing else to be committed to like the testimony of the Lord in this world, and if we are prepared to be committed to it wholly, as exercised to receive and give place to the living ministry of the Spirit, and preserved through grace in fidelity to the Lord, we shall find He is abundantly sufficient for every exigency that may arise in connection with it.  It is not that any one of us can claim much in the way of faithfulness, but one is often touched by the word of the apostle Paul, in writing to the Corinthians, that he said certain things as having received mercy of the Lord to be faithful.  Every heart that loves the Lord desires to be faithful, and if the heart desires to be faithful, we can, I believe, count on mercy from the Lord to enable us to be so.  

 

STREATHAM 

17 July 1929

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

SPIRITUAL MOVEMENT

Exodus 15: 22-27; 16: 5, 22-26

Matthew 11: 25-30

I have the desire, dear brethren, to continue a little on the line of movement—spiritual movement—which we had before us last week, and we may just remind ourselves of what we were saying then, that the great incentive to movement on the part of God’s people is to get first of all an impression of what God is towards us in the blessedness of His thoughts.  I suppose there can be nothing more impressive, if we take time to think it over soberly, than to get the sense that God has been pleased in His own sovereignty to mark us out beforehand in past eternity for sonship; as the epistle to the Ephesians tells us, He has chosen us in Christ “before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before him in love”, chap 1: 4.  Every believer in the Lord Jesus Christ having the Holy Spirit can take that up, that that is God’s mind in regard of His saints.  You cannot explain it in any other way than that God is what He is, that it has pleased Him to do it; our part, dear brethren, is to receive it in deepening thankfulness of heart and mind, and in increasing humility, for I doubt if anything will humble us more than to get really in the presence of the greatness of divine thoughts concerning us.  And God having those thoughts, beloved, having formed them in His own mind and heart, He will most assuredly bring His people to them.  You may rest assured of that, that what God set Himself to do He will do, and if His love has embraced us, as it has (I am speaking on the assumption that all here are believers in the Lord Jesus Christ), He will bring us to these great thoughts.

 But then, when it comes to a question of our being brought into them, what we had before us last week raised the question as to how we are found when God begins to move in regard of us, and we noticed that, in the type in the twelfth chapter of Exodus, the people of God who had been in His mind for a long time (I do not say that they were chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world, but they were the subjects of promises that were made four hundred and thirty years before) were found in bondage in Egypt, and not only so, but themselves serving idols, as we may read in the twentieth chapter of Ezekiel.  We do not exactly get that in Exodus, but we see it clearly in Ezekiel that that was their condition as in Egypt.  Hence we can appreciate that a great deal of movement, so to speak, was necessary on the part of God’s chosen people if they were actually to be brought into the thoughts of God concerning them.  And so it is with every one of us, that when God was pleased in His grace to move in regard of us in view of bringing us by the glad tidings into these wonderful thoughts which His love has formed regarding us, He found us in greater or less degree in bondage to the world and its thoughts and principles and ideas and ways, far from Himself.  The grace made known in the gospel reached our hearts and from that moment, rightly, normally, a certain spiritual movement begins with each one, and we were seeing last week that the secret of moving out of Egypt lay, not only in the appreciation of God’s thoughts, which must come first (when God sent Moses into Egypt and told the people, through him, that He was “I am”, and that He was going to stand true to the promises He had made four hundred and thirty years before, the people worshipped, it says), but there was something else needed to set them in actual movement, and that was furnished by feeding on the lamb roast with fire.  That is to say, that our souls have to be continually maintained in the sense that if we are to be brought out for God’s pleasure, it necessitated that Christ Himself should bear the judgment of God that must otherwise have fallen on us.  And the feeding on the lamb roast with fire was what set the people in movement; it furnished them with a stimulus to move out of Egypt into a system of things in which alone they could be pleasing to God.  And accompanying the roast lamb was the unleavened bread; that was the necessary, the indispensable, one might say, the inevitable, accompaniment of feeding on the lamb roast with fire.  That is to say, that if our souls really do feed on the fact that Christ has had to endure the judgment of God against sin, against every form of self-will and self-pleasing, if we were to be brought out for the pleasure of God, it must result, dear brethren, in self-judgment being wrought in our souls.

We come to appreciate Christ in this way, and it is under the influence of His love that we do this, for God never brings us to things in a hard, legal way, but all the truth of God, I believe, is apprehended and made good in the soul under some appreciation of Christ and His love and His glory.  The initial presentation that was to become effective in making the people of God move out is that wonderful presentation of Christ content to come in and endure the judgment of God that must otherwise have fallen on us.  As we weigh these things in the presence of God and our souls feed on them, we come to recognise what we could never recognise otherwise, how terrible every movement of our own wills, of pride, and all such things, is in the sight of God.  The Spirit will lend Himself to the support of these exercises, and the love of Christ becomes the power in our souls for us to come to a judgment with God of all that God has had thus to judge in the death of His Son.  And that results in our feeding on the unleavened bread.  Chapter 12 says that it became an ordinance that they were to keep the feast of unleavened bread throughout all their generations.  Bear with me when I emphasise that, as I would emphasise it for myself; we can never get away from the necessity of the feast of unleavened bread whatever position we are in, in the home, in business, in the assembly, whether we are babes, young men or fathers—we can never get away from the necessity of keeping the feast of unleavened bread, it is an ordinance for ever.

 Now what we have read brings us to a statute and ordinance of which I want to speak this evening.  The idea of a statute is something that is obligatory upon us, and obligatory in a permanent way.  A statute is more than a commandment, it means that the thing has been put on the statute book, something that is permanently binding upon us; and an ordinance, I believe, carries with it the thought that there is a kind of moral rightness about the statute; it is not arbitrary.  So just as the feast of unleavened bread became an ordinance, we come here to another ordinance.  Moses brought the people to the Red Sea.  They had not only come out of Egypt, but they had had the wonderful experience of seeing all their enemies dead on the seashore, and in the gain of that they had sung to the Lord, “Sing unto the Lord, for he hath triumphed gloriously: the horse and his rider hath he thrown into the sea”.  They had been exulting in their God.  It must have been very precious to God to have His people at that moment exulting in Him; and I believe every one of us has known something of that at some time or other.  When the light of God has come to our souls and we see the way that every accusation of the enemy has been met, when we get settled peace with God and see that God has undertaken everything for us from beginning to end, I believe every one of us has known something of this spirit of exulting in our God.  And not only that, but the desire to be for Him.  The people said, “The Lord is my strength and song, and he is become my salvation: he is my God and I will prepare him an habitation”—that was the language of their hearts at that moment, that in the sense of all that God was towards them, they wanted to be for Him, and it is a right Christian sentiment, if I may so express it, that we should want to be for God and for the Lord.  As the apostle says, “Ye are not your own.  For ye are bought with a price”, 1 Cor 6: 19, 20.  You come to recognise that, as being redeemed, you belong to God, you belong to the Lord, involving that henceforth we are here for the will of God.

Now that has to be translated into actual experience, and what do we find? It says, “They went three days in the wilderness, and found no water.  And when they came to Marah, they could not drink of the waters of Marah, for they were bitter”.  Now there is an experience of bitterness.  You remember that in Egypt, as feeding on the roast lamb, one of the accompaniments of that feeding was bitter herbs.  The truth of God, you see, dear brethren, always involves a measure of bitterness; we must be prepared for that, because the great end that the love of God has in view is that we should be “holy and without blame before him in love”.  He has chosen us in Christ with that in view, and that means a journey in soul, so to speak, from Adam to Christ, and that journey can only be undertaken by way of death.  Death in some form or other has always to be learnt, and learnt continually in the experience of the believer, if he is to pass over from the condition of things he has been connected with to find great and present enjoyment in the things of God.  So there is always this element of bitterness, and I think this experience of the waters of Marah is just the experience we come to when we realise that henceforth as redeemed we are here for the will of Another.  We learn that that involves practically the setting aside of our will, we learn that the will of God for us does not always involve that which is pleasant for us naturally, and the tendency is to do as these people did, and that is, murmur.  How is it going to be met? There was no other water for them to drink but Marah; God did not remove those waters and substitute others; that was not His way of meeting the situation, but He has a way of making the waters sweet.  And I would suggest to the youngest here, that you may have it before you as something that the Lord will help you in, that in the power of the Spirit you may prove the real sweetness of going on day by day as content to be subject to the will of God; you will find there is a sweetness in it provided you take God’s way.  The principle of obedience is an essential one if there is to be any spiritual movement and prosperity.  So it says, as it should read, “Jehovah shewed him wood” (JND Trans); it is not exactly the thought of the cross as a tree might suggest, and as one of our hymns suggests; it is rather the thought of wood, and wood in scripture is constantly a type of the humanity of our Lord Jesus Christ.

And you see, dear brethren, how this exercise on the part of the people of God was met typically was by a fresh presentation of Christ; Christ in a new light was brought before the souls of the people, not as suffering under judgment for their sins, but as here as man in holy obedience to the will of God in every detail of His pathway.  I know nothing more encouraging to the soul than to get the sense that every fresh test that arises will be met by God by the presentation of Christ in some fresh way.  The books of Exodus and Numbers are interesting in that; Moses does not know exactly the way in which a difficulty will be met; God shews him fresh things as the need arises.

So we are encouraged to wait on God Himself, and we shall find that fresh exercises as they arise are met freshly by fresh presentations of Himself.  So it says, “Jehovah shewed him wood”; what a wonderful thing for our hearts, beloved, that the Lord Jesus has been here in the very same conditions, sin apart, in which you and I have to move, to that He has really come within our range.  Think of a Christian child; as he reads the gospel of Luke he finds that it is recorded of Jesus as a boy of twelve years old that He was subject to His parents.  Think of that, think of a child of twelve finding that the question of subjection to his parents is testing to him, that he or she has a will that is contrary to the will of the parent, and the Spirit can point that child to the wonderful fact for us to contemplate that the One who has made heaven and earth was content to come here in human form, content to be a child, and in that form has set out the principle of obedience to His parents.  So every circumstance as it arises becomes an occasion for our hearts to feed on Christ.  You will find that the waters become sweet.  Instead of finding it irksome to have your own will set aside, you find that the path of obedience, of realising that the will of God is better than your will, is gradually appreciated as sweet, for in every step of it you can see the shining of the holy obedience of Christ.  One speaks reverently: think of Jesus working as a carpenter!  Think of the daily routine of a carpenter’s shop!  Do we find our daily work irksome?  What a thing for our souls to remember that our Lord Jesus Christ has been here as a carpenter, working patiently as a carpenter.  Not only coming into humble circumstances so that they said, “Is not this the carpenter’s son?” but actually Himself fulfilling the ordinary routine of those circumstances, sin apart.  Matthew records that they said of Him, “Is not this the carpenter’s son?” for Matthew’s gospel is occupied right through with the thought of the son; but Mark’s gospel records that they said of Him, “Is not this the carpenter?’’

So one might enlarge, dear brethren, on the wonderful obedience in the ordinary circumstances of life of our Lord Jesus Christ.  I say again that whatever tests arise for us in our pathway here according to the will of God, if we are prepared to accept the principle of obedience as that which is to govern us, we shall find food for our souls in the appreciation of Christ.  Think of the language of Psalm 16, how the Lord there in spirit said, “The lines are fallen unto me in pleasant places; yea, I have a goodly heritage”.  Was there a suggestion there of comparing His circumstances with others or of discontent as to them? He says, “The lines are fallen unto me in pleasant places; yea, I have a goodly heritage”.  All that Jehovah was to Him was sufficient for Him, sufficient in the exercises and in the routine of the carpenter’s shop, sufficient in conditions in which He had not where to lay His head.  What a lustre is thrown on the ordinary details of daily life according to what God may have appointed for each one of us.  Instead of coming under the power of a spirit of murmuring and discontent by which the saints of God often get overcome by the exigencies of the wilderness, here is a path we may take, that of recognising that the simple path for a believer is that of simple, happy obedience to that which the will of God has marked out for him.  If God has committed Himself in past eternity to take us up for sonship, how can we doubt that His love in its absoluteness is behind all that His wisdom ordains for us.  And if we do not doubt His love, we shall find it easier, especially as having Christ as food, to accept whatever His will appoints.  Murmuring is but an outward evidence of disobedience of spirit; but what a path of victory for us if, instead of murmuring, we find day by day that we have in the wonderful life of our Lord Jesus Christ here that which we can embrace as shedding a wonderful light on the great principle of obedience.

In the first chapter of Peter the apostle addresses the saints as “elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father”; in that way he would bring us, so to speak, into line with Ephesians.  He reminds us that God foreknew us in past eternity; but what were we elected to according to Peter?  Peter is not occupied with the fact that we are elect for sonship.  Peter’s view is that we were “elect according to the foreknowledge of God ... unto obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ”.  God has found in the wonderful obedience of Jesus Christ in His pathway here a feature of such excellence in His sight that He has elected us according to His foreknowledge to set out that wonderful feature in our life here—“elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father ... unto obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ”.  I suppose the sprinkling of the blood refers to the blood of the covenant, the wonderful fact that in the death of Christ, the covenant expressing all that God is towards us in unmixed blessing, is sealed irrevocably.

But not only the sprinkling of the blood, but we are elect according to the obedience of Jesus Christ.  So “there he made for them a statute and an ordinance, and there he proved them, and said, If thou wilt diligently hearken to the voice of the Lord thy God, and wilt do that which is right in his sight ... I will put none of these diseases upon thee, which I have brought upon the Egyptians”.  Wonderful promise for us, beloved, that if we are only prepared to accept this principle of obedience, this principle of accepting what God ordains for us as His will without murmuring, finding strength for it as feeding on Christ, we shall find ourselves prospered; we shall find ourselves infinitely better off than the worldling who may think himself free to do what he likes and have a good time, but as a matter of fact he only brings himself in for some trouble, and that continually.  But the believer who is content to go on in this way will find himself immune from the diseases that are laid on the Egyptians.  But it is a statute and an ordinance, remember that.  Obedience is a moral necessity; any one who has children knows that.  Any one who has children knows that a child who is obedient is happy, but a disobedient child is never happy.  The parents’ affection can never be enjoyed by a child who is disobedient.  Everyone recognises that obedience is a moral necessity in any family; how much more so in the family of God!  In every test that may come upon you, you find that the Lord in the grace in which He came into manhood has been in those circumstances according to and with God, and has set out in its shining excellence the wonderfulness of obedience.  Now this is set out as a divine principle, and if you embrace it you are making movement in your soul; the distance between your soul and the features of Adam is becoming greater, your soul is growing in the appreciation of Christ.  I quite agree that Exodus does not exactly give us the experimental side of it; for that we have to go to the book of Numbers, and there you will find what answers to our own secret exercises with God when we begin to find as we set our faces in this direction what the flesh is in all its terribleness, and it may cost us a good deal before we reach in soul experience the final answer to these things.  But Exodus sets the thing before us as light to be embraced, and if it is embraced, we shall find the power of the Holy Spirit and of the Lord to support us.

Now this presentation having been embraced, we see how we are to be sustained, so the manna was given as food; and there are just two things in connection with the manna I want to press upon you; one is, that it was given daily and had to be gathered daily; and the other is that the constant gathering of it for six days led them to the sabbath, which is rest.  The result of constantly gathering the manna, of feeding on and appropriating Christ in the lowly grace in which He was down here and in which He touched every circumstance of daily life, is that you come to real rest of soul, and a wonderful thing that is, beloved, in a world of increasing unrest where there is so much that tends to irritate, that tends to disturb the mind and the spirit.  Wonderful thing if it is possible for us, as it is, to reach in our own experience rest of mind and rest of heart, and that is what feeding continually on the manna results in.  But first of all it was daily.  It speaks, I believe, of the heavenly grace, the wonderful heavenly touch, the lowly grace, in which the Lord Jesus was found in the circumstances of ordinary life here committed to a path of obedience, happy and glad in it, His language being, “I delight to do thy will, O my God”.

The second chapter of Philippians sets Him before us in a wonderful way, that He “being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God: but made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men”.  That is one great stage, so to speak, in the down-stooping grace of our Lord Jesus Christ; and now, what does it say?  “Being found in fashion as a man”, that is to say, having come into that condition, “he humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross”.  The force of that expression, “unto death”, is not that it was simply one obedience expressed in death; the force of it is that He became obedient as the great governing principle of His life here as having become a man, and that principle of obedience continued through everything right down to death, and that the death of the cross.  And in every feature of life down to that He set out that principle of obedience in all its blessedness.

And now He is available as food.  It says, “Behold, I will rain bread from heaven for you; and the people shall go out and gather a certain rate every day”.  The idea is the daily need; not a vast supply that will last us for a month, but the daily need.  You see, dear brethren, the intention of God is that we should learn dependence, that it should be a daily matter with us and that we should come to it that day by day we get a fresh impression of Christ, and that it should be borne in on us that Christ is indispensable to us.  It may be with us at the outset a question as to how we shall get through, and as Christ comes before us, we are strengthened for the day, and that is what it is intended to do.  But when the day comes to a close what is left is the impression of Christ you have gained, and think of a believer having ten or twenty or thirty years made up of days like this!  Think what impressions of Christ will be gathered up.  A very small impression of Christ will go a long way if our soul feed on it; but think of the possibilities of it.  Even if we have only ten years; think of three thousand six hundred and fifty impressions of Christ!  Think of the possibilities of our days, dear brethren, think of what it may lead to if we give ourselves to this! Think of how it will bind our hearts to the Lord Jesus Christ, as well as making us sufficient for every exigency of the pathway.  Think of the testimony of a feeble people here superior to all the exigencies of the pathway, moving here in the power of the Spirit and maintained in their souls in the apprehension of Christ.

Then they come to the seventh day.  That is why I read those verses in the eleventh chapter of Matthew, because the Lord presents Himself in those well-known verses as one to whom we may come if we are burdened, if we are weary and heavy laden, One to whom we may come and “learn from me” (JND Trans); He presents Himself in that way as One from whom we may learn.  We all know the circumstances in which He was speaking; the cities in which He had done many· of His mighty works had turned against Him, had rejected Him, and how did He meet it?  That is the question which is raised.  How is He going to meet it?  It says in this gospel that, “He answered and said”.  Luke’s gospel presents it a little differently, because the setting is different; but in this gospel He “answered and said”, it is the answer He gives to the test.  “He answered and said, I thank thee”—no murmuring, no spirit of complaining when things went against Him, He turns to God the Father—“I thank thee”.  And He comes to this—“For so it seemed good in thy sight”.  Beloved, how it will remove a great many of the difficulties we come up against, how it would remove a great deal of the irritation we are subject to, if we exercised ourselves in that way to accept things from the hands of God, and nobody else.  “So it seemed good in thy sight”.  If it is what God has ordained for us, let us exercise ourselves to go through it with God.  “I thank thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them unto babes.  Even so, Father; for so it seemed good in thy sight”.  I think those words are marvellous!  It was sufficient for the Lord, it was good in the Father’s sight, and that was sufficient; and now the Lord says, “ Come unto me “; He says, “‘Learn from me”; He says, “Take my yoke upon you”; as though to say, ‘You come along with Me under My.  yoke: if you move this way you will find rest for your souls.  There is that present in Christ for our hearts to appreciate and appropriate, and as we give ourselves to it we shall find rest for our souls, we shall find it possible to move on in our ordinary life here in restfulness.

The secret of restfulness, the secret of victory, is that we know the blessed God, and knowing Him, we accept everything from Him in the spirit of confidence and obedience, and we are strengthened as having Christ in that way brought before us for our soul’s appreciation.  As we move in this way, we shall not be overcome in our wilderness path, we shall find we are moving more and more in our souls from that which once marked us, and we shall be available to God for His testimony.  But that is another subject.  I would commend this passage to you that we may not forget that the principle of obedience is a statute and an ordinance laid down for us, and in the exercises of our pathway here we may find in them occasion for our souls to be enriched in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

 

PECKHAM

21st November 1930

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Mark 3:9 (JND) [9] And he spoke to his disciples, in order that a little ship should wait upon him on account of the crowd, that they might not press upon him.

Mark 4:1-41 (JND) [1] And again he began to teach by the sea. And a great crowd was gathered together to him, so that going on board ship he sat in the sea, and all the crowd were close to the sea on the land. [2] And he taught them many things in parables. And he said to them in his doctrine, [3] Hearken: Behold, the sower went forth to sow. [4] And it came to pass as he sowed, one fell by the wayside, and the birds came and devoured it. [5] And another fell on the rocky ground, where it had not much earth, and immediately it sprung up out [of the ground] because it had no depth of earth; [6] and when the sun arose it was burnt up, and because of its not having any root, it withered. [7] And another fell among the thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no fruit. [8] And another fell into the good ground, and yielded fruit, growing up and increasing; and bore, one thirty, and one sixty, and one a hundred. [9] And he said, He that has ears to hear, let him hear. [10] And when he was alone, those about him with the twelve asked him [as to] the parables. [11] And he said to them, To you is given [to know] the mystery of the kingdom of God; but to them who are without, all things are done in parables, [12] that beholding they may behold and not see, and hearing they may hear and not understand, lest it may be, they should be converted and they should be forgiven. …

Mark 6:45-48 (JND) [45] And immediately he compelled his disciples to go on board ship, and to go on before to the other side to Bethsaida, while *he* sends the crowd away. [46] And, having dismissed them, he departed into the mountain to pray. [47] And when evening was come, the ship was in the midst of the sea, and *he* alone upon the land. [48] And seeing them labouring in rowing, for the wind was contrary to them, about the fourth watch of the night he comes to them walking on the sea, and would have passed them by.

Mark 8:13-21 (JND) [13] And he left them, and going again on board ship, went away to the other side. [14] And they forgot to take bread, and save one loaf, they had not [any] with them in the ship. [15] And he charged them, saying, Take heed, beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and [of] the leaven of Herod. [16] And they reasoned with one another, [saying], It is because we have no bread. [17] And Jesus knowing [it], says to them, Why reason ye because ye have no bread? Do ye not yet perceive nor understand? Have ye your heart [yet] hardened? [18] Having eyes, see ye not? and having ears, hear ye not? and do ye not remember? [19] When I broke the five loaves for the five thousand, how many hand-baskets full of fragments took ye up? They say to him, Twelve. [20] And when the seven for the four thousand, the filling of how many baskets of fragments took ye up? And they said, Seven. [21] And he said to them, How do ye not yet understand?

Exodus 15:22-27 (JND) [22] And Moses brought Israel from the Red Sea, and they went out into the wilderness of Shur; and they went three days in the wilderness, and found no water. [23] And they came to Marah, and could not drink the waters of Marah, for they were bitter; therefore the name of it was called Marah. [24] And the people murmured against Moses, saying, What shall we drink? [25] And he cried to Jehovah; and Jehovah shewed him wood, and he cast it into the waters, and the waters became sweet. There he made for them a statute and an ordinance; and there he tested them. [26] And he said, If thou wilt diligently hearken to the voice of Jehovah thy God, and do what is right in his eyes, and incline thine ears to his commandments, and keep all his statutes, I will put none of the complaints upon thee that I have put upon the Egyptians; for I am Jehovah who healeth thee. [27] And they came to Elim; and twelve springs of water were there, and seventy palm trees; and they encamped there by the waters.

Exodus 16:5-26 (JND) [5] And it shall come to pass on the sixth day, that they shall prepare what they have brought in; and it shall be twice as much as they shall gather daily. [6] And Moses and Aaron said to all the children of Israel, In the evening, then shall ye know that Jehovah has brought you out from the land of Egypt; [7] and in the morning, then shall ye see the glory of Jehovah; for he has heard your murmurings against Jehovah; and what are we, that ye murmur against us? [8] And Moses said, When Jehovah gives you in the evening flesh to eat, and in the morning bread to the full; for Jehovah hears your murmurings which ye murmur against him and what [are] we? your murmurings are not against us, but against Jehovah. [9] And Moses spoke to Aaron, Say to all the assembly of the children of Israel, Come near into the presence of Jehovah; for he has heard your murmurings. [10] And it came to pass, when Aaron spoke to the whole assembly of the children of Israel, that they turned toward the wilderness, and behold, the glory of Jehovah appeared in the cloud. [11] And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, [12] I have heard the murmurings of the children of Israel: speak to them, saying, Between the two evenings ye shall eat flesh, and in the morning ye shall be filled with bread; and ye shall know that I am Jehovah your God. [13] And it came to pass in the evening, that quails came up, and covered the camp; and in the morning the dew lay round the camp. [14] And when the dew that lay [round it] was gone up, behold, on the face of the wilderness there was [something] fine, granular, fine as hoar-frost, on the ground. [15] And the children of Israel saw [it], and said one to another, What is it? for they did not know what it was. And Moses said to them, This is the bread which Jehovah has given you to eat. [16] This is the thing which Jehovah has commanded: Gather of it every man according to what he can eat, an omer a poll, [according to] the number of your persons: ye shall take every man for those that are in his tent. …

Matthew 11:25-30 (JND) [25] At that time, Jesus answering said, I praise thee, Father, Lord of the heaven and of the earth, that thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them to babes. [26] Yea, Father, for thus has it been well-pleasing in thy sight. [27] All things have been delivered to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son but the Father, nor does any one know the Father, but the Son, and he to whom the Son may be pleased to reveal [him]. [28] Come to me, all ye who labour and are burdened, and *I* will give you rest. [29] Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am meek and lowly in heart; and ye shall find rest to your souls; [30] for my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.

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

Psalms 16 (JND) [1] {Michtam of David.} Preserve me, O God: for I trust in thee. [2] Thou [my soul] hast said to Jehovah, Thou art the Lord: my goodness [extendeth] not to thee; [3] To the saints that are on the earth, and to the excellent [thou hast said], In them is all my delight. …



THE LAW OF THE HOUSE


Ezekiel 43: 7-12; 44: 10-18, 23, 24.

I would emphasise the importance of right moral conditions among the people of God.  There is a danger of moral conditions not being in keeping with the light and privileges that are ours.  In these scriptures recovery is in view, and the people of God are called upon to take account of the divine pattern of the house as a standard by which to measure their conduct.  They are reminded that God will never depart from His own standard of what is suitable to His dwelling-place.

We need to be constantly reminded at the present time of what is properly characteristic of the assembly; it is the place of God’s throne, where His rights a.re maintained; it is the place of the soles of His feet, where He walks; it is where God dwells in the midst of His people; and it is that with which His holy Name is connected.  All this calls for exercise as to conditions which are suitable, because of the law of the house, which is that it is “most holy”.

The law of the house is the basis of all true assembly discipline.  This involves indeed most serious heart searching before God for each brother and sister whenever the necessity for such discipline arises, but it is nevertheless obligatory on the saints to maintain the holiness of the house.  There is perhaps a danger, sometimes, of confusing the law of the kingdom and the law of the house.  The law of the kingdom—regulating us in our relations with one another—is that I forgive until seventy times seven.  I always carry forgiveness in my heart, as in the sense of the way God has forgiven me in Christ, and Christ has forgiven me, see Eph 4: 32, Col 3: 13, and it is there to be called forth to any extent.  But in the assembly it is a question of what is due to God’s holy Name, and the law of the house applies.  All its statutes are to be kept and done.

In considering the Lord in manhood here, we get an impression of One in whom all that was morally suitable to God was found, so that the Holy Spirit descended as a dove, and abode upon Him.  In the second chapter of John’s gospel we see Him, marked by zeal for God’s house, cleansing it of what was unsuitable.  What had place there might have been of long standing and be regarded by some as convenient, but the Lord had no regard for considerations other than the law of the house.  In Ezekiel 44 we see the serious results that may follow on unfaithfulness, and on the other hand the great compensation that accrues when true separation to God is maintained.  The Levites who went astray after idols, though given a place as ministers in the sanctuary, having oversight at the gates of the house, are debarred from drawing near to God, and from the most holy things.  On the other hand, those who remained faithful are given the holy privilege of drawing near to present the fat and the blood—their exercises have resulted in their becoming enriched with the true appreciation of the excellence of Christ and of His precious death, and with ability to present it acceptably.  But here again the necessity for the maintenance of suitable moral conditions is insisted upon.  They are to be clothed with linen, and not to permit anything that would excite the flesh.  Practical righteousness and holiness are to characterise them completely, from the head downwards.

As thus maintaining true separation to God, not only in withdrawal from idolatrous systems of religion, but in suitable moral conditions in every sphere of life, we shall not only be able to take up acceptably the highest service Godward, but shall be able to distinguish between holy and profane, between unclean and clean, and to exercise right judgment, according to God, in matters of controversy.  “They shall teach my people the difference between holy and profane ... And in controversy they shall stand to judge: they shall judge it according to my judgments”.
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Scripture references

Ezekiel 43:7-12 (JND) [7] And he said unto me, Son of man, [this is] the place of my throne, and the place of the soles of my feet, where I will dwell in the midst of the children of Israel for ever; and the house of Israel shall no more defile my holy name, they nor their kings, with their fornication, and with the carcases of their kings [in] their high places, [8] in that they set their threshold by my threshold, and their post by my post, and [there was only] a wall between me and them, and they defiled my holy name with their abominations which they committed; and I consumed them in mine anger. [9] Now let them put away their fornication, and the carcases of their kings, far from me, and I will dwell in the midst of them for ever. [10] Thou, son of man, shew the house to the house of Israel, that they may be confounded at their iniquities; and let them measure the pattern. [11] And if they be confounded at all that they have done, make known to them the form of the house, and its fashion, and its goings out, and its comings in, and all its forms, and all its statutes, yea, all the forms thereof, and all the laws thereof; and write it in their sight, that they may keep the whole form thereof, and all the statutes thereof, and do them. [12] This is the law of the house: Upon the top of the mountain all its border round about is most holy. Behold, this is the law of the house.

Ezekiel 44:10-24 (JND) [10] But the Levites who went away far from me, when Israel went astray, going astray from me after their idols, they shall even bear their iniquity; [11] but they shall be ministers in my sanctuary, having oversight at the gates of the house, and doing the service of the house: they shall slaughter the burnt-offering and the sacrifice for the people, and they shall stand before them to minister unto them. [12] Because they ministered unto them before their idols, and were unto the house of Israel a stumbling-block of iniquity; therefore have I lifted up my hand against them, saith the Lord Jehovah, that they shall bear their iniquity. [13] And they shall not draw near unto me, to do the office of a priest unto me, nor to draw near to any of my holy things, [even] to the most holy; but they shall bear their confusion, and their abominations which they have committed. [14] And I will make them keepers of the charge of the house, for all the service thereof, and for all that shall be done therein. [15] But the priests, the Levites, the sons of Zadok, that kept the charge of my sanctuary when the children of Israel went astray from me, they shall approach unto me to minister unto me, and they shall stand before me to present unto me the fat and the blood, saith the Lord Jehovah. [16] They shall enter into my sanctuary, and they shall approach unto my table, to minister unto me, and they shall keep my charge. [17] And it shall come to pass when they enter in at the gates of the inner court, they shall be clothed with linen garments; and no wool shall come upon them, when they minister in the gates of the inner court, and towards the house. [18] They shall have linen tires upon their heads, and shall have linen breeches upon their loins; they shall not gird on anything that causeth sweat. [19] And when they go forth into the outer court, into the outer court to the people, they shall put off their garments wherein they ministered, and lay them in the holy cells; and they shall put on other garments, that they may not hallow the people with their garments. [20] Neither shall they shave their heads, nor suffer their locks to grow long: they shall duly poll their heads. [21] Neither shall any priest drink wine when they enter into the inner court. …

Ephesians 4:32 (JND) [32] and be to one another kind, compassionate, forgiving one another, so as God also in Christ has forgiven you.

Colossians 3:13 (JND) [13] forbearing one another, and forgiving one another, if any should have a complaint against any; even as the Christ has forgiven you, so also [do] *ye*.

Ezekiel 44 (JND) [1] And he brought me back toward the outer gate of the sanctuary which looked toward the east; and it was shut. [2] And Jehovah said unto me, This gate shall be shut; it shall not be opened, and no one shall enter in by it: for Jehovah, the God of Israel, hath entered in by it; and it shall be shut. [3] As for the prince, he, the prince, shall sit in it to eat bread before Jehovah: he shall enter by the way of the porch of the gate, and shall go out by the way of the same. …



The Moral Excellence Of Suffering




THE MORAL EXCELLENCE OF SUFFERING

Numbers 4: 13

Mark 15: 16-20

John 19: 1, 2

Revelation 19: 7, 8

It is on my mind to speak of the beauty in the sight of God and the moral excellence of suffering.  None of us naturally appreciate suffering, or would seek to go in for it, but the Scriptures make it clear that Christianity is a system of suffering.

Suffering has been seen pre-eminently in Jesus, but it is also intended to appear in the saints.  In the early history of the assembly, God’s people suffered greatly for the name of Christ, and I believe that the feature of suffering is what the Lord intends to bring about in increasing measure in His people today.

The altar in the tabernacle system, I believe, stands for that, for it sustained the offerings and sacrifices.  The altar in that way stands out beautifully, as well as the offerings upon it, as a type of our Lord Jesus Christ in His supreme ability and readiness to suffer in order that what was pleasing to God should be presented to Him; and hence we find that when the tabernacle was to be taken down with a view to movement, the priests covered the altar with a purple cloth.  No other article of furniture connected with the tabernacle was covered thus: the altar being distinguished from every other by this purple cloth.  Purple, I believe, in Scripture is the colour connected with universal rule, it is the imperial colour, showing that it is the one that suffers who, in the mind of God, is morally worthy to reign.  The altar was covered by the priests, for it is only those who are in nearness to God who have any divine estimate of suffering.

It is recorded in Mark and John that the soldiers, when they mocked our Lord Jesus Christ, clothed Him with a purple robe.  Granted, it was done in mockery; but there it was, that Jesus in the moment of His supreme suffering was clothed with purple.

Suffering has always been a feature of the testimony of God.  It started with Abel, who having part in the testimony of God suffered for it.  He was murdered by his brother, but he maintained the truth of God in suffering.  It is fidelity to the truth of God that brings suffering.  If we are unfaithful we shall not suffer; but in measure as we are committed to the truth, and in measure as the truth controls us, we shall find that in one way or another it involves suffering—and who is so worthy to reign for God, who is so worthy to have influence and administration in the glory of the world to come, as those who have been prepared, for the will and rights and truth of God, to suffer rather than sacrifice them?  In this the Lord Jesus, of course, is pre-eminent, and He leads the way.  One cannot go into the details of the sufferings of Christ, but would just draw attention to one feature which comes out in Mark’s gospel.  When it is a question of personal accusations brought against the Lord Jesus, He answers nothing, He is not there to vindicate Himself, He is not there to justify Himself, but commits His cause to Him that judges righteously.  But when a question is asked Him which involves the testimony—which involves the truth of God—then He immediately answers, even though His answer involves reproach and suffering.  They began to spit on Him, Mark 14: 60-65.  Pilate asked Him, “Art thou the King of the Jews?  And he answering said unto him, Thou sayest it”.  That was a question involving the testimony, and He answered, “Thou sayest it”, and then it goes on to say “the chief priests accused him of many things: but he answered nothing”. The sufferings of the Lord Jesus Christ in the closing moments of His life afford us much help as to the character of demeanour that is pleasing to God.  Think of the suffering that the Lord Jesus sustained at that moment in order that the offering He was about to offer, when He offered Himself, should go up without spot to God.  Think of the testing He was put to, and it only brought out the perfection of the sacrifice that was there, but it was indeed a lamb without blemish and without spot, and it brought to light also the greatness of His devotion to the will of God.  Here was the altar on which the burnt offering was to be offered up, in the fulness of His devotion to the will of God.  The altar, as a piece of furniture, had nothing outwardly ostentatious about it.  It is true it had horns about it, suggesting strength, and a priestly eye looking at Jesus could see there the ability to sustain every form of suffering in order that what went up to God should be for His pleasure.

The presentation of the sufferings in John’s gospel is in keeping with the greatness of His Person; and so He is presented not as the Victim, nor indeed are His sufferings enlarged upon, nor does it say He was led forth, for that would not be consistent with the light in which the glory of His Person is resented, but it says, “Then came Jesus forth, wearing the crown of thorns, and the purple robe”.  All through the Lord moves in the commanding greatness of His own Person, in order that those who love Him should be induced to follow.  The idea through the gospel is that one after another is attracted to Him.  His Person being enough to command the affections.

He came forth; it was His own dignified movement.  Not now in this gospel presented as an object of scorn and ridicule, but as having reproach and indignity heaped upon Him, and accepting it and moving forth in dignity as accepting it; and Pilate says: “Behold the man!”  The only Man worthy to command the attention of the saints.  Reproach and indignity have been dignified by the fact that the Son of God has carried them.  And so bringing it down to us we find that no Christian can avoid reproach in some degree—one is thankful for that.  Even to Peter in the moment of his greatest downfall, when he denied the Lord, they said to him, “Surely thou art one of them”.  There was a something about Peter, in spite of His denying the Lord, that made it clear he was one of the Lord’s.  And so in that way he did come in, even in that moment of his weakness, for a measure of reproach.  There was nothing of that sort said about Judas, he had no part in the matter at all.  If we see the beauty and dignity of suffering in the sight of God, we shall desire by the Lord’s grace that we may have part in this, for I believe the Lord is working in these days that no feature that has marked the testimony of God at the beginning should be lacking among the saints at the end.

And so Peter says: “If ye be reproached for the name of Christ, happy are ye; for the spirit of glory and of God resteth upon you”. There is a feature there of Christ that the Spirit of God will commit Himself to, and not only that, it is the spirit of glory.  It is not going to be suffering always, as the apostle Paul says: “For I reckon that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us”.  The suffering is to be there, but it will be covered with a purple cloth.  One pre-eminent in suffering shall wear the purple of universal rule, and come forth as King of kings and Lord of lords, and He desires that His people shall bear the same features so as to be in moral correspondence with Him in that day.

We do not want to suffer as evil-doers.  Christ has once suffered for us in flesh in connection with our misdeeds and our sins, and that should suffice, and we are to fill up the rest of our time for the will of God, “Yet if any man suffer as a Christian, let him not be ashamed; but let him glorify God on this behalf”.

The suffering of which we have been speaking has been suffering in the presence of those who are opposed to the truth of God.  But there is another kind of suffering which perhaps the saints know something of at the present time.  I do not say they do not know anything of the other kind of suffering.  I am sure they do, especially in certain walks of life, those who are true to Christ find a good deal of suffering amongst their fellow men.  But suffering among the saints is often more searching.  In 2 Corinthians we see how Paul suffered in serving the saints, and in the eleventh chapter he gives a catalogue of the sufferings that he had endured in connection with his service amongst the people of God to bring the truth of God to the saints, and his service in the gospel.  I need not go through the catalogue, but at the end he says: “Besides those things that are without, that which cometh upon me daily, the care of all the churches”.  We are not apostles, and our spiritual stature as measured alongside the apostle is very small indeed, but in our measure, if we are devoted to the interests of Christ, we can take this up in principle—the care of all the saints.  That is, we are not limited in our thoughts to ourselves or even our local meeting, but in our prayers we take up the exercises connected with the saints in a wider way.  You hear of the enemy seeking to bring in trouble in a certain place; he is not really aiming at the saints, but at Christ, and seeking to nullify the testimony of God in that place, and you take it up in your prayers in secret, you take up the care of that assembly.  It may mean you have to stay up a little longer at night, you find so much to pray about.  It is a little way in which we may have our part in the sufferings which are the distinctive feature of the present dispensation—the care of all the assemblies.  Think of Paul, with the depth of knowledge and interest he had in the things of God, thinking of the present condition of the various assemblies, going over them all in his mind and taking them up in prayer before God.  What a service, what suffering, what self-denial it would entail.  You see how the Lord would encourage us in our measure—we must all feel how small the measure is.  Paul felt things sympathetically, “Who is stumbled”, he says, “and I burn not?” He did not burn in a fleshly way and add to the trouble by talking about it unwisely, but if he heard of someone being stumbled, spiritual indignation arose in his breast—he felt it keenly—and as feeling it keenly he would doubtless take up the attitude of supplication and prayer.

In 2 Corinthians 12 Paul says: “I will very gladly spend and be spent for you; though the more abundantly I love you, the less I be loved”.  What a spirit to bring into a local company of saints!  How far this would go, if only we had the moral power for it, in settling conditions of difficulty amongst the saints!  Paul would not surrender the truth; he would not seek to please those opposed to the truth, but would maintain the truth in a way that involved sacrifice for himself.  That is love in activity, not seeking its own, but seeking the good of its object.  That was a feature of the divine nature in Paul.  God loves; He does not wait to see whether His love is appreciated or not; He loves because He is love—it emanates from Himself—and that found its reflex in Paul That involved sacrifice, but it is another feature of the altar.  How far can I go on that road?  If I go any length on that road, I am in that way in accord with the altar.  There is something there worthy to be clothed with purple.

But it is not to be all suffering; soon, at a time not far distant, we shall hear a voice saying, “Let us be glad and rejoice, and give honour to him; for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife hath made herself ready”.  The Lamb is to come forth in public honour, commanding the attention of all, not now in ridicule and scorn, but in honour.  The saints are found in that day in accord with the occasion, for “his wife hath made herself ready”.  How are we going to be in accord with the occasion?  By accepting reproach and suffering now.

May the Lord help and encourage us!  We do not naturally embrace the idea of suffering, but the consideration of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, going forth wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe, not putting them from Him but accepting them, will help us so that we may in some measure come into correspondence with it.
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Scripture references

Numbers 4:13 (JND) [13] And they shall cleanse the altar of the ashes, and spread a purple cloth thereon;

Mark 15:16-20 (JND) [16] And the soldiers led him away into the court which is [called the] praetorium, and they call together the whole band. [17] And they clothe him with purple, and bind round on him a crown of thorns which they had plaited. [18] And they began to salute him, Hail, King of the Jews! [19] And they struck his head with a reed, and spat on him, and, bending the knee, did him homage. [20] And when they had mocked him, they took the purple off him, and put his own clothes on him; and they lead him out that they may crucify him.

John 19:1-2 (JND) [1] Then Pilate therefore took Jesus and scourged [him]. [2] And the soldiers having plaited a crown of thorns put it on his head, and put a purple robe on him,

Revelation 19:7-8 (JND) [7] Let us rejoice and exult, and give him glory; for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife has made herself ready. [8] And it was given to her that she should be clothed in fine linen, bright [and] pure; for the fine linen is the righteousnesses of the saints.

Mark 14:60-65 (JND) [60] And the high priest, rising up before them all, asked Jesus, saying, Answerest thou nothing? What do these testify against thee? [61] But he was silent, and answered nothing. Again the high priest asked him, and says to him, *Thou* art the Christ, the Son of the Blessed? [62] And Jesus said, *I* am, and ye shall see the Son of man sitting at the right hand of power, and coming with the clouds of heaven. [63] And the high priest, having rent his clothes, says, What need have we any more of witnesses? [64] Ye have heard the blasphemy; what think ye? And they all condemned him to be guilty of death. [65] And some began to spit upon him, and cover up his face, and buffet him, and say to him, Prophesy; and the officers struck him with the palms of their hands.

2 Corinthians 12 (JND) [1] Well, it is not of profit to me to boast, for I will come to visions and revelations of [the] Lord. [2] I know a man in Christ, fourteen years ago, (whether in [the] body I know not, or out of the body I know not, God knows;) such [a one] caught up to [the] third heaven. [3] And I know such a man, (whether in [the] body or out of the body I know not, God knows;) …



THE ASSEMBLY THE OBJECT OF LOVE


Ecclesiastes 7: 27, 28

Acts 20: 17-35

I have in mind to say a little as to the great value of the assembly in the sight of God, to which we, as believers in the Lord Jesus Christ, and as having received the Holy Spirit, belong; as that in which God intends to secure correspondence with every feature that He has found in Christ as a Man.  I think if we take account of this, we shall see how great is the conception, something that we may well give attention to, and that to which all ministry and exercise are tending, and as we get the impression of it, it would induce with us all a desire to serve the saints in any way that is open to us.  It may be that with some of us there might be no way open to us other than praying for them, but that is a service of inestimable value.  I think if we once get the idea of the thoughts of God before us, it will induce with every one the desire to serve the saints with those thoughts in view.

You remember at one time in Jacob’s history, when he had left his father, he came to a place where there was a well, and a stone was upon it, and there were certain of the flocks gathered there, and Jacob was told that they had to wait until a certain time had arrived before the stone was removed, and then they could water the flocks.  But then it says that Rachel appeared, and that when Jacob saw Rachel and the sheep, he rose up and rolled away the stone, and watered the flock; as though the moment that the brethren come into view, according to God, love for them springs up in the heart of every lover of Christ.  The moment she came into Jacob’s view, he was made to feel.  that the flock must be cared for, and hence he serves by love, and immediately rolled away the stone and watered the flock.  I believe that is the principle, when once we get a sense of the greatness of the thoughts of God in relation to which we have all been called by divine grace, it will have the effect of making us feel that they are paramount, and in any way in which we may serve the saints in relation to them, we must do it.  It is necessary, of course, that we serve in subjection to the Lord, but I am speaking now of getting a sense of the greatness of the thoughts of God regarding His people.

We have two great thoughts present in Scripture—“Jacob his people” and “Israel his inheritance”, the one suggesting that God has a people here publicly before men, with whom He can entrust His name, they can be trusted to represent Him rightly before men.  That is the idea of ‘a people’; and then there is the idea of an inheritance, what they are peculiarly to His own heart as ministering to His pleasure in the joy and affection and intelligence of sons.

Well, now, the Preacher in the book of Ecclesiastes, speaking by the Spirit says, “one man among a thousand have I found”.  That is to say, I think we may gather that in some way or other the Spirit had given him an impression, anticipatively, of Christ.  “One man among a thousand have I found; but a woman among all those have I not found”.  He was still left without the feminine answer to the one Man among a thousand that he had found.  His ministry in the book of Ecclesiastes was confined to that which was under the sun, but it needed the raising up of Paul (of whom the Preacher, I suppose, was a foreshadowing, for the word means “former of assemblies”), whose ministry commenced with a light above the brightness of the sun, to introduce the feminine answer to the “one man among a thousand”.  I think if we consider the Lord Jesus in the gospels, we shall get an impression of “one man among a thousand”.  You get a distinct impression of it when you take account of the words from heaven, the Father’s voice, at the occasion of the baptism of Jesus, how the heavens were opened, and the Holy Spirit descended in bodily form as a dove upon Jesus, and there was a voice from heaven saying, “Thou art my beloved Son, in thee I have found my delight”.  It is as though God would leave the impression with us that His eye had been watching with supreme interest all that had appeared under His eye in the thirty years of the life of Jesus.  He had been One amongst many; to the outward appearance He had moved in and out in the ordinary circumstances of human life, but the Father singled Him out, and said, “Thou art my beloved Son, in thee I have found my delight”.  He was one Man among a thousand to God.  He was the One who commanded the attention of heaven in all that He did in every stage of human life, to that moment when He was found there at the age of thirty years, including a period of which we know little save as the typical books in the Old Testament and the Psalms throw light upon it, that period of eighteen years between the ages of twelve and thirty; how often we refer to it!  At the age of twelve, the Lord Jesus is found as having a sense of responsibility and having His Father’s business in His heart, and yet in every way blessedly subject to the circumstances which God had ordered for Him; and from that point until the age of thirty, eighteen years of apparent obscurity, content with His Father’s ordering, the humble circumstances of life in Nazareth and the carpenter’s shop; but all the time cherishing the will of God, His Father’s business, in His heart.  I say, dear brethren, those eighteen years of quiet contentment, subject to God’s ordering for Him, must have been fragrant to God, just as the subsequent three years of devoted public service were equally fragrant.

John gives us an additional touch in his gospel, in recording the baptism.  He says, “I beheld the Spirit descending as a dove from heaven, and it abode upon him”.  He gives that additional touch, as though he would impress upon us, that now God had found in Jesus One where He could rest in undisturbed satisfaction.  I want to follow it for a moment, in order to get an impression of what God found in the Man Christ Jesus, because I think I can see, in the life of Jesus here, those two lines which have been suggested, when they are applied to His people—the “inheritance” and the “people”.  I can see in the life of Jesus, on the one hand, that He ministered to the heart of God unceasingly.  Think of the pleasure that the Father found in Christ as a Man here, affording all that He could look for in man, responding with all the intelligence and affections of a Son; but then on the other hand, He had in Jesus here One who perfectly set Him forth before men; never once was the glory of God allowed by Jesus to be dragged in the dust; so that at the close of His pathway He could look up to heaven and say, “I have glorified thee on the earth”.  What must it have been to the Father’s heart to have one Man among a thousand in Jesus, who could look up to heaven and say, “I have glorified thee on the earth”.  God had been perfectly glorified in all the movements, all the actions, and all the words of Jesus.

All that God had found in Christ as a Man, He intends to secure in His body, the assembly; every feature that is found for His pleasure, whether the answer in sonship to the Father’s heart, or the maintenance of the truth of God inviolate before men, He intends to secure in the assembly.  How well we may be engaged with all that Jesus was as a Man after God’s own heart, as in the gospel of Luke, and then all that He was as the Son, as in the gospel of John, ministering joy to the Father’s heart, the perfect antitype of David and Solomon.  When we come to the book of the Acts, we find that Paul is going over, with the elders at Miletus, all his ministry among them.  It had secured at Ephesus for the time being a full answer to the thoughts of God concerning the assembly.  The assembly at Ephesus was in the joy and power of first love, and while it was thus maintained it would also maintain all that was proper to the assembly of God in that city.

I refer to Paul’s address in Acts 20 in order to touch on the constructive ministry by which the result was brought to pass.  It is said of David that he fed God’s people according to the integrity of his heart, that is, purity of heart marked David, and as thus having the mind and will of God in his heart, he would feed the people with intelligence and skill and patience, according to the need of the moment; and that involves a constructive ministry, such as we see in this chapter in the Acts.  But then ministry by itself will not be effective, and that is a most important thing for us to understand in every place where the Lord has set us together.  Ministry by itself, though it be good and accurate and intelligent for the need of the moment, will not by itself effect the desired result.  Hence the apostle in this chapter is careful to show us that, interwoven with his ministry there was a service of self-sacrificing love on his part.  The assembly has come into being as the outcome of the supreme devoted love of Christ, and it is indeed the object of that devoted love now, He is even now sanctifying and cleansing it by the washing of water by the word, it is the constant object of His devoted love.  But then that love is to find its reflex in those who care for the saints, so that they take on the character of shepherds, and we all know that shepherding involves devoted selfsacrificing service.

Beginning for a moment with the ministry.  The apostle goes back to the very first day at Ephesus.  “Ye know, from the first day that I came into Asia, after what manner I have been with you”.  He brings in his manner before he brings in his ministry, that is to say, the very first impression the saints at Ephesus got from Paul was that of love.  It is well that we should start with that impression, that the assembly is the object of love that serves.  Nothing will so produce the desired results amongst the saints as for us to get an increasing sense that we are the objects of the service of the love of Christ.  The gifts referred to in Ephesians 4 are given by the ascended triumphant Christ, who first descended in love into the lower parts of the earth, and the object, the ideal, to which all true ministry is working, is “until we all arrive”—not one brother or one sister is to be left out of this, according to the mind of God—“at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, at the full-grown man, at the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”.  That is what God has before Him, the perfect answer to the one Man among a thousand, the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ.  Think of the fulness that God found in Christ, think of the measure and stature there was in that Man.  All the work that is going on at the moment, all the discipline too is that God is going to secure what the Preacher in Ecclesiastes sought but did not find—the woman, the feminine result that corresponds with the one Man among a thousand.

The apostle starts at the very beginning in regard of his ministry; he reminds them that he had testified repentance towards God, and faith towards our Lord Jesus Christ.  I suppose there is probably not one here who at any rate cannot go thus far.  You are marked as a result of the gospel having reached you, by repentance towards God and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.  It may be some here are still at that point, not realising much more than that the grace of God has reached you; in being justified on the principle of faith, you have become conscious that you have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.  It may be that you have little idea that the grace of God having reached out thus, it is with these great thoughts of God in connection with the assembly in view.  He has given you your part in relation to it.  God wants us to be maintained in the attitude He brought us to at first, learning to judge what He has judged.  Having faith towards our Lord Jesus Christ, we come under His control, and who could possibly desire to be under better control than under the hand of the One who has given Himself for us?

Then the next feature is that Paul had testified the gospel of the grace of God.  How important it is, the Scripture says, that we should be established with grace, not with meats.  The apostle had emphasised that, after the gospel, the initial word, had had its effect at Ephesus, and there were souls marked by repentance towards God and faith towards our Lord Jesus Christ.  He testified the gospel of the grace of God according to the blessedness of the thoughts of the heart of God.  You know how the Galatians were in danger of departing from grace, they were placing themselves under bondage, seeking to improve the man in the flesh that God had judged and set aside in the cross of Christ, seeking to attain to something on those lines, and the apostle brings in the highest thoughts of the grace of God to counteract it, “when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, come of woman, come under law, that he might redeem those under law, that we might receive sonship.  But because ye are sons, God has sent out the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, Abba, Father”.  How good it is to be established, dear brethren, in the sense of the grace of God!  A true sense of the grace of God will not make us careless in regard of sin, we all know that before we could receive sonship, before we could receive the Spirit of God’s Son, Christ had to die and bear the judgment.  Are we going on with that which cost Christ the sufferings of the cross, which cost God all it meant for Him to pour judgment upon the head of His Son?  The apostle in this very chapter in the Acts speaks of the assembly as being purchased by God with “the blood of his own”.  The sense of divine love expressed in that way should have a powerful effect upon us, as creating with us the desire to be apart from all that necessitated the death of Christ.

The apostle then speaks of having gone preaching the kingdom of God.  This is a most important feature of the truth, for it involves that I on my part come under the practical sway of the Holy Spirit—a divine Person here—and it is my blessing to be in the sphere where He has sway.  It will result in formation according to the thoughts of God, in spiritual progress, and in things not being purely objective, purely light to us, and thus save us from unreality; for there will be a subjective answer in me individually to that which has been presented to me objectively in the grace of God.  The Spirit is always true to Christ and His precious death, indeed the control of the Spirit for the believer is spoken of as the “law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus”.  It delivers you from the law of sin and death.  The Spirit will always maintain our souls in the appreciation, on the one hand, of the death of Christ, that great necessity, and on the other hand of Christ personally, a Man who is in the presence of God and in whom we have received life and blessing.  The Spirit, as engaging us with Christ will form us after Christ.

You remember one occasion in the gospel of Luke when the Lord said to His disciples that there were some standing there who should not taste of death until they had seen the kingdom of God.  After the Lord had said that, the disciples would be in expectation as to what the kingdom of God was like, and when Peter and James and John were selected by the Lord to go up with Him on to the mount, they would have in mind that they were going to see the kingdom of God.  The Lord took them up into a mountain, and they saw Jesus praying, and as He prayed, the fashion of His countenance became altered.  They saw a Man marked by dependence and they would get an apprehension that that was the view which the Lord was giving them of the kingdom of God, that power comes on those lines; not in word, as the apostle says to the Corinthians, but in power.  “Shall I come unto you with a rod, or in love, and in the spirit of meekness?” The Spirit would engage us with Christ, and as the Spirit is given place to, we will be formed after Christ, and understand the great importance and value of prayer; how the Spirit of God will link Himself with a praying man, how He delights in that kind of man, and our power according to God is connected with dependence and prayer.

If we are not practically in the kingdom of God, we are not of much value in the assembly.  You remember the Lord in Acts 1, assembling with the disciples, spoke to them of the kingdom of God, as though to emphasise that practical subjection to the Spirit of God is of all importance if we are to have our part suitably and as pleasing to God in the assembly.  All this ministry, and the resulting exercises, are in view of our fitting into our place in this great conception of the heart of God, of securing in the assembly a subjective feminine answer to Christ, and so the apostle says, “Wherefore I witness to you this day, that I am clean from the blood of all, for I have not shrunk from announcing to you all the counsel of God”.  As he led on the Ephesians with this constructive ministry, he had come to a point when he was able to show them all the counsel of God, the immense thoughts of the blessed God, that He chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before Him in love.  He has marked us out for sonship.

Think of the great thoughts of God that we should minister to His heart’s pleasure, to be before Him in sonship, and that there should be a vessel capable in a future day of coming down from heaven from God, having the glory of God.  Even at the present time there should be a vessel held in fidelity to Christ, like the virtuous woman at the end of Proverbs, in whom the heart of her husband can safely trust and who represents God.  We have been called by the gospel with this in view.  Is it not worth our while to give ourselves wholly to it, and see that our exercises are shaped by these great thoughts of God, that we should learn how to pursue them? One is conscious of one’s own smallness of measure in these things, but I do see this; Christ is the great ideal before the heart of God, and all ministry to the saints is working to that end, “until we all arrive at the ... measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”.  He intends to secure an answer to His own heart in sonship in myriads of the redeemed, and He intends to secure a vessel in which He can be perfectly expressed, as He will be in that day, when the holy city will come down from heaven, having the glory of God; not only as reflecting it, but having it, as being formed herself in the divine nature; and hence all our exercises at the present time, of what value they are, as we take them up as promoting this great work in the souls of God’s people.

Now with all this in view, the apostle had not only ministered the truth intelligently and constructively, but he had served them in self-denying love.  God is love, and love has found perfect expression in Christ; indeed, the Scriptures say, “Hereby we have known love, because he has laid down his life for us”.  It is there we get a true expression of love, of what God is, “Hereby we have known love, because he has laid down his life for us; and we ought for the brethren to lay down our lives”.  The fact is that what has come into expression in Christ is now to be formed in the assembly; so that in the assembly God can be expressed, and the assembly has to be built up in love.  That is why things do not go smoothly, we often wonder why there are so many difficulties in our different meetings, and why there is so much opposition to the truth, but what is it all for?  It all calls into play the practical exercise of love, so that in result the saints are formed not only by what they hear, but by what they see of the practical expression of love in their very midst.  The apostle says, “Ye know how I was with you all the time from the first day that I arrived in Asia, serving the Lord with all lowliness, and tears, and temptations, which happened to me through the plots of the Jews”.  The Ephesians from the very first day had before their eyes a man who, suffering in love, was prepared to go to any length in order that the Ephesians might get the gain of what was in the heart of God for them.

In the close of the chapter it says, they “fell on Paul’s neck”.  We can well understand that they ardently kissed him, they had had love in their midst for three years.  “Yourselves know that these hands have ministered to my wants and to those that were with me.  I have showed you all things, that thus labouring we ought to come in aid of the weak, and to remember the words of the Lord Jesus, that he himself said, It is more blessed to give than to receive”.  Do we really believe it, beloved?  One tests oneself—do I really believe it?  It is more blessed to serve, more blessed to take the place of going down beneath others and of serving them.  The Lord Jesus said it.  The apostle says, we are to remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how He said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive”.

As I was saying, I believe all the exercises that arise in different places—I am not ignoring, on the other hand, the responsibility of those from whom they do arise, and we do well not to ignore it, we see things happening in different localities—it makes you feel that while the Lord is very patient, you cannot go on disregarding the Spirit’s ministry with impunity, and the subjective answer to it which is called for; the Lord may bear with it for many years, and the saints may bear with it for many years; but if we do not judge ourselves, the sword of divine government falls and the person is cut off from the testimony.  But whatever may arise amongst the saints, it becomes an opportunity for love.  Love never fails, and as the saints are built up, accompanied by the service of love, the result will be that the assembly comes into view as presenting the features that correspond with the Man among a thousand.
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Scripture references

Ecclesiastes 7:27-28 (JND) [27] See this which I have found, saith the Preacher, [searching] one by one to find out the reason; [28] which my soul yet seeketh, and I have not found: one man among a thousand have I found, but a woman among all those have I not found.

Acts 20:17-35 (JND) [17] But from Miletus having sent to Ephesus, he called over [to him] the elders of the assembly. [18] And when they were come to him, he said to them, *Ye* know how I was with you all the time from the first day that I arrived in Asia, [19] serving the Lord with all lowliness, and tears, and temptations, which happened to me through the plots of the Jews; [20] how I held back nothing of what is profitable, so as not to announce [it] to you, and to teach you publicly and in every house, [21] testifying to both Jews and Greeks repentance towards God, and faith towards our Lord Jesus Christ. [22] And now, behold, bound in my spirit *I* go to Jerusalem, not knowing what things shall happen to me in it; [23] only that the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city, saying that bonds and tribulations await me. [24] But I make no account of [my] life [as] dear to myself, so that I finish my course, and the ministry which I have received of the Lord Jesus, to testify the glad tidings of the grace of God. [25] And now, behold, I know that ye all, among whom I have gone about preaching the kingdom [of God], shall see my face no more. [26] Wherefore I witness to you this day, that I am clean from the blood of all, [27] for I have not shrunk from announcing to you all the counsel of God. [28] Take heed therefore to yourselves, and to all the flock, wherein the Holy Spirit has set you as overseers, to shepherd the assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own. …

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

Ephesians 4 (JND) [1] *I*, the prisoner in [the] Lord, exhort you therefore to walk worthy of the calling wherewith ye have been called, [2] with all lowliness and meekness, with long-suffering, bearing with one another in love; [3] using diligence to keep the unity of the Spirit in the uniting bond of peace. …

Acts 1 (JND) [1] I composed the first discourse, O Theophilus, concerning all things which Jesus began both to do and to teach, [2] until that day in which, having by the Holy Spirit charged the apostles whom he had chosen, he was taken up; [3] to whom also he presented himself living, after he had suffered, with many proofs; being seen by them during forty days, and speaking of the things which concern the kingdom of God; …



PROGRESS IN THE APPREHENSION OF THE THOUGHTS OF GOD

No 1: THE CALL OF GOD AND HIS COVENANT

Genesis 12: 1-4; 17: 9-11

It is desired to trace certain features of the thoughts of God towards us, and the way we grow in the apprehension of them.  Abraham’s history illustrates this growth in apprehension.  It starts in this twelfth chapter with the Spirit of God recording that God had said unto Abram: “Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will shew thee”.  We gather from Stephen’s address in Acts 7 that Abram responded in part, but was hindered for a time until the death of his father, when he fully answered to the call.  But here the call is presented, and the character of it, that it involved separation from his country, his kindred, and his father’s house, and it was to be to a land that God would show him.  As it says in Acts 7, “The God of glory” came before the soul of Abraham.  His call became effective, and he responded, and the effect of responding was to separate him from his country, his kindred, and his father’s house.  Now that is something which each believer can take account of, that in the sovereignty and grace of God, the call of God has reached him in the gospel, and it essentially involves separation.  Those who receive the call, and get the light of the God of glory before their souls, have a light that governs them now which is not possessed by those who have not been partakers of the call, and this inevitably results in separation.  Alas, with Christians the idea of this essential separation between those who are the subjects of the call and those who are not is often given up; but I believe the moment the call is received, the element of separation enters into the soul.  It is a principle with God that light separates from darkness—“God divided the light from the darkness.  And God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night”, Gen 1: 4, 5.  That is, when the light of God, even in its initial form, enters the soul, there is an element which God can name and call Day, and separate from the darkness.

Now Abram responded, and departed, and Lot went with him.  It does not say that God appeared to Lot or called him, but he went with Abram.  He is allowed to be influenced by the light possessed by Abram, and go with him to a certain point, which is allowed of God to bring its own test, to confirm Abram at a later stage in obedience to the call of God.  We know that later on there arose a conflict between the herdmen of Lot and the herdmen of Abram; and Abram, as having the light of God before him, understanding that he was called of God, could afford to leave the choice to Lot.  It is a great thing to get the sense that we are called of God.  In the sense of it the believer says, “He that spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also freely give us all things?” Rom 8: 32.  We read in Romans 8: 29, 30, “whom he did foreknow, he also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brethren.  Moreover whom he did predestinate, them he also called”.  These are things we knew nothing about at the time the call reached us, but having answered to the call, we come to understand that we are “the called according to ...  purpose”, Rom 8: 28, and that God is for us.  Hence Abram was able to let Lot take his choice, and Lot lifted up his eyes with the natural man’s outlook; his choice was entirely wrong, see Gen 13: 10-13, but after Lot had parted from Abram, God could say, “Lift up now thine eyes, and look from the place where thou art northward, and southward, and eastward, and westward: for all the land which thou seest, to thee will I give it, and to thy seed for ever”.  He will not withhold anything from those whom He has called; “all things are yours ...  And ye are Christ’s; and Christ is God’s”, 1 Cor 3: 21, 23.

* * * *

Passing on now to chapter 17, we find the thought of a covenant between God and Abraham.  There is a definite understanding, so to speak, between God and His people; something which indicates the terms on which Abraham is now in relation with God.  God says, “Thou shalt keep my covenant therefore, thou, and thy seed after thee in their generations.  This is my covenant, which ye shall keep, between me and you and thy seed after thee; Every man child among you shall be circumcised.  And ye shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin; and it shall be a token of the covenant betwixt me and you”.  It is a great thing to understand the terms on which we are in relation with God.  The keeping of the covenant on our part involves that we recognise the Spirit of God, and recognise, too, that we are in no way debtors to the flesh.  “Therefore, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live after the flesh.  For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die; but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live”, Rom 8: 12, 13.  It is a question of certain definite conditions under which we may go on in the consciousness of the love of God.  It is one thing to believe that God has loved us, and to believe indeed that He does love us; it is another thing to be conscious of the love of God, and respond to it.  As it says in Romans 8, “all things work together for good to them that love God”.  Not to those whom God loves, but those who love God, that is, those who keep His covenant.

Now in order to make a little clearer the idea of the covenant in this individual aspect of it, I refer for a moment to the beginning of Romans 8, where, you remember, the apostle says, “what the law could not do, in that it was weak through the flesh, God sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and for sin, condemned sin in the flesh: that the righteousness of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit”.

As young believers go on with God, there comes a point in their exercises, it may come early, when they are greatly troubled by the question of the flesh, and the presence of the flesh, and their consciousness of its workings, and so on, and they long to be free of it.  Now Romans 8 shows us that God has gone to the greatest expression of divine love to deal with that very thing that troubles us; as it says, “God sending his own Son”.  What greater expression, in an individual way, of the love of God towards us could there be than God sending His own Son, that sin in the flesh might be condemned? How could we come in our souls to a complete, unsparing, judgment of the flesh, save as in the light that God sent His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and for sin, so that sin in the flesh might be condemned?  God has taken that way in order that we might receive the Spirit and be for ever set apart from the flesh.  “Ye are not in the flesh, but in the Spirit, if so be that the Spirit of God dwell in you”.  Now since God has done all this for us, what is to be the answer on our part?  It is, surely, that we recognise the Spirit, and maintain in our souls, by the Spirit and under the influence of divine love, the same judgment of the flesh that God has expressed.  We no longer identify ourselves with it in our minds; we learn to judge it in the power of the Spirit, and we bring forth fruit to God, as it says, “if Christ be in you, the body is dead because of sin; but the Spirit is life because of righteousness”, Rom 8: 10.  This is what answers for the believer to the keeping of this covenant that God made with Abraham.  The sign of it was circumcision, which is typical of the repudiation of the flesh in the power of the Spirit.  It was to be a perpetual thing; not only was it to be personal to Abraham, but it was to give character to what was found in his house—every male child of his house was to be circumcised—and it was to be handed down as the sign of the covenant to succeeding generations.

It is a great thing to be concerned as to the practical maintenance of the disallowance of the flesh in the power of the Spirit.  It is on those terms that we are with God, and on those lines the love of God becomes a known reality and is responded to, so that we are among those who love God.

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Genesis 12:1-4 (JND) [1] And Jehovah had said to Abram, Go out of thy land, and from thy kindred, and from thy father's house, to the land that I will shew thee. [2] And I will make of thee a great nation, and bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing. [3] And I will bless them that bless thee, and curse him that curseth thee; and in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed. [4] And Abram departed as Jehovah had said to him. And Lot went with him. And Abram was seventy-five years old when he departed out of Haran.

Genesis 17:9-11 (JND) [9] And God said to Abraham, And [as for] thee, thou shalt keep my covenant, thou and thy seed after thee in their generations. [10] This is my covenant which ye shall keep, between me and you and thy seed after thee that every male among you be circumcised. [11] And ye shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin; and [that] shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you.

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 (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. …

Genesis 1:4-5 (JND) [4] And God saw the light that it was good; and God divided between the light and the darkness. [5] And God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening, and there was morning the first day.

Romans 8:32 (JND) [32] He who, yea, has not spared his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not also with him grant us all things?

Romans 8:29-30 (JND) [29] Because whom he has foreknown, he has also predestinated [to be] conformed to the image of his Son, so that he should be [the] firstborn among many brethren. [30] But whom he has predestinated, these also he has called; and whom he has called, these also he has justified; but whom he has justified, these also he has glorified.

Romans 8:28 (JND) [28] But we *do* know that all things work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to purpose.

Genesis 13:10-13 (JND) [10] And Lot lifted up his eyes, and beheld all the plain of the Jordan that it was thoroughly watered, before Jehovah had destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah; as the garden of Jehovah, like the land of Egypt, as one goes to Zoar. [11] And Lot chose for himself all the plain of the Jordan; and Lot went toward the east. And they separated the one from the other: [12] Abram dwelt in the land of Canaan; and Lot dwelt in the cities of the plain, and pitched tents as far as Sodom. [13] And the people of Sodom were wicked, and great sinners before Jehovah.

1 Corinthians 3:21-23 (JND) [21] So that let no one boast in men; for all things are yours. [22] Whether Paul, or Apollos, or Cephas, or [the] world, or life, or death, or things present, or things coming, all are yours; [23] and *ye* [are] Christ's, and Christ [is] God's.

Romans 8:12-13 (JND) [12] So then, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to flesh; [13] for if ye live according to flesh, ye are about to die; but if, by the Spirit, ye put to death the deeds of the body, ye shall live:

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, …

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, …

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, …

Romans 8:10 (JND) [10] but if Christ be in you, the body is dead on account of sin, but the Spirit life on account of righteousness.



PROGRESS IN THE APPREHENSION OF THE THOUGHTS OF GOD


No 2: SONSHIP AND THE FRUIT OF THE SPIRIT

Genesis 21: 8-12, 25-30

In a previous paper we considered the call of God and His covenant and what these divine thoughts involve practically, viz., separation from the world and the repudiation of the flesh.  Now in Genesis 21 things are becoming greater and more distinctive for Abraham, for after all, what we have spoken of in connection with chapter 17, though positive of course in one sense, has a certain negative aspect about it.  It is the idea of the cutting off, or disallowance, of the flesh in the power of the Spirit; but when we come to chapter 21, the child of promise, Isaac, had been born; and not only so, but the occasion arises when he is weaned, and “Abraham made a great feast”.  That is to say, the child as weaned was taken account of now by himself; he stood out in full view.  Abraham here is typical of the believer in his increasing apprehension of the truth, and his experience answers to the point that we reach when we begin to apprehend positively in Christ, God’s great thoughts of grace towards us.  As it says in Galatians, indicating that God had had something in His mind for some time, “when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, come of woman, come under law, that he might redeem those under law, that we might receive sonship”.

Sonship has been in the mind of God; that is the distinctive character of the blessing that God has called us to in His grace.  Christ has come in as a Man, and has died, and has gone into the presence of God, and there the thought of God in regard of His people is set out in its fulness and blessedness.  He has nothing less in the thoughts of His grace than that we should receive sonship.  What a choice thought it is; a thought worthy of God Himself.  He does not wish His saints to be satisfied with anything less.  That, I believe, is the thought of the child being weaned, and Abraham making a great feast.  It is as though fresh light had now come into Abraham’s and Sarah’s souls, and it became an occasion of great rejoicing.  God is now before the soul as a God of such grace, and such resources of divine love, as could conceive most blessed thoughts of sonship that could only be set out in Christ, “that we might receive sonship”.

Now in the presence of that, the child of the bondwoman mocks, and this calls into exercise Sarah’s faith and her spiritual emotions, and she says, “Cast out this bondwoman and her son: for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, even with Isaac”.  The thing was very grievous in Abraham’s sight because of his son.  And God said unto Abraham, “Let it not be grievous in thy sight because of the lad, and because of thy bondwoman: in all that Sarah hath said unto thee, hearken unto her voice; for in Isaac shall thy seed be called”.  It was noted lately that these words of Sarah’s are quoted in Galatians, and quoted as Scripture: “what saith the scripture? Cast out the bondwoman and her son”.  That is to say, it was a spiritual expression on Sarah’s part; not natural jealousy or anything of that kind.  It was the expression of one who was cherishing the thoughts of God.  Typically she says that there must be no admixture of any kind, no mixture of any legal principle, or anything that would make room for religious flesh in any way, nothing to lower the standard of this great thought that God has brought in in Christ, and which is now set out in Him in manhood in the presence of God.  Then it says in Galatians, “because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father”.  Not now the Spirit viewed as a new power of life in contrast to the flesh, but the Spirit of God’s Son, to produce sensibilities and affections that are after Christ for the pleasure of God.

Now with that ideal, so to speak, before us, with Christ before us thus as the One in whom there is the full expression of the great thoughts of divine love and grace, there will be formation by the Spirit.  God intends to secure His people in every way in suitability to His great thoughts: “he hath chosen us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before him in love”.  These thoughts of God are not to be mere abstract ideas before our eyes; they are to have an answer in that which is formative, and that is seen at the close of chapter 21, where Abraham is marked by power that is different from natural power.  He is marked by power that stands out in contrast to, and is superior to, the power that was seen with Abimelech, the king of the Philistines, who comes to him with Phichol, captain of his host, and acknowledges that God is with him in all that he does.

It says, “Abraham reproved Abimelech because of a well of water, which Abimelech’s servants had violently taken away”.  The ability to meet violence with reproof is a mark of spiritual power.  It shows that one has been formed after Christ by the Spirit.  The natural tendency with any one of us would be to meet violence with violence; but not so with Abraham, with whom there is power to reprove.  It is a great mark of spiritual power if we are able to reprove effectively.  “Have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather reprove them”, Eph 5:11.  It seems to be contemplated that, as the saints grow as formed in appreciation of Christ, there will be not only power to be separate, but to reprove.  There will be the assertion in spiritual power of what is right.  So here it says, “Abraham reproved Abimelech because of a well of water, which Abimelech’s servants had violently taken away ... and Abraham took sheep and oxen, and gave them unto Abimelech; and both of them made a covenant.  And Abraham set seven ewe lambs of the flock by themselves”.

Abraham is on the line of giving, not on the line of demanding.  He can set seven ewe lambs by themselves; there is something now which Abimelech has to take account of, something which in itself has the appearance of smallness and weakness and yet became the evidence of power: “these seven ewe lambs shalt thou take of my hand, that they may be a witness unto me, that I have digged this well”.  They suggest, I believe, the fruit of the Spirit which is unmistakable, as it says in Galatians 5, “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, temperance: against such there is no law”.  There is no denying the power of the fruit of the Spirit.  The seven ewe lambs were the witness that Abraham had digged the well, there had been subjective exercise with him, corresponding with the light before him in the child of promise, and the fruit of it was there.  It was not such as would appeal to the natural man, but that which typically displayed the meekness and gentleness of Christ.  It was that which was small and lowly in the eyes of man, but which Abimelech had to take account of, and he could not deny that Abraham had digged the well.  All these things are for us to consider; there is increase in light, and then there is the subjective answer to it, not by being occupied with ourselves, but by being occupied with Christ.  A great feast was made for Isaac the day he was weaned, and the subjective fruit is seen in Abraham, the power of which could not be gainsaid.

_____________________

 


	






Scripture references

Genesis 21:8-30 (JND) [8] And the child grew, and was weaned. And Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. [9] And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, mocking. [10] And she said to Abraham, Cast out this handmaid and her son; for the son of this handmaid shall not inherit with my son with Isaac. [11] And the thing was very grievous in Abraham's sight because of his son. [12] And God said to Abraham, Let it not be grievous in thy sight because of the lad and because of thy handmaid: [in] all that Sarah hath said to thee hearken to her voice, for in Isaac shall a seed be called to thee. [13] But also the son of the handmaid will I make a nation, because he is thy seed. [14] And Abraham rose up early in the morning, and took bread, and a flask of water, and gave [it] to Hagar, putting [it] on her shoulder and the child, and sent her away. And she departed, and wandered about in the wilderness of Beer-sheba. [15] And the water was exhausted from the flask; and she cast the child under one of the shrubs, [16] and she went and sat down over against [him], a bow-shot off; for she said, Let me not behold the death of the child. And she sat over against [him], and lifted up her voice and wept. [17] And God heard the voice of the lad. And the Angel of God called to Hagar from the heavens, and said to her, What [aileth] thee, Hagar? Fear not; for God hath heard the voice of the lad there, where he is. [18] Arise, take the lad, and hold him in thy hand; for I will make of him a great nation. [19] And God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water; and she went and filled the flask with water, and gave the lad drink. …

Ephesians 5:11 (JND) [11] and do not have fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather also reprove [them],

Galatians 5 (JND) [1] Christ has set us free in freedom; stand fast therefore, and be not held again in a yoke of bondage. [2] Behold, I, Paul, say to you, that if ye are circumcised, Christ shall profit you nothing. [3] And I witness again to every man [who is] circumcised, that he is debtor to do the whole law. …
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No 3: THE PLEASURE OF GOD AND SACRIFICE

Genesis 22: 1-8, 15-18

In two previous papers we have had certain parts of Abraham’s history before us which illustrate our growth in the apprehension of divine truth; first the call of God, and the refusal of the flesh; then sonship and the fruit of the Spirit.  We now come to chapter 22, which presents something further, and to which, perhaps, if one may speak for others, we are slow to move on; and that is that in all that God has had before Him, He has had in view His own pleasure, what is for Himself.  That is what comes into view in Genesis 22.

Abraham is told to take Isaac, his only son whom he loved, and offer him up as a burnt offering.  The burnt offering is wholly for God.  Up to this point everything in connection with the light that God had given Abraham was for Abraham, and he had become increasingly established, and enriched, in the sense of what God was towards him in blessing; but now as coming into the fulness of the thoughts of God in sonship, he is to move on to another point, and he answers to it, that is, that everything is for the pleasure of God.  The very one in whom all the thoughts of God centred was to be offered up as a burnt offering for God—it is wholly for God.  The verses that follow delineate the way that Abraham and Isaac moved, which was indeed typical of a far greater movement on God’s part.  There is in this history a most touching suggestion of the way that the Father and the Son have moved in holy concert of mind and affection with a view to securing in resurrection that which will abidingly subsist for the pleasure of God.

I wonder whether we really embrace the idea of what is for the pleasure of God, and ourselves taken up in relation to it, and the necessity for everything to be brought in on the ground of resurrection.  On no other ground could anything be established for the pleasure of God; and with a view to that the Father and the Son have moved in this wonderful way of surrender and sacrifice in order that this might be brought to pass.  Think of Christ at the right hand of God, and every thought of God regarding the assembly secured now in Himself there, and yet that would not have been possible unless this downward way had been taken, involving not only Christ but the Father.  John’s gospel presents peculiarly the Father and the Son moving together.  Here it says that “Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering, and laid it upon Isaac his son; and he took the fire in his hand, and a knife; and they went both of them together”.

The passage is full of suggestions as to all that was involved for God as well as for Christ in the way that the Lord has taken in order that divine thoughts for the pleasure of God and for His glory might be brought to pass and eternally established.  Then it says, “Isaac spake unto Abraham his father, and said, My father: and he said, Here am I, my son”.  It is a beautiful picture of the way that the Father and the Son moved together in holy reciprocal affection and confidence, with no divergence of thought between them—“I and my Father are one”, the Lord Jesus says.

There is a touching scene recorded in John 12, where the Lord says, “Now is my soul troubled; and what shall I say? Father, save me from this hour: but for this cause came I unto this hour Father, glorify thy name”.  How precious that must have been to the Father, to have His Son moving here in such complete accord with His own thought, with no other thought before Him but that the Father’s name should be glorified, and for the Father to hear Him say, “Father, glorify thy name”.  So as you go through John’s gospel you get the impression of the Father and the Son moving together in love and sacrifice, with a view to securing divine thoughts immutably on the basis of resurrection, with the great end in view of all being for the pleasure of God: as it says in Romans, “of him, and through him, and to him, are all things”.  It is right that it should be so.  Our blessing lies in the full recognition of it.  The assembly has been taken up in relation to Christ to be a vessel of service towards God, entering into all His thoughts as having the spirit of God’s Son, and responding to them.  How we may well lay ourselves out for these things, that we might be brought more into them in the power of the Spirit, as we see that these are the things in relation to which God has called us.  And so as the believer takes it up he will find that it entails his moving on the line of sacrifice.  Not indeed that it is to be compared with the sacrifice that has been made by the Father and the Son, but that our affections and interests are transferred from what is natural and that lies on this side of death, to the region that lies on the other side of death, where Christ is, and to the region of His interests in connection with the assembly.  This spiritual movement involves constant sacrifice the more it is taken up; but then that is pleasing to God.  So viewing Abraham now as a type of the believer, God says to him, “By myself have I sworn, saith the Lord, for because thou hast done this thing, and hast not withheld thy son, thine only son: That in blessing I will bless thee, and in multiplying I will multiply thy seed as the stars of the heaven, and as the sand which is upon the sea shore; and thy seed shall possess the gate of his enemies”.  That confirmation of blessing to him was because he had not withheld his son from God; because he was prepared for the sacrifice that was to be made, and to take up His interests in what lay typically beyond death. I believe the more we are concerned as to the assembly as a vessel for divine pleasure, which even now stands in relation to Him who is raised from among the dead, and are prepared to allow our own things to be surrendered with a view to its prosperity, the more we shall be blessed.  It is a remarkable thing that in his epistle, James touches on this act of Abraham and says, “Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son”.  “By works was faith made perfect”.  That is to say, by the way he moved there was the full answer to the light that God had given him, “and he was called the Friend of God”.  It is as though the Spirit of God links the idea of the Friend of God with the point of Abraham’s history when he offered up Isaac his son.  It is, I believe, as we take up in exercise in our souls the thoughts of God in relation to Christ and the assembly, having them before us in our thoughts, our prayers, and our service, that we shall qualify, so to speak, to be called Friends of God.

It is remarkable that Abraham’s seed is spoken of as the sand which is upon the sea shore, and in this connection I would allude to a very striking verse which will be found in Jeremiah 5: 22: “Fear ye not me? saith the Lord: will ye not tremble at my presence, which have placed the sand for the bound of the sea by a perpetual decree, that it cannot pass it: and though the waves thereof toss themselves, yet can they not prevail; though they roar, yet can they not pass over it”.

I believe we may see in this verse a veiled suggestion of what the saints of God—the true seed of Abraham—are.  They are left here with the light of God in their souls, and the pleasure of God in their hearts, and they become a barrier, so that the forces of evil cannot prevail as long as they are here.  It is a great thing to get the light of that in our souls; governed by the principles of God, keeping His covenant, there is a restraining power in the world among the saints, though by themselves they might appear to be as helpless as sand is, but they are set there as a power and testimony for God which cannot be overcome.

May the Lord help us to see a little more of the greatness of that to which we have been called through the grace of God, and may we be concerned, as seeking the Lord continually, to be enlarged in the apprehension of these things.  The great thought before the mind of God is that all should be for His own pleasure and glory, as we sometimes sing—

“Glory all belongs to God”.

The more we get into our souls the idea of what is for the divine pleasure, the more we shall be prepared for the greatness of what we have been called to.  If we think of what is great enough to satisfy the heart of God and display the glory of the blessed God, we shall be ready for the greatest things, and the Spirit is here to make them good in our souls.

 

STREATHAM 

From Words of Truth 1936

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Genesis 22:1-18 (JND) [1] And it came to pass after these things, that God tried Abraham, and said to him, Abraham! and he said, Here am I. [2] And he said, Take now thy son, thine only [son], whom thou lovest, Isaac, and get thee into the land of Moriah, and there offer him up for a burnt-offering on one of the mountains which I will tell thee of. [3] And Abraham rose early in the morning, and saddled his ass, and took two of his young men with him, and Isaac his son; and he clave the wood for the burnt-offering, and rose up and went to the place that God had told him of. [4] On the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes and saw the place from afar. [5] And Abraham said to his young men, Abide ye here with the ass; and I and the lad will go yonder and worship, and come again to you. [6] And Abraham took the wood of the burnt-offering, and laid it on Isaac his son; and he took the fire in his hand, and the knife, and they went both of them together. [7] And Isaac spoke to Abraham his father, and said, My father! And he said, Here am I, my son. And he said, Behold the fire and the wood; but where is the sheep for a burnt-offering? [8] And Abraham said, My son, God will provide himself with the sheep for a burnt-offering. And they went both of them together. [9] And they came to the place of which God had told him. And Abraham built the altar there, and piled the wood; and he bound Isaac his son, and laid him on the altar upon the wood. [10] And Abraham stretched out his hand, and took the knife to slaughter his son. [11] And the Angel of Jehovah called to him from the heavens, and said, Abraham, Abraham! And he said, Here am I. [12] And he said, Stretch not out thy hand against the lad, neither do anything to him; for now I know that thou fearest God, and hast not withheld thy son, thine only [son], from me. …

Genesis 22 (JND) [1] And it came to pass after these things, that God tried Abraham, and said to him, Abraham! and he said, Here am I. [2] And he said, Take now thy son, thine only [son], whom thou lovest, Isaac, and get thee into the land of Moriah, and there offer him up for a burnt-offering on one of the mountains which I will tell thee of. [3] And Abraham rose early in the morning, and saddled his ass, and took two of his young men with him, and Isaac his son; and he clave the wood for the burnt-offering, and rose up and went to the place that God had told him of. …

John 12 (JND) [1] Jesus therefore, six days before the passover, came to Bethany, where was the dead [man] Lazarus, whom Jesus raised from among [the] dead. [2] There therefore they made him a supper, and Martha served, but Lazarus was one of those at table with him. [3] Mary therefore, having taken a pound of ointment of pure nard of great price, anointed the feet of Jesus, and wiped his feet with her hair, and the house was filled with the odour of the ointment. …

Jeremiah 5:22 (JND) [22] Will ye not fear me? saith Jehovah. Will ye not tremble at my presence, who have set the sand a bound for the sea by a perpetual decree, and it shall not pass it? and its waves toss themselves, but they do not prevail; and they roar, yet can they not pass over it?



LETTERS OF COMMENDATION


The principle of commending to the saints one unknown to them personally appears early in the history of the assembly.  We read in Acts 9, verses 26 and 27, that when Saul of Tarsus, after having been many days with the disciples at Damascus, wished to join himself to the disciples at Jerusalem, the latter doubted that he was a disciple, but Barnabas took him and commended him to the apostles, after which he was received among the brethren in Jerusalem.  So also in the case of Apollos, Acts 18: 27, when he wished to go into Achaia, the brethren wrote exhorting the disciples to receive him.

By the time the second epistle to the Corinthians was written, the practice of giving letters of commendation was evidently recognised, and in verse 1 of chapter 3 the apostle refers to the need for such letters where the person concerned was not known.  In the case of the apostle himself and Timothy, who were well known to the Corinthians and had served them in love, there was indeed no need for such a letter, but the apostle, in saying “as some”, clearly indicates that the need exists where the person concerned is not known.

The giving and receiving of letters of commendation is an important feature in the practical working out of Christian fellowship.  It recognises that saints, as cherishing the Lord’s name, and valuing the presence of God among them, will be jealous to refuse evil amongst themselves, and will thus be unprepared to receive anyone until they are satisfied that he not only has the Spirit, but also is not marked by unholy practice or associations.  At the same time it recognises that saints will gladly receive any fellow believer, though personally unknown to them, on being assured, by the commendation of any brother in whom confidence may rightly be placed, that the person commended is numbered among the saints in the place he comes from.  Holy jealousy for the Lord’s name and interests must always mark the saints, as if vigilance is not maintained among them, the enemy will not fail to take advantage of it to introduce among them false brethren, as he did at Jerusalem and elsewhere, Gal 2: 4, or unholy principles.  On the other hand, love among the saints, and the recognition that by one Spirit we have all been baptised into one body, will at once embrace a fellow believer in whom there is confidence.  These two features of jealousy to exclude all that is foreign to the fellowship of God’s Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, to which we have been called, and readiness to include, in the embrace of love, every saint who is walking consistently with it, are seen in the incident as to Saul already referred to, first in the unreadiness of the disciples to receive him because they doubted his genuineness, and then in his reception among them as commended to them by one who rightly commanded their confidence.

In these last days, which are marked by general departure from the truth, the Lord has made it clear that the path for His people, as naming the name of the Lord, is individually to withdraw from iniquity, to purify oneself from vessels to dishonour in separating from them, and to follow righteousness, faith, love, peace, with those that call upon the Lord out of a pure heart.  On these lines the truth of the assembly has been recovered to the saints, and is, through the grace and mercy of God, finding expression in a small but living way, in local companies of saints in places in almost all parts of the world.  Coupled with this, the reality of Christian fellowship is being known and enjoyed as perhaps never before since apostolic days, and as saints have occasion to move about from place to place, the necessity of letters of commendation as ensuring the preservation of the fellowship, and their value as greatly promoting bonds of love in the Spirit, are being more and more recognised.

The giving of a letter of commendation should not be a merely formal matter; it certainly should not be regarded as issuing a kind of passport to break bread.  The apostle Paul, in commending Phoebe to the saints at Rome, indicated certain spiritual features about her that were themselves her commendation.  First, “our sister”, then “a servant of the church which is at Cenchrea”, then “she hath been a succourer of many, and of myself also”.  So also, in commending Onesimus to Philemon and the assembly in his house, Paul says of him, first, “whom I have begotten in my bonds”, then “now profitable to thee and to me”, then” not now as a servant, but above a servant, a brother beloved”.  Attention might also be drawn to the way the apostle writes to the Corinthians, of Timothy, 1 Cor 4: 17, and 16: 10, and of Titus, 2 Cor.  8: 16, 17, and 23, and to many other cases, in which the apostle in commending individual brethren to the saints, indicates briefly and soberly the spiritual features that marked them.

Letters of commendation should, as far as possible, have this character, but in this connection it may be well to point out the need for guarding against the use of extravagant or flattering expressions.  What Paul wrote, in each of the cases alluded to, was simple and direct, and would convey to those to whom he wrote a true impression of the one commended.  It is a good thing, when writing a letter of commendation, to ask oneself what kind of impression the letter will convey to those who do not know the person commended, and who are, therefore, dependent on the letter itself for their first impressions.  If the letter, as written, would be likely to convey an impression not wholly according to truth, it would be better to re-write the letter.  In some cases, it may only be possible to say very little; but Jove according to God will not go beyond the truth.

The giving of a letter of commendation should therefore raise wholesome exercise as to how far we have been able to discern and appreciate the work of God in the one to be commended.  It should also raise concern with the one commended that he or she should, in spirit and conduct, justify the letter and commend those who gave it.  The apostle says to the Corinthians, “ye are our letter ... known and read of all men” and again that they were “manifested to be Christ’s epistle ministered by us”.  And further, a letter of commendation calls for a response in affection on the part of those to whom it is addressed, which should go out to the one commended.  Paul charges the Romans to receive Phoebe in the Lord, as becometh saints, and to assist her in whatever way she had need of them; he charges Philemon to receive Onesimus as the apostle himself; and he charges the Corinthians as to their conduct towards Timothy when he arrived among them.

It would seem that in ordinary simple cases of a brother or a sister visiting a place where he or she is unknown, it is satisfactory for an individual brother to give a letter of commendation on his own responsibility, but he should, of course, be one in whom the saints in his own gathering have confidence, and he would only give it as in full fellowship with them.  If he knew, or had reason to think, that they had any difficulties or reservations about the one desiring to be commended, he should consult his brethren before giving any letter.  In particular cases, as, for instance, where brethren permanently leave the place where they have lived to take up residence elsewhere, or where there are special circumstances calling for care or sympathy, it may be better for the brethren, as such (by the hand of two of their number) to give the letter.  There seems to be authority for both methods of procedure, in Paul’s letter commending Phoebe, “I commend unto you Phoebe”, and in the brethren at Ephesus writing to the disciples in Achaia to commend Apollos to them.

 

place and date not given
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Scripture references

Acts 9:26-27 (JND) [26] And having arrived at Jerusalem he essayed to join himself to the disciples, and all were afraid of him, not believing that he was a disciple. [27] But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles, and related to them how he had seen the Lord in the way, and that he had spoken to him, and how in Damascus he had spoken boldly in the name of Jesus.

Acts 18:27 (JND) [27] And when he purposed to go into Achaia, the brethren wrote to the disciples engaging them to receive him, who, being come, contributed much to those who believed through grace.

Galatians 2:4 (JND) [4] and [it was] on account of the false brethren brought in surreptitiously, who came in surreptitiously to spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, that they might bring us into bondage;

1 Corinthians 4:17 (JND) [17] For this reason I have sent to you Timotheus, who is my beloved and faithful child in [the] Lord, who shall put you in mind of my ways [as] they [are] in Christ, according as I teach everywhere in every assembly.

1 Corinthians 16:10 (JND) [10] Now if Timotheus come, see that he may be with you without fear; for he works the work of the Lord, even as I.

2 Corinthians 8:16-23 (JND) [16] But thanks [be] to God, who gives the same diligent zeal for you in the heart of Titus. [17] For he received indeed the entreaty, but, being full of zeal, he went of his own accord to you; [18] but we have sent with him the brother whose praise [is] in the glad tidings through all the assemblies; [19] and not only [so], but [is] also chosen by the assemblies as our fellow-traveller with this grace, ministered by us to the glory of the Lord himself, and [a witness of] our readiness; [20] avoiding this, that any one should blame us in this abundance [which is] administered by us; [21] for we provide for things honest, not only before [the] Lord, but also before men. [22] And we have sent with them our brother whom we have often proved to be of diligent zeal in many things, and now more diligently zealous through the great confidence [he has] as to you. [23] Whether as regards Titus, [he is] my companion and fellow-labourer in your behalf; or our brethren, [they are] deputed messengers of assemblies, Christ's glory.

2 Corinthians 8:16-23 (JND) [16] But thanks [be] to God, who gives the same diligent zeal for you in the heart of Titus. [17] For he received indeed the entreaty, but, being full of zeal, he went of his own accord to you; [18] but we have sent with him the brother whose praise [is] in the glad tidings through all the assemblies; [19] and not only [so], but [is] also chosen by the assemblies as our fellow-traveller with this grace, ministered by us to the glory of the Lord himself, and [a witness of] our readiness; [20] avoiding this, that any one should blame us in this abundance [which is] administered by us; [21] for we provide for things honest, not only before [the] Lord, but also before men. [22] And we have sent with them our brother whom we have often proved to be of diligent zeal in many things, and now more diligently zealous through the great confidence [he has] as to you. [23] Whether as regards Titus, [he is] my companion and fellow-labourer in your behalf; or our brethren, [they are] deputed messengers of assemblies, Christ's glory.

2 Corinthians 8:16-23 (JND) [16] But thanks [be] to God, who gives the same diligent zeal for you in the heart of Titus. [17] For he received indeed the entreaty, but, being full of zeal, he went of his own accord to you; [18] but we have sent with him the brother whose praise [is] in the glad tidings through all the assemblies; [19] and not only [so], but [is] also chosen by the assemblies as our fellow-traveller with this grace, ministered by us to the glory of the Lord himself, and [a witness of] our readiness; [20] avoiding this, that any one should blame us in this abundance [which is] administered by us; [21] for we provide for things honest, not only before [the] Lord, but also before men. [22] And we have sent with them our brother whom we have often proved to be of diligent zeal in many things, and now more diligently zealous through the great confidence [he has] as to you. [23] Whether as regards Titus, [he is] my companion and fellow-labourer in your behalf; or our brethren, [they are] deputed messengers of assemblies, Christ's glory.
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THE GREATNESS OF EVERYTHING CONNECTED WITH CHRIST

Matthew 1: 1; 2: 21-23; 3: 16, 17; 4: 8-10; 5: 1-12; 6: 6; 7: 21-23

I want, by the Lord’s help, to seek to show from these scriptures a little of the greatness of the Lord Jesus Christ, to whom we belong, and of the greatness of the things connected with Him, which the grace of God has made ours, and that, in the meantime our position is that of being in what Scripture speaks of as the testimony; and I want to show, too, by the Lord’s help, certain lines on which we may each be preserved individually until the Lord comes.  Our eternal future is assured by the grace of God, and on the ground of the precious death of Christ; but what matters is the present moment; and it is of all importance that as believers we should have some definite idea as to why we are left here for a time, and also some definite idea of the lines on which we shall be preserved to the end, in living identification with the testimony of our Lord Jesus Christ.

I think we shall see that Scripture makes it plain that in being brought to Christ through the gospel, and receiving forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit, we come into a great deal more than we realise at the time, that we come into what Scripture speaks of as an inheritance, and it is an inheritance which is shared with Christ; He is God’s appointed Heir of all things, and we through grace are the heirs of God and the joint-heirs with Christ.  Hence, however little we may understand what we have come into, God would, at the very outset, give us an impression that we have come into great things, but they are things that stand connected with the Lord Jesus Christ, and must never be divorced from Him.

The early part of the gospel of Matthew will particularly support what I have been saying.  The gospel commences with these words: “The book of the generation of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham”.  That leads to an inquiry as to what is involved in His being Son of David and Son of Abraham, and anyone who is at all acquainted with the Old Testament will recognise at once that great things are spoken of David’s Son and of Abraham’s Son.  For instance, in Psalm 89, God says in regard of David, “Thy seed will I establish for ever, and build up thy throne to all generations”.  So that one thing connected with the presentation of Christ as Son of David is that He is the One who is to reign for ever and ever.  It is a good thing for a young believer to get the sense of that, that the grace of God has linked him up with a coming kingdom which will never pass away.

In connection with the Son of Abraham, in Genesis 22, God said to Abraham that “thy seed shall possess the gate of his enemies; And in thy seed shall all the nations of the earth bless themselves”.  I am sure all will recognise that this has not yet come to pass in a complete and final way, but it gives us a very wide view of the greatness and glory of Christ to understand that He is to possess the gate of His enemies, and that in Him all nations of the earth are to be blessed.  I do not develop that further, but I mention it at the outset, in order that some impression might be left on our spirits of the greatness of Christ, and of the fact that there is connected with Him, in the testimony of God, a world of enduring glory, which is about to come in; and with which, through the grace of God, every believer in Christ stands connected.  That world will be marked by features that do not obtain in this world; one being that the rights of God will be unquestionably acknowledged; and another that the glory of God will pervade that world, and the will of God will characterise it.  So that we are called to another world, not this one; as Peter says, “the God of all grace ... hath called us unto his eternal glory by Christ Jesus”, 1 Pet 5: 10.

Having the light of these things involves also that they should have a practical effect now in all those who belong to the Lord Jesus, and who carry this light from God in their souls.  The Lord intends to find in the assembly, in the company of those who love Him and belong to Him, a sphere in which His rights are acknowledged and in which the will of God is done now, and where what is of God obtains; and all that, as practically recognised, works out in testimony.  That is to say, that the testimony not only consists in what we give expression to by words among men as to the rights of the Lord Jesus and all that He is coming into, but it consists even more in there being a sphere here on earth among the saints where those rights are practically acknowledged and recognised, and where what is to obtain publicly in the world to come is now found—though it be in obscurity—among those who love Christ, in the power of the Spirit.  Hence it is of great importance that every young believer should understand that he is called into something that already exists here and that is of vital importance, and I think we shall see that it must be accepted at the outset, that what you are called into has for the moment the character of being in reproach, but, on the other hand, it has all the support of heaven and will be supported right to the end, and our concern is therefore to be moving on lines in which divine support can be realised.

Before I go further, I want to refer to the passage in Matthew 3.  It says that “Jesus, when he was baptised, went up straightway out of the water: and, lo, the heavens were opened unto him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, and lighting upon him: And lo a voice from heaven, saying, This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased”.  Now that is great light to get into our souls in regard of our Lord Jesus Christ; take account of this voice from heaven, the voice of the Father, pointing out Christ, distinguishing Him from every other, and saying, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased”.  It was as Jesus came up out of the water that this happened; this was just a prefiguring of His coming up out of death, because baptism is a figure of death in which we all were involved; and in the grace of God the Lord Jesus went into death in order that the redeemed company might be secured to God by means of His death, but He has risen out from amongst the dead, and thus His glory comes into view as the Son of God.  The scripture says, He is “declared to be the Son of God with power, according to the spirit of holiness, by the resurrection from the dead”, Rom 1: 4.  Thus we belong to One who is already marked by victory over death and has the power therefore, as well as the right, to bring up out of death all that belong to Him; and that means that there is a world that comes into view for faith, connected with the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, which stands in resurrection.

It is an immense thing to get into our souls that we belong to a world of which the Son of God, known in resurrection from amongst the dead, a divine Person who became Man and died and has risen again, is the Centre; as it says, “Who is he that overcometh the world [that is, the present world], but he that believeth that Jesus is the Son of God?”  1 John 5: 5.  We not only see there a world that stands connected with the glorious Person of the Son of God, but it is a world too which subsists in the favour, in the affections of God, for He who is the Sun and Centre of it is the beloved Son of God—“This is my beloved Son, in whom I have found my delight”.  So I think you will see that the grace of God has done far more than given you forgiveness of sins and the certainty of eternal bliss, it has linked you by grace with a world of infinite glory connected with Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and God has given each one of us the inestimable favour of being in this world for a little space of time, a few short years at most, in testimony to Him who is to come.

From chapter 2 we learn that when Christ was introduced into this world as a Babe, He immediately met with hostility.  As soon as the report by the wise men reached Jerusalem, Herod the king and the chief priests were troubled; they were not glad, they were troubled; and the rest of the chapter shows that Herod the king did his utmost to get rid of Jesus; and, mark you, it was the Gentile king and the chief priests, the religious leaders; that is to say, the political and the religious world were seen as combined at that moment in hostility to Christ.  If you go on in faithfulness to Christ, you will find that the world is of the same character now as it was then; its particular aspect in detail may change from time to time, but in its principle it is un changed, in that in all its phases it is hostile to Christ.

This chapter shows that the Lord Jesus being thus introduced into a world of that character, in conditions of outward smallness and weakness, indeed as a Babe, came under divine protection, that all through there was divine protection for the Babe and His mother, she being typical of all who love Christ and cherish the testimony—there is divine protection for them.  But there is divine protection on the line of their accepting the fact that they were rejected, and hence the Babe and His mother and Joseph have to flee into Egypt; then, when the angel tells Joseph that the one who sought the young Child’s life is dead, Joseph returns to the land of Israel, but “when he heard that Archelaus did reign in Judaea in the room of his father Herod, he was afraid to go thither: notwithstanding, being warned of God in a dream, he turned aside into the parts of Galilee”.  That is to say, although the Herod who actually plotted the death of Christ had passed away, his son reigned in his stead, and Joseph recognised intuitively that the position was really unchanged, that the hostility continued.  That is what I want to make clear; that however things may change in the world, the hostility to Christ, whether overt or covered, continues; and that has to be accepted.  Joseph accepted it, and was spoken by the prophets, “He shall be called a Nazarene.’’

I want you just to take account of these features that God impressed on His testimony at the outset.  On the one hand, it is glorious, connected with the glorious Person of the Son of God; on the other hand it is in rejection and reproach, and God intends that it shall maintain that character—“He shall be called a Nazarene”.  And if the saints of God ever move in conditions in which reproach ceases, you may be sure of this, that in some way they are getting away from fidelity to Christ.

In chapter 4, I refer to the temptations, for the encouragement of every one of us, in order to show that in the Lord Jesus we have One who has been tempted by Satan and has overcome him.  We are coming now to the line of things which I indicated as the line on which we ourselves may be preserved, and it is important for every believer to understand that in the Lord Jesus we have One who has indeed been tempted by Satan.  In Luke’s account of the temptations, three particular ones are mentioned, and then the narrative says, “the devil, having completed every temptation, departed from him for a time”.  I call attention to that, because the saints of God as in this world will be subject from time to time to every form of attack from Satan, you may rest assured of that; if he is overcome in one point, he will try to attack in another.  His attack at the present moment does not take on so much the character of violence, but the character of subtlety.

If you read the record of the temptations you will find that the Lord did not meet Satan in divine power, but on the ground of what was proper to man, and therefore the answers that He gave to Satan, and the lines on which He met him, indicate what is available to every one of us, and on these lines, we shall have His sympathy and support.  So the first temptation is of supreme importance to us; the Lord’s answer to it was that, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God”.  Now that indicates an important line for every Christian to be pursuing, that he is to live by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God; that is to say, he is to addict himself to reading the Scriptures and to receiving the ministry of the word whenever it is available, and he is to take account of it as the word of God, and to see that the word has place in his mind and heart continually—he is to live by it.  As he does this he will find that as to any subtle thing the enemy suggests, the Spirit of God will be faithful to bring to bear upon him what is needed to meet it and expose it in its true character.

I refer now to the third temptation, for it is one the enemy often uses especially to capture the young, that is, he uses ambition.  He thought he had in Christ one who could be appealed to by natural ambition; but, thank God, we have in the Lord Jesus One who not only did not sin, but who could not sin.  There was nothing in Him to respond to any evil suggestion, but in grace He indicated the way in which every believer, as having the Spirit of God, can meet Satan.  So Satan showed Him all the kingdoms of the world and the glory of them, and said, “All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt fall down and worship me”.  A tremendous proposition, and the only condition was that He should give Himself over to the principle of pride and self-seeking which found its embodiment in Satan.  That was the only condition, that He should adopt that principle, and if He would only do this, all should be His.  Now the Lord says, “Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou serve”, meaning, I will worship Jehovah My God, and Him only will I serve.  The word of God indicated that the right thing for man was to worship God and seek His glory alone, and Jesus moved on those lines.  Hence, dear brethren, we can well afford as proposals come before us, to search our hearts as to what is the motive in what we do, and whether there is any self-seeking ambition in it as to this world.  I do not speak of what is legitimate to earn a living and meet righteous obligations, but beyond that, we need to see if what is before us is some ambition which displaces God and Christ in our hearts.

I refer now to the last three passages only to touch on them, but they are of immense importance.  The fifth chapter says, “he went up into a mountain: and when he was set, his disciples came unto him: And he opened his mouth, and taught them ...”.  Now in these three chapters 5, 6, and 7—we get instruction for those who are the subjects of the kingdom of heaven, that is, those who belong to the Lord Jesus, who recognise Him who is on the right hand of God in heaven as their Lord, and thus are directed and controlled from heaven.  That is the idea of the kingdom of heaven, it is a sphere down here which is ruled from heaven, and it includes every believer in the Lord Jesus Christ, and indeed takes in the whole Christian profession in which He is nominally owned.

These chapters indicate lines on which we shall never be moved; that is seen from the way the seventh chapter ends.  The Lord says, “whosoever heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them, I will liken him unto a wise man, which built his house upon a rock”.  Now that scripture does not contemplate the initial salvation of our souls through faith in Christ, but rather the believer pursuing a course, while he is left here waiting for the coming of the Lord, in which he is never overcome.  He may be tested; the winds may come, and the rain fall, and so on, but he is never overcome; he is enabled, as pursuing the principles that the Lord indicates, to stand up in victory, and thus livingly to have a part in the testimony of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The first feature is that we know what it is to seek the Lord for instruction.  The Lord went up into a mountain and He sat down, and His disciples came unto Him.  His sitting down indicated that it was a deliberate matter; that He was taking up, so to speak, a position and attitude in which He intended to teach all those who were sufficiently exercised to come to Him.  It required a certain amount of exercise to go up the mountain.  Those who are not prepared to take up the exercise of having to do with the Lord Jesus continually, will never get the benefit of His teaching, but those who are prepared constantly to seek the Lord in private will get the benefit of the teaching, and the Lord had this in mind.

Now the great burden of the instruction in the next few verses is, that we are to understand that those whom the Lord approves are marked by entirely different features from the kind of man that this world approves.  That is to say, that the Lord expects that His own should understand that God desires and intends that we should take character from Christ Himself, who is the great ideal that God has before Him; the kind of man that He delights in; a Man who was in every way faithful to God, never seeking His own will or glory, a Man who serves in love.  I cannot enumerate now all the features of moral excellence that shine in Jesus, but if you study the gospels and take account of His words and movements, and, indeed, study all the Scriptures, it will more and more grow upon you that Jesus is an entirely different kind of man from the man that we are naturally, and that obtains in this world.  Jesus went to the cross that all that we are naturally might be for ever set aside; and has given us His Spirit that we should learn from Him and take character from Him.  You will find, as you do this, that it will bring you into reproach in this world, but the Lord says, if you come into reproach “for my sake, Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven”.

He began by saying, “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted”.  I do not think that only means mourning in connection with sorrow and bereavement here, though no doubt those who mourn thus are comforted by the grace of God, but I think it means those who mourn as to the state of things in the world and in the Christian profession.  “Blessed are the meek”.  You and I are not meek naturally; we shall be meek if we habitually come to Christ.  He says, “Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart”—and later on in this gospel we read, quoting from the prophet, “Behold, thy King cometh unto thee, meek”.  Meekness is the kind of thing that will obtain in God’s world, and the Lord intends it should obtain now amongst His people that, as in meekness we take on the features of Christ, there should be maintained in this world a living testimony to what will come in at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  You can understand how it would bring you into reproach in this world, but then the Lord says, “theirs is the kingdom ...”—that is to say, all the power of the kingdom of heaven is available for the meek.  Then it goes on, “Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy.  Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God”.  The Lord, I believe, indicates these different features as the first elements in His teaching of His disciples in order to impress us with this great fact, that His saints here are to take on features learned from Himself which are entirely different from what obtains in this world.  I commend to you the importance of taking up the exercise of coming to the Lord continually and learning from Him, as He says: “Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me”.

Now in chapter 6 a great feature is the practice of seeking God in secret.  All this lies at the foundation of our spiritual prosperity, and we shall never make much spiritual headway or be able to stand up against the influences in this world unless we take up these fundamental principles which make for stability and prosperity.  So in this chapter the Lord takes up three things: giving alms, praying, and fasting; and He enjoins upon His own to watch against any thought, which so easily obtrudes itself in our minds and spirits, of doing these things to be seen of men.  He says, as it were, Cultivate doing things in the sight of your Father which is in heaven, in secret with God.  It involves much soul exercise, but it well repays itself.  So in regard to prayer He says, “thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and When thou hast shut thy door”, that is to say, do not let your prayer be casual, let God understand that you want to draw near to Him—enter into thy closet and shut thy door—let it be a deliberate thing that you seek the presence of God; and He says, “pray to thy Father which is in secret; and thy Father which seeth in secret shall reward thee”.  The point is that the reward comes from God and not from men.  So it says, “thou, when thou prayest, enter into thy closet, and when thou hast shut thy door, pray to thy Father which is in secret”.  What a happy thing it is, and what a privilege, to draw near to God, “thy Father”, as the Lord says, in the knowledge that He sees in secret; He sees all that is in your heart and understands all your desires.  If we cultivate this, we shall not only find great strength in our exercises and testings, but we shall become enlarged and shall be enabled to pray, not only for ourselves and our own spiritual needs, but we shall become enlarged to take up the interests of God everywhere, and that is a very great thing.  What I want to stress in this chapter is that the Lord encouraged secret dealings with God.  Cultivate it, He would say, and “thy Father which seeth in secret shall reward thee”.

I want only to call your attention to the few verses in chapter 7, that we may learn to judge of things not according to appearance, but according to principles.  It is an important thing to judge of things where God is concerned, not by appearances but by principles, and one outstanding fundamental principle that a Christian must always adhere to is, that iniquity must not be connected with the name of the Lord.  Iniquity is the will of man exercised in the things of God.  So that anything which cannot be proved to be according to Scripture is to be refused; iniquity must not be connected with the name of the Lord.  The Lord says here, “Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven”.  That is to say, the one who is subject, who is governed by the will of God, is the one who enters into the kingdom of heaven.  Then the Lord adds a word that is most important for us in this day, “Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name? and in thy name have cast out devils, and in thy name done many wonderful works”.  A most salutary word for today, for there are many around us on every hand who claim to be able to do wonderful works and who connect the name of the Lord with them, but the question is, Are they governed by divine principles?  Are they governed by what is right according to the epistles?  The Lord says, “Many will say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name? ... And then will I profess unto them, I never knew you; depart from me, ye that work iniquity”.  The mere performing of wonderful works is no proof that the thing is not iniquitous; you must submit things to the simple test of divine principles as laid down in Scripture with divine authority.  If they do not answer to this test, you can safely disregard them, whatever wonderful works they do, or claim to do, for they are works of iniquity.

These are to be preserved, and one would desire for us all that we might have a greater sense of what the grace of God has connected us with, and of the inestimable privilege of being connected with the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.  till He comes.  The Lord would have us preserved in every way, and if we take heed to the instructions in these chapters we shall find they will make for our practical stability and preservation till He comes.
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FOLLOWING THE LORD AND HIS MOVEMENTS

John 21

This chapter is an important one for the last days, being a kind of appendix to the gospel.  The gospel of John, as we know, is written specially for the last days, and indicates how every feature of the truth is secured on the line of life.  The subject of life runs right through the gospel, the idea in life being that we are in the reality of things, and thus independent, so to speak, of any outward organisation.  That is, if the church publicly breaks down, as it has, you cannot destroy life; where there is love for Christ and desire to be pleasing to Him, 2 Timothy shows the line on which we may be pleasing to Him, and, as moving on those lines, the gospel of John shows that every thought of God can be realised.

This chapter comes in as a warning, for it starts with a movement of a sectional character, not under the direction of the Lord, of seven of the disciples under the influence of Peter, who was always active in service, and said, “I go a fishing”.  The end of that incident is that, as moving independently, they catch nothing, but, as coming under the direction of the Lord, they catch largely.  So that the great teaching of the incident is that in the last days particularly, the Lord would have us concerned as to being under His direction in all our service, and, not only so, but having the assembly in view, in our gospel service, and in all service.

As they came to land, they found that the Lord had there on land, so to speak, a system under His own hand.  There was a fire of coals and fish laid thereon and bread; the Lord had there a system where there was warmth and food, and He said, “Bring of the fish which ye have now caught”.  They were to bring it to that which the Lord had under His hand, showing, I think, that the Lord would exercise us in these last days that our service comes under His direction and has the assembly in view.  Then, in order to emphasise that to Peter, He entrusted him with the care of the lambs and the sheep.  He said to Peter, after He had challenged him as to whether he loved Him, “Feed my lambs”, and then He says the second time, “Shepherd my sheep”, and then the third time, “Feed my sheep”.  In each case it was to be the evidence, so to speak, that he loved Christ.  If he loved Christ, let him show it by serving in love that which was dearest to the heart of Christ—that is the point.  Following that He says to Peter, “When thou wast young, thou girdedst thyself, and walkedst whither thou wouldest”; that, I think, was just characteristic of Peter, that he had always been one to serve—girding gives the idea of service—but he had girded himself and walked where he would; that is, his service had not always been under the direction of Christ.  and the Lord reminds him of that, but says, that “when thou shalt be old, thou shalt stretch forth thy hands, and another shall gird thee, and carry thee whither thou wouldest not”.  That is to say that Peter would finish up in complete correspondence with the cross of Christ—it alludes to the fact that Peter would be crucified.

There is nothing more to be desired, dear brethren—however little we may feel we know of it—than that we should finish up publicly in complete correspondence with the cross of Christ.  I am sure if we get the sense of belonging to the assembly, we do not want to be in any more esteem or popularity in the world, even in the religious world, amongst men, than Christ was Himself.  Peter, having all along the desire to serve, by the grace of God finishes his days in that character.  The Lord says, “when thou shalt be old, thou shalt stretch forth thy hands, and another shall gird thee, and carry thee whither thou wouldest not”, as though He would tell Peter that he would finish up by the Lord’s grace in complete submission to the will of God, delivered from every thought of his own will in his service, and in complete correspondence with the cross of Christ.  Then the writer says, “This spake he, signifying by what death he should glorify God”.  But if that was to be how Peter would end publicly, there is also what is to be realised at the present moment privately; so, having said that to Peter, He says to him, “Follow me”, and Peter immediately turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following; that is, there was one who was setting out the idea, there was one already doing it, without any command from the Lord, and it says of that one he was “the disciple whom Jesus loved … which also leaned on his breast at supper, and said, Lord, which is he that betrayeth thee?”

Now John is presented all through this gospel, save in the beginning of this chapter, where he is simply mentioned among the sons of Zebedee, as “the disciple whom Jesus loved”; that is, he had a peculiar appreciation of the love of Christ, and the love of Christ, I believe, for at the supper he is in the bosom of Jesus, and that is the assembly’s place.  It is a great thing to get some sense of what the place of the assembly is in the affections of Christ; the Lord says in regard of His own, “I will come again, and receive you unto myself; that where I am, there ye may be also”.  The assembly’s place is the nearest place in the affections of Christ, she has her place rightly in the bosom of Jesus, that is her place, and John comes before us as one who understood it and appreciated it.  That is to say, he was concerned to be near the Lord and to hear what the Lord had to say to him as to His thoughts of the assembly, and all He would tell him of the Father, so as to call forth the response to God that the assembly is intended to yield as under the impulse of Christ.

Now John was in that place, and it says, “which also leaned on his breast at supper”.  Do we value the Supper?  John did.  Is there any lover of Christ, any believer, who does not take the Supper?  How is that?  John would never have thought of being absent from the Supper if he could possibly be there, he was in the bosom of Jesus at the supper and he leaned on Jesus’ breast at the supper.  As the Lord indicated that one of their number should betray Him, John was leaning on His breast; he knew the love of Christ in such a way that he could depend upon it whatever happened.  So, as having his confidence in the love of Christ, he could face it even when the Lord said, “one of you shall betray me”, and this is all brought forward in John 21 to impress on us that John understood the place he had in the affections of Christ and cherished it above everything, and he wanted to be near to Christ to hear His word, as the Lord said, “If any one love me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our abode with him”.  He was characteristically following—Peter turned and saw him following; without any word from the Lord he was following.

What is the idea for us in this following? This has not so much in mind the public position, the reproach of the way in which we follow; the idea here is, I think, that it is characteristic of us that we are always listening to what the Lord has to say, for we understand He has in mind to secure a full answer to divine thoughts in the assembly; therefore, whatever He has given in the way of ministry, whatever His thoughts are as to the assembly, we are following them.  The Lord indicated to Peter how he would finish up.  What a comfort that Peter, having been marked as a young man by girding himself and going the way he would, is now brought into a way in which he eventually glorified God; but the Lord, having indicated that, says to him, “Follow me”.

I would stress the need for this with us all, that we should understand the importance of following the Lord’s movements.  It is not now a question of following the Lord literally, for He is not down here, but following what He says; He is always speaking to the assembly, and this involves movement.  As one thing is apprehended by the saints, He moves on to something further, and the full end the Lord has in view is that every thought of the blessed God as to the assembly should be realised by those who appreciate the affections of Christ and will keep near Him and follow Him in all His movements.  So Peter turns and sees John following, and he says to the Lord, “what shall this man do?”  And Jesus says, “If I will that he tarry till I come, what is that to thee? follow thou me”.  What a word that is for every one of us.  The Lord indicates in that somewhat concealed saying of His to Peter concerning John that what John stands for is going through till He comes—“If I will that he tarry till I come”.  What a comfort that is, that what John stands for is going through, that is to say, the Lord is going to see to it that He has here on earth right through till He comes those who appreciate the unique place the assembly has in the heart of Christ and cherish it, and show it by listening to all the Lord has to say, and as a result watch His movements and follow them.  It is only thus we shall be led into cherishing the great thoughts He has for the assembly.  The Lord has in the assembly a vessel in His hand in which He can secure the full measure of intelligent and affectionate response to God, so that God is glorified in the assembly; and the heart of Christ, too, finds full compensation for Himself; surely we recognise that there is nothing greater than that; and the Lord indicates that what John stands for will go through to the end, but, realising what Peter is prone to, He says, “Follow me”.  So that He would say, that what John stands for is going through; the great thing for you is to have your part in it.

I believe the Lord would encourage us to seek Him that He might impress us more and more with the value and importance of the Supper and what it leads into; what the assembly is in His affections and to the heart of God.  The Lord would lead us to value the Supper more and more and also to be concerned to have a ready ear and attentive heart to all He says in the way of ministry.
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Scripture references

Matthew 1:1 (JND) [1] Book of the generation of Jesus Christ, Son of David, Son of Abraham.

Matthew 2:21-23 (JND) [21] And he arose and took to [him] the little child and its mother, and came into the land of Israel; [22] but having heard that 'Archelaus reigns over Judaea, instead of Herod his father,' he was afraid to go there; and having been divinely instructed in a dream, he went away into the parts of Galilee, [23] and came and dwelt in a town called Nazareth; so that that should be fulfilled which was spoken through the prophets, He shall be called a Nazaraean.

Matthew 3:16-17 (JND) [16] And Jesus, having been baptised, went up straightway from the water, and lo, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending as a dove, and coming upon him: [17] and behold, a voice out of the heavens saying, This is my beloved Son, in whom I have found my delight.

Matthew 4:8-10 (JND) [8] Again the devil takes him to a very high mountain, and shews him all the kingdoms of the world, and their glory, [9] and says to him, All these things will I give thee if, falling down, thou wilt do me homage. [10] Then says Jesus to him, Get thee away, Satan, for it is written, Thou shalt do homage to [the] Lord thy God, and him alone shalt thou serve.

Matthew 5:1-12 (JND) [1] But seeing the crowds, he went up into the mountain, and having sat down, his disciples came to him; [2] and, having opened his mouth, he taught them, saying, [3] Blessed [are] the poor in spirit, for *theirs* is the kingdom of the heavens. [4] Blessed they that mourn, for *they* shall be comforted. [5] Blessed the meek, for *they* shall inherit the earth. [6] Blessed they who hunger and thirst after righteousness, for *they* shall be filled. [7] Blessed the merciful, for *they* shall find mercy. [8] Blessed the pure in heart, for *they* shall see God. [9] Blessed the peace-makers, for *they* shall be called sons of God. [10] Blessed they who are persecuted on account of righteousness, for *theirs* is the kingdom of the heavens. [11] Blessed are ye when they may reproach and persecute you, and say every wicked thing against you, lying, for my sake. [12] Rejoice and exult, for your reward is great in the heavens; for thus have they persecuted the prophets who were before you.

Matthew 6:6 (JND) [6] But *thou*, when thou prayest, enter into thy chamber, and having shut thy door, pray to thy Father who is in secret, and thy Father who sees in secret will render [it] to thee.

Matthew 7:21-23 (JND) [21] Not every one who says to me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of the heavens, but he that does the will of my Father who is in the heavens. [22] Many shall say to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied through *thy* name, and through *thy* name cast out demons, and through *thy* name done many works of power? [23] and then will I avow unto them, I never knew you. Depart from me, workers of lawlessness.

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

Genesis 22 (JND) [1] And it came to pass after these things, that God tried Abraham, and said to him, Abraham! and he said, Here am I. [2] And he said, Take now thy son, thine only [son], whom thou lovest, Isaac, and get thee into the land of Moriah, and there offer him up for a burnt-offering on one of the mountains which I will tell thee of. [3] And Abraham rose early in the morning, and saddled his ass, and took two of his young men with him, and Isaac his son; and he clave the wood for the burnt-offering, and rose up and went to the place that God had told him of. …

1 Peter 5:10 (JND) [10] But the God of all grace who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ Jesus, when ye have suffered for a little while, himself shall make perfect, stablish, strengthen, ground:

Matthew 3 (JND) [1] Now in those days comes John the baptist, preaching in the wilderness of Judaea, [2] and saying, Repent, for the kingdom of the heavens has drawn nigh. [3] For this is he who has been spoken of through Esaias the prophet, saying, Voice of him that crieth in the wilderness: prepare ye the way of [the] Lord, make straight his paths. …

Romans 1:4 (JND) [4] marked out Son of God in power, according to [the] Spirit of holiness, by resurrection of [the] dead) Jesus Christ our Lord;

1 John 5:5 (JND) [5] Who is he that gets the victory over the world, but he that believes that Jesus is the Son of God?

John 21 (JND) [1] After these things Jesus manifested himself again to the disciples at the sea of Tiberias. And he manifested [himself] thus. [2] There were together Simon Peter, and Thomas called Didymus, and Nathanael who was of Cana of Galilee, and the [sons] of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples. [3] Simon Peter says to them, I go to fish. They say to him, We also come with thee. They went forth, and went on board, and that night took nothing. …

John 21 (JND) [1] After these things Jesus manifested himself again to the disciples at the sea of Tiberias. And he manifested [himself] thus. [2] There were together Simon Peter, and Thomas called Didymus, and Nathanael who was of Cana of Galilee, and the [sons] of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples. [3] Simon Peter says to them, I go to fish. They say to him, We also come with thee. They went forth, and went on board, and that night took nothing. …
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THE SERVICE OF PRIESTS

1 Samuel 2: 27-30

Exodus 28: 40, 41

Numbers 3: 3, 4; 18: 5, 7

I have in mind to speak of the service, as priests of God, that is proper to us as saints, feeling that God would encourage every one of us to take it up more definitely, not merely as recognising that it is a privilege—which it is—but as recognising responsibility in regard of it.  The priests in the old dispensation had a definite known responsibility, they had a charge committed to them, and it was their responsibility to see that that charge was continually fulfilled, and God would have His people today recognise no less responsibility and to see that every feature of the service of God and all that is connected with the charge of His sanctuary is taken up and cared for and fulfilled by us.

You remember that, in the first chapter of Revelation, the apostle John, in the salutation to the saints, first says, “Grace to you and peace from him who is, and who was, and who is to come”, and then he says,  “and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the prince of the kings of the earth”, and, having brought in Christ, he immediately, by the Spirit and in sympathy with us all, bursts out in an ascription of praise to the Lord.  He says, “To him who loves us, and has washed us from our sins in his blood, and made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father: to him be the glory and the might to the ages of ages”.

We do well to take notice of that.  “To him who loves us”—that is the first thing; “and has washed us from our sins in his blood” —that is the second thing: and I think one may say that we all rejoice in those two things, that Christ loves us and that He has washed us from our sins in His blood, but the apostle goes on to say, “and made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father”; that is present.  The apostle John had in mind that that was to be in evidence and sustained among the people of God in the presence of all the increasing evil and opposition to God that develops in this world, as the Revelation shows us.  Indeed, the book of the Revelation is extremely interesting as showing us how, even after the assembly is taken from this scene, God secures much for Himself and draws attention to it.

In the beginning of Revelation 11, John is told to take a measuring reed and to measure the temple and the altar and the worshippers, and that, at a time when the power of evil, of opposition to God and Christ, reached its climax in Jerusalem, even in those conditions God secures spiritually, amongst some who are faithful, the idea of the temple and the idea of the altar and the true worshippers; and so precious is it to Him that He has it measured, He has it taken account of.

What is in my mind is just to bring forward this thought of priests, not to put any under bondage, but one feels that the tendency with us is to be somewhat casual in regard of divine things, taking them up at times, and putting them down at times; but the service of the priesthood, and the service of the sanctuary with all its privileges and responsibilities, God looks to His people to take up as a charge with the true sense of responsibility so that they fulfil it.

The first scripture I read depicts conditions in Israel which had reached a very low ebb, and foreshadow the condition of Christendom to-day.  In those conditions a man of God came to Eli, the responsible priest of that day, and told him what, as far as I know, we are not told elsewhere in Scripture, that God chose the tribe of Levi for this service of priesthood while they were still in Egypt.  He chose them sovereignly with that in view, showing how important in the mind of God was this idea of serving Him as priests; and He would impress upon us, as we take up the idea of priests, that we have been chosen for it.  He says, “Did I choose him out of all the tribes of Israel to be my priest?”  I need not say, dear brethren that, when we come to Christianity, there is no thought of some of the people of God being priests and others not.

In the old dispensation, a family in a tribe was taken up to set forth the idea of priesthood, that tribe itself was taken up to set forth something else, and the rest of the people were taken up to set forth something else.  The rest of the people set forth the saints taking up their responsibility here on earth to defend the truth and to draw near to God in the grace and love in which He is known.  That is the idea in what we speak of as the common people.  The Levites represent the people of God taking up more definitely, with a sense of the claims of divine love over them, the actual interests of God, serving in connection with the testimony which God has established here on earth; that would involve all that is connected with understanding and teaching the truth, and understanding and applying and maintaining divine principles, and caring for the saints, both spiritually and temporally.  Then the family of Aaron of the tribe of Levi was taken up to set out the great thought of priesthood.  They were to draw near to God as considering for Him; furnishing what He can take pleasure in and maintaining conditions in His dwelling-place suited to Himself: the Priest always considers for God.  All these three features are to find an answer in the saints today.

I would just stress that we have been chosen; let the sense of the grace of it sink down into our minds and hearts.  Why has God chosen us?  Why has he chosen me?  Let the sense of the grace that has picked us out from amongst others that we might have the great privilege of serving God here on earth now, sink into our hearts.  God would lift Eli up from the apathy that marked him, and would impress him with the fact that he had chosen his father above all the other priests “to offer upon mine altar, to burn incense, to wear the ephod before me”.

That gives three important features of priesthood.  “To offer upon mine altar”, that is the presenting to God that which God Himself can take pleasure in.  What a variety there is to present to God on that line!  You know how the burnt-offering had to be offered on the altar day by day continually, morning and evening, testing us as to how far we have a real appreciation of the devotedness of Christ even unto death, and how far we ourselves are in accord with it as devoted to the will of God morning and evening.  It is of no value that we offer something to God if there is not, at least, exercise with us to correspond with that which we present.  We shall always feel we come a long way short of what we present, for what we present is Christ—and it is a comfort we have perfection to present in Christ, but, at the same time, I believe God looks, that, when we draw near and present what we appreciate of Christ, there should be at least exercise with us to be in accord with what we are presenting; and hence God looks for a morning and an evening burnt-offering, as if He would delight to see His people every day, when they begin the day and when they close the day, characterised in some degree by devotion to His will as it was set out in Jesus in the way He was wholly devoted even unto death to the glory of God.

Then there was to be the meat offering, too, testing us as to how far we really appreciate the character of the manhood of Jesus, how far we have really learnt to prefer another Man to ourselves, to delight in the moral excellencies of Jesus as they shone out in His pathway here.  These were to be presented to God.  Then there is the sin-offering and the trespass offering; that is to say, even the failures and breakdowns of God’s people are intended to afford occasion for us to become deepened in the appreciation of Christ in whom we find the exact contrast to all we discover in ourselves, and in whose death we find the complete meeting of all that we have discovered.  As drawing near to God, you present Christ as the perfect answer to it in His holy manhood and His precious death as that which has removed it from under the eye of God.

All these things were to be presented continually; it was no matter of choice with the priests whether the offerings were offered or not, they were to recognise their responsibility.  There was indeed excess—there were the voluntary offerings—but there was, too, that which was laid down day by day, and on the sabbath, feasts, and so on; there was that which was definitely laid down and the priests had the responsibility in regard to it.  They were also to burn incense, which involved that they went into the holy place to the altar of incense, and I suppose what answers to that is the constant addicting of ourselves to prayer in relation to the divine interests, not simply in relation to our needs, but in relation to the divine interests.  Do we addict ourselves to that, dear brethren?  It is part of the responsibility of the priests to do so; every day Aaron was to burn incense, they were to understand this was a matter that was to be kept up day by day; the burning of the incense was to be closely linked with the lighting of the lamps, and it is one of the services of the priests.

I would commend to the younger brothers and sisters—and the older ones, too—to cultivate in secret the ability to pray for divine interests.  Do not limit your prayers to your own individual needs—important though that is.  It is important we should be developed in piety and in drawing near to God in relation to our individual needs and our soul exercises; but cultivate, too, and never surrender, the privilege as well as the responsibility of praying incessantly in regard to the interests of God.  If you begin it, you will find the Lord will give you enlargement in your ability to take in divine interests, so that you will be enlarged in this service of burning incense.

Another part of the service is “to wear the ephod before me”.  I think you will constantly find that, where the thought of the priesthood is brought in, the thought of the clothing suited to it is referred to.  The ephod was a priestly garment, speaking of practical righteousness and holiness.  You remember how David wore a linen ephod, taking on priestly character, as he danced before the ark.  He says, “Let thy priests be clothed with righteousness”, and then God answers his prayer and says, “I will clothe her priests with salvation”, Psalm 132.  So, when God intimated this thought of His in regard of priesthood, He not only brought in certain features of the service of priests, but in connection with that service, the suited clothing was necessary.

I do not go further with this passage, save to draw attention to the closing sentence, “them that honour me I will honour, and they that despise me shall be lightly esteemed”.  Now “them that honour me” lies at the root of priesthood, the basic idea of priesthood is that you consider for God—“them that honour me I will honour”—and God has taken us up, beloved brethren, He has chosen us in His grace, that, in this world of increasing evil and departure from the truth, we should be found as people marked as a kingdom of priests, and one great feature of priesthood is that we consider for God, what is suited to Him in His dwelling-place and what is suited to His name.  We need not be afraid to take it up; it is said He has “made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father” (Rev 1: 5); so that all the power and protection of the Lord are toward and upon the saints to uphold them in this position before God.  The book of the Revelation shows, as I was saying, that in days of much greater testing than we suffer, or are likely to suffer, when the influence of the beast and of antichrist is reaching its height, even in those days God will show His power to maintain those who are priestly; and, if He will do it in that day, He can do it in this.

The passage in Exodus 28 brings out one or two features of priesthood we do well to notice.  First of all, the question of clothing is developed.  “For Aaron’s sons thou shalt make vests; and thou shalt make for them girdles; and high caps shalt thou make for them, for glory and for ornament”.  That only emphasises that God looks that those who draw near to Him should be marked by suitable features that are proper to His presence, features of moral and spiritual dignity; not, it may be, that which would be regarded as dignified in the eyes of men, but that which is pleasing to God.  The vest, I have no doubt, speaks of practical holiness.  The girdle suggests the idea of definite committal to these things, that you are not at your ease, you are girded, and that you are in the attitude of a servant.  You have taken it up in the attitude of your mind that you are to serve God.  As it says in Psalm 134, “Behold, bless ye the Lord, all ye servants of the Lord, which by night stand in the house of the Lord”.  This is the night while the Lord is absent, the whole period is the night, and it calls for the saints to be standing in the house of the Lord, and standing there as servants of the Lord, that is to say, they have girdles on, the symbols of service; they have accepted under the grace of divine choice, the responsibility to serve.  Then they were to have bonnets, high caps, which suggest, I suppose, a certain dignity in our approach to God, and that the head is guarded, that is to say that the activity of the natural mind does not enter into these things, but that all is under the control of the Holy Spirit, who alone is able to give the suited dignity in approach to God.

Then, in verse 41, it says, “thou shalt clothe with them Aaron thy brother, and his sons with him; and shalt anoint them, and consecrate them, and hallow them, that they may serve me as priests”.  Now those are three features which I think we should take a count of, the anointing, the consecration, and the hallowing, or sanctifying.  The anointing constitutes our priesthood; that you will find stated in chapter 40 of this book, where it says, in verse 15, ‘‘ thou shalt anoint them, as thou didst anoint their father, that they may serve me as priests.  And their anointing shall be to them an everlasting priesthood throughout their generations”.  And hence it is right to say that every believer who has the Spirit of God is a priest, he has the power to exercise priesthood in virtue of having received the Holy Spirit of God, that is the power by which we may rightly draw near to God and serve Him, and the only power.  The idea of anointing is that the person anointed is empowered to fill the particular office that God has in mind for him; if it was priesthood, it was to exercise the office of a priest; if it was the king, it was to exercise the office of kingship; if it was the prophet, it was to exercise prophecy; but the anointing came into evidence in all three classes, and the anointing was the particular power to fill the office he was marked out for.  And, when we come to Christianity, the power to approach God suitably lies in the Spirit; the power to exercise rule or authority amongst the saints, which kingship might suggest, lies in the Spirit; and the ability to communicate the mind of God in power also lies in the Spirit.  One of the things that is in view in the anointing is that we should be empowered to draw near to God, not merely in relation to our needs, but to minister to Him in the priest’s office.

The idea of consecration is that the hands are filled; that you have substance, you have something to offer.  All this brings in responsibility on our part.  The fact that we have been anointed brings in responsibility to see that the Holy Spirit is ungrieved and unhindered, so that the power we have is operative and not stultified.  Consecration raises the question, What have I in my hands?  Have I substance?  That raises another exercise—What am I giving my mind to?  What am I spending my time on?  Have I something definite in relation to Christ and His precious death?  Have I something I can offer to God?  The priests were intended to be consecrated.  When you come to Exodus 29 and Leviticus 8, you find they are actually consecrated and with great priestly wealth; there is the ram of consecration and the bread—that which refers to Christ—and it is in a basket, that is, it is held in an orderly way.  Things are in order with us, we are able to distinguish between things that differ—all this is intended to create with us the desire to be definite in our exercises.  If we seek the Lord and ask Him to give us spiritual substance, I am sure He will answer our request.  If, as we read the Scriptures, we ask the Lord to impress us with a sense of His own excellencies and all that is delightful to God He will surely answer us and give us that which we desire, that we may be consecrated.

Then there is the idea of hallowing, by the blood and the oil, that is to say, there has to be made good in us the practical bearing of the death of Christ as setting aside all that is natural to us, the tendency for the mind or will to work in the things of God, and the positive features of the Spirit, the oil, are to come into evidence, for it is only in the power of the Spirit as the result of the death of Christ that we can be practically hallowed for the service of God.

To pass on to Numbers 3, if failure comes in, we are to see to it that the service of God goes on; whatever happens, the service of God is to go on.  The saints are to take up the exercise in responsibility of seeing that every feature of the service of God goes on.  In verse 2 it mentions the names of the sons of Aaron; then verse 3 says, “These are the names of the sons of Aaron, the priests which were anointed, whom he consecrated to minister in the priest’s office”.  And then it says, “And Nadab and Abihu died before the Lord, when they offered strange fire before the Lord ... and they had no children”, but it adds, “Eleazar and Ithamar ministered in the priest’s office in the sight of Aaron their father”.  That is to say, if Nadab and Abihu died, that did not deter Eleazar and Ithamar from going on, the priestly service goes on whatever happens.  There has to be the sense of responsibility accepted and taken up by the saints to see to it that, whatever happens, and if others fail in responding to the divine thought, the service of God is to go on.  So Eleazar and Ithamar come in, so to speak, as overcomers.  Doubtless they would feel the seriousness of the action of their brothers Nadab and Abihu in offering strange fire, as the result no doubt of fleshy excitement—because following that, in Leviticus 10 the priests were given instructions not to drink wine or strong drink when they went into the tabernacle of the congregation, which shows they were acting under the influence of excitement.  We have to guard against it, that we do not introduce fleshly excitement in our approach to God.

It says, “they had no children”; you can thank God for that, you do not want to see a generation continued that is marked by a spurious kind of service; and it is no doubt true amongst the saints that what is spurious does not have children.  God will bring to light another generation marked by the features that are pleasing to Him, a generation that can continue.  We know how well it was continued; we know Eleazar had a son named Phinehas, who, as a result of his faithfulness, had an everlasting covenant given to him.  As God is considered for, the priestly service of God will be maintained, and those who do this will be honoured by God.  So it says that “Eleazar and Ithamar ministered in the priest’s office in the sight of Aaron their father”; that is, typically, in the sight of the Lord—that is an important word meaning that all their exercises and service Godward, speaking typically, were carried out in the sight of the Lord.

In closing I draw attention to those two verses in Numbers 18 which are addressed to Aaron and his sons.  In verse 5 it says, “ye shall keep the charge of the sanctuary, and the charge of the altar: that there be no wrath any more upon the children of Israel”.  I am sure, dear brethren, that the Lord would enlarge us to take account of all saints—not to limit our thoughts simply to those with whom we are able to walk in fellowship.

Alas, many of them are immersed in other interests, are held captive by the world, and with many of them the service of God is not maintained.  Now, is it to lapse altogether?  If so, wrath will come upon the people of God in various ways; but if, on the other hand, the service of God is maintained by some, they, so to speak, preserve the whole; and that is what comes out here—“ye shall keep the charge of the sanctuary, and the charge of the altar; that there be no wrath any more upon the children of Israel”.  I believe, dear brethren, the more we are concerned to go on with the service of God and to maintain, by the maintenance of practical holiness and of divine principles, conditions that are suited to the dwelling-place of God, the whole of God’s people get the benefit of it, for, as those conditions are maintained amongst the saints, God not only dwells but walks amongst us.  He is moving and will give fresh light, which is there available for the people of God if they wish to have it.

Then God says, in verse 7, “Therefore thou and thy sons with thee shall keep your priest’s office for every thing of the altar”—that is a wide scope of responsibility—“and within the vail”—which, I take it, is the first vail, alluding to the access to the golden altar—“and ye shall serve: I have given your priest’s office unto you as a service of gift”—a beautiful appeal at the last.  God would say, I have given you this service of priesthood, do you value it?  I have given it to you “as a service of gift”.  It is as though God would appeal to us as to whether we value what He has entrusted to us, the great privilege of serving Him, not only in approaching to Him, but in accepting responsibility for the sanctuary, the charge of the sanctuary, of seeing that things are according to God.  If we are prepared to accept responsibility for it and seek the Lord’s grace, I believe we shall be surprised in the coming day at the appreciation God will show of what has been done.  It is interesting in Psalm 99, a psalm that has in view the establishment of the kingdom, it says, “Moses and Aaron among his priests, and Samuel among them that call upon his name”, as though in the coming day, when everything that has been for God in the present contrary conditions finds its vindication—Moses and Aaron as those who stood as His priests in a long past day, are taken account of.
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Scripture references

1 Samuel 2:27-30 (JND) [27] And there came a man of God to Eli and said to him, Thus saith Jehovah: Did I plainly reveal myself to the house of thy father when they were in Egypt, in Pharaoh's house, [28] and choose him out of all the tribes of Israel, to be my priest, to offer upon mine altar, to burn incense, to wear the ephod before me? and I gave unto the house of thy father all the offerings by fire of the children of Israel. [29] Wherefore do ye trample upon my sacrifice and upon mine oblation which I have commanded [in my] habitation? And thou honourest thy sons above me, to make yourselves fat with the primest of all the oblations of Israel my people. [30] Wherefore Jehovah the God of Israel saith, I said indeed, Thy house and the house of thy father should walk before me for ever. But now Jehovah saith, Be it far from me; for them that honour me I will honour, and they that despise me shall be lightly esteemed.

Exodus 28:40-41 (JND) [40] And for Aaron's sons thou shalt make vests; and thou shalt make for them girdles; and high caps shalt thou make for them, for glory and for ornament. [41] And thou shalt clothe with them Aaron thy brother, and his sons with him; and shalt anoint them, and consecrate them, and hallow them, that they may serve me as priests.

Numbers 3:3-4 (JND) [3] These are the names of the sons of Aaron, the anointed priests, who were consecrated to exercise the priesthood. [4] And Nadab and Abihu died before Jehovah when they offered strange fire before Jehovah in the wilderness of Sinai, and they had no sons; and Eleazar and Ithamar exercised the priesthood in the presence of Aaron their father.

Numbers 18:5-7 (JND) [5] And ye shall keep the charge of the sanctuary, and the charge of the altar; that there come no wrath any more upon the children of Israel. [6] And I, behold, I have taken your brethren, the Levites, from among the children of Israel; to you are they given as a gift for Jehovah to perform the service of the tent of meeting. [7] But thou and thy sons with thee shall attend to your priesthood for all that concerneth the altar, and for that which is inside the veil; and ye shall perform the service: I give you your priesthood as a service of gift, and the stranger that cometh near shall be put to death.

Revelation 11 (JND) [1] And there was given to me a reed like a staff, saying, Rise, and measure the temple of God, and the altar, and them that worship in it. [2] And the court which [is] without the temple cast out, and measure it not; because it has been given [up] to the nations, and the holy city shall they tread under foot forty-two months. [3] And I will give [power] to my two witnesses, and they shall prophesy a thousand two hundred [and] sixty days, clothed in sackcloth. …

Leviticus 1 (JND) [1] And Jehovah called to Moses and spoke to him out of the tent of meeting, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel and say unto them, When any man of you presenteth an offering to Jehovah, ye shall present your offering of the cattle, of the herd and of the flock. [3] If his offering be a burnt-offering of the herd, he shall present it a male without blemish: at the entrance of the tent of meeting shall he present it, for his acceptance before Jehovah. …

Leviticus 1 (JND) [1] And Jehovah called to Moses and spoke to him out of the tent of meeting, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel and say unto them, When any man of you presenteth an offering to Jehovah, ye shall present your offering of the cattle, of the herd and of the flock. [3] If his offering be a burnt-offering of the herd, he shall present it a male without blemish: at the entrance of the tent of meeting shall he present it, for his acceptance before Jehovah. …

Psalms 132 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees.} Jehovah, remember for David all his affliction; [2] How he swore unto Jehovah, vowed unto the Mighty One of Jacob: [3] I will not come into the tent of my house, I will not go up to the couch of my bed; …

Revelation 1:5 (JND) [5] and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the prince of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us, and has washed us from our sins in his blood,

Exodus 28 (JND) [1] And thou shalt take thee Aaron thy brother, and his sons with him, from among the children of Israel, that he may serve me as priest Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar, Aaron's sons. [2] And thou shalt make holy garments for Aaron thy brother, for glory and for ornament. [3] And thou shalt speak with all [that are] wise-hearted, whom I have filled with the spirit of wisdom, that they may make Aaron's garments to hallow him, that he may serve me as priest. …

Psalms 134 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees.} Behold, bless Jehovah, all ye servants of Jehovah, who by night stand in the house of Jehovah. [2] Lift up your hands in the sanctuary, and bless Jehovah. [3] Jehovah, the maker of heavens and earth, bless thee out of Zion. …

Exodus 29 (JND) [1] And this is the thing which thou shalt do to them to hallow them, that they may serve me as priests: take one young bullock, and two rams without blemish, [2] and unleavened bread, and unleavened cakes mingled with oil, and unleavened wafers anointed with oil of wheaten flour shalt thou make them. [3] And thou shalt put them into one basket, and present them in the basket, with the bullock and the two rams. …

Leviticus 8 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, [2] Take Aaron and his sons with him, and the garments and the anointing oil, and the bullock of the sin-offering, and the two rams, and the basket of unleavened [bread]; [3] and gather all the assembly together at the entrance of the tent of meeting. …

Numbers 3 (JND) [1] And these are the generations of Aaron and Moses in the day that Jehovah spoke with Moses on mount Sinai. [2] And these are the names of the sons of Aaron: Nadab the firstborn, and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar. [3] These are the names of the sons of Aaron, the anointed priests, who were consecrated to exercise the priesthood. …

Leviticus 10 (JND) [1] And the sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, took each of them his censer, and put fire in it, and put incense on it, and presented strange fire before Jehovah, which he had not commanded them. [2] And there went out fire from before Jehovah, and devoured them, and they died before Jehovah. [3] And Moses said to Aaron, This is what Jehovah spoke, saying, I will be hallowed in them that come near me, and before all the people I will be glorified. And Aaron was silent. …

Numbers 18 (JND) [1] And Jehovah said to Aaron, Thou and thy sons and thy father's house with thee shall bear the iniquity of the sanctuary; and thou and thy sons with thee shall bear the iniquity of your priesthood. [2] And thy brethren also, the tribe of Levi, the tribe of thy father, bring near with thee, that they may unite with thee, and minister unto thee; but thou and thy sons with thee [shall serve] before the tent of the testimony. [3] And they shall keep thy charge, and the charge of the whole tent: only they shall not come near to the vessels of the sanctuary and to the altar, that they may not die, and you as well as they. …

Psalms 99 (JND) [1] Jehovah reigneth: let the peoples tremble. He sitteth [between the] cherubim: let the earth be moved. [2] Jehovah is great in Zion, and he is high above all the peoples. [3] They shall praise thy great and terrible name, it is holy! …
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PRAISES OF GOD IN THE ASSEMBLY

Luke 19: 1-10, 28-40

2 Corinthians 1: 3, 9, 10, 19, 20

Ephesians 1: 3-6

I desire to speak on the subject of praise to God, as that which God looks for in every company of saints, in each assembly.  One of the greatest answers to the lie of Satan which has possession of the hearts of most men, is that there should be a company in each place, a vessel, which is characterised by praising God in liberty, in the consciousness of knowing God and being blessed—not in any formal system of worship, but, as the Lord says in John 4, “in spirit and in truth”.  Along with that, of course, there will be the testimony of the grace of God to men, and the setting forth of the character of God in the movements amongst men of God’s people, but it is an important feature of the testimony that there should be a vessel marked by praise to God, and each of us should be concerned as to how far we know what it is to praise God, not only when together, but privately.  The psalmist says, “Every day will I bless thee; and I will praise thy name for ever and ever”, Ps 145: 2.  If one of God’s people in the old dispensation could speak thus—“Every day will I bless thee”—how much more does it become us of today to see to it that not a day passes that we do not bless God, and not simply in relation to His mercies to us, but in relation to what He is as known by us through grace.

These three passages bring in the thought of praise to God.  The first one, in Luke’s gospel, has reference to the works of power which the disciples saw (v 37); that is to say, the evidence of divine grace working effectually in the practical deliverance of souls became the occasion of praise to God.  In Corinthians the apostle bursts out, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”, from the point of view of knowing Him as One who raises the dead and has raised up from the dead the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, in whom everything is yea.  Things are established in an affirmative way in Christ, so that positive blessing to us is an assured, secured thing.  I believe the more we dwell on resurrection the more it brings the glory of God before our souls, for, when God operates in resurrection, He is doing that which God only can do.  Men and the devil are shut out and God stands out in His glory as able to raise the dead, and the Son of God is before our hearts as the One through whom and in whose love everything has been brought in for God and for us.  Then in Ephesians l the praise of God is the highest note; it is based on the light of God’s purpose, but it is apprehended as having actually come into view, so that the apostle can say He has taken us into favour in the Beloved.  That is, Christ is apprehended in that blessed light, the Beloved, and God has taken us into favour in Him.

Now in Luke 19 we see a man, Zacchæus, who had desires after Christ.  It says that “he sought to see Jesus who he was”; he had genuine desires to see Jesus, but the difficulty was that he was small of stature.  That is a practical difficulty with many of us, beloved.  We could see much more than we do if we were not so small of stature.  We are able to touch the precious things of God just when we have the stature equal to them.  So the Lord took account of Zacchæus’s desires; but He said to Zacchæus, as it were, It is no use getting up into a tree; it is no use taking short cuts to these things, it is a question of finding your true level first.  He said, “come down”; then, when you find your true level, you can begin to grow up to things.  That is, I believe, the force of the passage, that Zacchæus, with right desires, overlooked that, when it is a question of touching the things of God, it is a question of growing up into them, it is a question of stature; so the Lord says to Zacchæus, “come down; for today I must abide at thy house”.  That is to say, He would say to Zacchæus, It is quite right to wish to see Me who I am, but there are other questions to be taken up first, it is a question of what place I have in a practical way in your house.  The house is the centre of one’s operations on earth.  It is a question of what place the Lord has with each one of us, as to whether, to put it in scriptural expression, we are practically in the kingdom; whether our house, our own personal responsible life, affords a sphere where the Lord is practically recognised.  Unless that is the case, there will be no ability to grow up to that which is greater.  Zacchæus was ready for it—“he made haste, and came down, and received him joyfully”.  Now I recognise that I am speaking for the moment of that which is fundamental and elementary, but it lies at the foundation of spiritual prosperity and growth, the question whether the Lord has a place, a recognised place, given Him without reserve in our lives.  There can be no power to touch what is greater in spiritual things unless an unshakeable basis is laid in our souls, connected with receiving the Lord into our houses, which means that we give the Lord the place that is right in every sphere of our responsible life.

The Lord, in coming into Zacchæus’s house at his invitation, said, “This day is salvation come to this house”.  It means practical salvation to every believer who will take up this exercise and go on in it, giving the Lord the place that is His due in every sphere of his responsible life.  It underlies what is greater, it leads up to the thought of praise in the assembly.  Obviously, if I come under some moral disability in some phase of my responsible life owing to having failed to give the Lord the place that is His due in it, I shall find myself unequal to having part practically in the praise of God in the assembly, for God desires that His priests should be clothed with salvation.  The Lord says, “This day is salvation come to this house, for so much as he also is a son of Abraham”.  Now the effect of this on Zacchæus is seen in practical results, it was no theory with him.  While his business was marked by a good deal that was unpopular, and such as in other hands would not bear the light, so far as Zacchæus himself was concerned, his business was conducted on different principles.  He says, “the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have taken any thing from any man by false accusation, I restore him fourfold”, showing clearly that he was prepared to conduct himself as in the fear of God all the day long.

Now I pass on to the second incident I read in that chapter . If we are individually marked by salvation as coming under the control of the Lord, the next thing is that we find and take up our links with God’s people, because the assembly is the great thing that is in view.  It is quite true that there should be praise marking us individually, as the psalmist says, “Every day will I bless thee”—God looks for His food every day from His people—but at the same time the great vessel of praise, according to the divine mind, is the assembly.  With that end in view, it is important that every believer, having been brought through grace to practical salvation as subject to the Lord and recognising the Spirit, should also take up his links with the people of God.  It was never intended that anyone who loves Christ should remain unconnected with God’s people.  It is never intended that anyone should go on in an isolated, independent way, just deriving the benefit of the light there is amongst God’s people and enjoying the warmth, in measure, of their affections, but not committed to the fellowship which God has established here on earth, the fellowship of God’s Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  That is indicated in this incident as to the colt.  We are living indeed in a broken day, when in actual fact you cannot get the whole assembly, either universally or in one place; but there are saints of God who are moving through this wilderness in fellowship as governed by divine principles, by whom the Lord is practically owned, and the Scriptures are given their true place.  In these conditions what is proper to the assembly can be, and is, realised, and God would have every one who loves Christ to find his place in relation to it.

Now that is illustrated in this incident.  The Lord sends two of His disciples—only two, but they are sufficient to express the idea of fellowship.  They also express the idea of smallness, so that this colt, as being claimed by these two in the name of the Lord, would, so to speak, become connected at that moment with something that was extremely small—nothing imposing.  At the same time there was the idea of a fellowship that was under the control and direction of the Lord and in relation to which the claims of the Lord were asserted in regard of this colt.  So that they were to say, “The Lord hath need of him”, and they loosed the colt and brought him to Jesus.  The colt is, of course, a picture of a young believer, a young person, who has been held, but has never yet definitely committed himself to the fellowship or recognised the Lord’s claims.  I would press it on any believer here who has not yet taken it up, that, if you love Christ and have received the Holy Spirit, you belong to the assembly of God, and, not only so as a matter of title and privilege, but you are yourself an integral part of it; you are yourself a living stone, you are needed to have your part in the movements of affection Godward which are to form the basis of the praise of God in that vessel.  There should be no believer who simply comes to meetings with the thought of enjoying what he gets for himself, but every believer should come in the consciousness that he or she, through grace, is a living part of a vessel which is capable of being touched in response and led out in praise Godward.  The Lord put in His claim in regard of this colt—“The Lord hath need of him”.  Then it says, “they brought him to Jesus: and they cast their garments upon the colt, and they set Jesus thereon”.  I would mention this in passing, appealing to our young brothers and sisters, and the older ones, too, if it should be necessary, that in coming into this fellowship, you are to come into it with the garments of a disciple of Jesus.  It was the garments of the disciples of Jesus they put on this colt; that is to say, there is a certain demeanour, a certain behaviour, that is becoming to saints moving in the light of the assembly.  So this colt was not brought to Jesus just as he was, but, having been loosed, they cast their garments on him, that is, the garments of the disciples of Jesus.  He was, typically, to take his place in the fellowship as characterised by what is suitable to the followers of Jesus.

Then Jesus sat upon him.  Think of the dignity and privilege that, as thus secured, you are to have your part in carrying the testimony of Christ in this scene.  Jesus sat on him, involving, not only that the Lord took control of him, but that the colt itself had the privilege of carrying Jesus in the scene of His rejection.  One thing more: it says, “when he was come nigh, even now at the descent of the mount of Olives, the whole multitude of the disciples ...” Now this is something different from two.  When you come into fellowship as responding to the claims of God, you may find yourself linked up with a very small and weak company, but they have a living part in the universal fellowship, and when you take your part in it in a spiritual way, you will find that you are linked up with the whole multitude of the disciples.  Time after time you will be taken out of what is small and insignificant and find you are linked up with the whole multitude of the saints.  Every time you take the Supper you will be reminded of the greatness of that with which God has connected you.  “From the rising of the sun even unto its setting my name shall be great among the nations”, Mal 1: 11.  I love to think when I break bread that already those in the East have taken it up, so that you are linked up with the whole multitude of the disciples.  If there is one here who has not taken it up, surely you want to be linked up with this great thing that God is bringing in at the present time.  It is good to see young men and young women taking up their part in this thing and having a living part in the assembly.  It is a wonderful thing, and there is no reason why anyone of us should not have part in it.  So it says, “the whole multitude of the disciples began to rejoice and praise God with a loud voice for all the mighty works that they had seen”—they praised God in the sense of His mighty works.  Every one of us can surely do that.  The sense of the grace that has taken us up where we were and set us among the saints, giving us the Holy Spirit that we might have part in these things, must surely cause praise to God.

Now the Pharisees said, “Master, rebuke thy disciples”.  “And he answered and said unto them, I tell you that, if these should hold their peace, the stones would immediately cry out”.  Now that should have its place with us; not indeed that one would wish to encourage any activity in praise, so-called, that is not in the Spirit, for that is not praise.  Better indeed to bold our peace than to force things in the energy of the flesh.  But at the same time, if I am always holding my peace, I might well be exercised before the Lord as to why.  If I am dumb, why am I dumb?  In the eleventh chapter it says, the Lord was casting out a demon, and it was dumb; so that, if there is anyone dumb who should be speaking, the Lord is able to set you free.  It would be a great rebuke to you if the stones cried out; if, because your voice is never heard in the praise of God, the stones suddenly cried out, what a rebuke it would be to you!  Dear brethren, let us see to it that, if we do not know what it is to have liberty in praise to God, we get to the Lord, who is able to make the deaf to hear and the dumb to speak.  Often our failure to speak is because we do not hear aright, but the Lord can enable us to hear aright and then make us speak aright.

Now in 2 Corinthians, as I indicated at the beginning, the apostle breaks out, “Blessed be God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”, but, as you read on in the chapter, you find that what is before him is the fact that he knows God as One who raises the dead.  In his experience he had been brought down to despair even of life, in order that, in a practical way, God might become known in his soul in this light.  I think one can see the result of his exercises in this chapter, that he comes to a point where he says in regard of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, that “yea is in him”.  As though he were to say he had come to it that if he had died, if the circumstances had become too much for him and he had died, nothing was lost, everything was established in the Son of God, and that afforded him great comfort and rejoicing.  He says, “the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who was preached among you by us ... was not yea and nay ...”—how one loves that! You are often conscious of “yea and nay” in yourself, there is a great deal of changeableness and variableness in oneself, but you turn to God, “With whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning”, and you turn to Christ, the Son of God, who is in the presence of God as Man, and “yea is in him”.  There is not a shade of variableness, and, as you look into the face of Jesus where He is, you see that God, in His Son, has met every question as to the state in which you were and has dealt with it in death, and in Christ in the presence of God there is a perfect and abiding answer to it, and you will see that your place is in the presence of God in Him.  This is something we need to keep our souls in the light of, and the more we do so, the more we shall be prepared to judge all that Christ died to set aside.  If we are to come into the liberty and joy of it, we must go this way, that we judge all that was dealt with by Christ in His death.  The Spirit of God brings in liberty for our spirits as we take account of Him who is in the presence of God, and all the favour of God shines upon us there.  As it says, “perfect love casteth out fear”.  You see perfect love in its triumph in Christ where He is, and it casts out fear.

Well, this is important when we are together in assembly.  We have before us in the Supper the love of Christ in the loaf; we have also the great expression of the love of God in the cup, the great lengths to which divine love went in giving up God’s beloved Son, because only so could moral questions be solved and we ourselves brought to God in nearness.  God was so intolerant of distance that He was prepared to go that length, giving up Christ in death, the One in whom His soul delighted, that we might be brought to God, and the blood of the covenant is the reminder of how God wants to have us in nearness to Him.  But there is more than the blood of the covenant, there is the glory of the covenant that is shining in the face of the Mediator.  Not only has divine love in its depth been expressed by Christ, but the One who expressed it is out of death, and all the glory of God shines in the face of a Man, One whom we love and shall actually be with and see face to face.  It shines there for us in a real way, and the more we know what it is to look on the glory of the Lord with unveiled face, the more we shall be free in spirit and able to take on successive glories; we shall be able to move in the direction Zacchæus wanted to move in, and to move from glory to glory as set free in the presence of all that God is towards us, shining now in the face of Jesus Christ.

Well now, if Christ is thus before our hearts, not only in the depths He has been to for us but in His present position in the presence of God, for it is there the glory shines in His face, it becomes, so to say, a simple matter for the Lord to present Himself to us in a yet further light, that is as Son, the beloved Son; and we begin to apprehend that in Himself now in that relationship in the presence of God, what God has purposed for His pleasure before the foundation of the world has come into view.  This is a matter entirely apart from any question of need or of moral questions being worked out.  We apprehend in Christ, before the Father’s face, that what God has purposed for His own satisfaction has actually come in in Christ in manhood, and it marks out the thoughts of God for us.  Indeed, we have received the Spirit of God’s Son.  So we have not only the light of the position God delights to set us in, but we have the power to correspond with that position as having the Spirit of God’s Son.  I think that links on with Ephesians, where the apostle bursts out in this expression of praise saying, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”.  Now these verses, if I may say so, are not intended exactly to occupy us with the blessedness of our portion, but are intended rather to impress us with the blessedness of God, the God who has desired such things.  Think of God making such a purpose “according to the good pleasure of his will”! It gives us an impression of what God takes pleasure in when we see what the good pleasure of His will is.  “Chosen us in him” (that is the status) “before the world’s foundation, that we should be holy and blameless before him in love; having marked us out beforehand for adoption through Jesus Christ to himself ... wherein he has taken us into favour in the Beloved”, Eph 1: 4-6.  The whole light centres in the Beloved; Christ is apprehended in that light—the Beloved, and in that light all that God has purposed for His own pleasure shines before our hearts, and through Jesus Christ.

What a wealth there is in those words, involving the incarnation!  That alone would be a theme for worship to see divine wisdom expressing itself in such a movement, and divine love coming into expression, wonderful love coming into expression in incarnation.  And then the death of Christ, the great expression of divine love, and every moral excellence shines there too.  Then the resurrection of Christ, the great expression of divine power, where all that man is is absolutely excluded and all is of God.  All that and much more is, I believe, involved in “through Jesus Christ, and we are to go over these thoughts in order that there might be substance in our souls that will take form in praise and worship Godward.  So we are in the present consciousness, in the Spirit and in the light of Christ, of what God is in His blessedness.

May the Lord help us in these things!  They are open to us if we are ready to acknowledge the smallness of our stature, and not assume that we are something, as Zacchæus did in getting up a tree.  He had to come down to his true level and then give the Lord the place He sought in regard to his own affairs.  If we are prepared to take that road, we shall find the Lord is able to lead us on and add to our stature little by little, so that we are able to take our place in the assembly and have our part in that wonderful vessel, to the praise and glory of God.

 

place and date not given

From Words of Grace and Comfort 1937

_____________________

 






Scripture references

Luke 19:1-40 (JND) [1] And he entered and passed through Jericho. [2] And behold, [there was] a man by name called Zacchaeus, and he was chief tax-gatherer, and he was rich. [3] And he sought to see Jesus who he was: and he could not for the crowd, because he was little in stature. [4] And running on before, he got up into a sycamore that he might see him, for he was going to pass that [way]. [5] And when he came up to the place, Jesus looked up and saw him, and said to him, Zacchaeus, make haste and come down, for to-day I must remain in thy house. [6] And he made haste and came down, and received him with joy. [7] And all murmured when they saw [it], saying, He has turned in to lodge with a sinful man. [8] But Zacchaeus stood and said to the Lord, Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor, and if I have taken anything from any man by false accusation, I return [him] fourfold. [9] And Jesus said to him, To-day salvation is come to this house, inasmuch as he also is a son of Abraham; [10] for the Son of man has come to seek and to save that which is lost. [11] But as they were listening to these things, he added and spake a parable, because he was near to Jerusalem and they thought that the kingdom of God was about to be immediately manifested. [12] He said therefore, A certain high-born man went to a distant country to receive for himself a kingdom and return. …

2 Corinthians 1:3-20 (JND) [3] Blessed [be] the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassions, and God of all encouragement; [4] who encourages us in all our tribulation, that we may be able to encourage those who are in any tribulation whatever, through the encouragement with which we ourselves are encouraged of God. [5] Because, even as the sufferings of the Christ abound towards us, so through the Christ does our encouragement also abound. [6] But whether we are in tribulation, [it is] for your encouragement and salvation, wrought in the endurance of the same sufferings which *we* also suffer, [7] (and our hope for you [is] sure;) or whether we are encouraged, [it is] for your encouragement and salvation: knowing that as ye are partakers of the sufferings, so also of the encouragement. [8] For we do not wish you to be ignorant, brethren, as to our tribulation which happened [to us] in Asia, that we were excessively pressed beyond [our] power, so as to despair even of living. [9] But we ourselves had the sentence of death in ourselves, that we should not have our trust in ourselves, but in God who raises the dead; [10] who has delivered us from so great a death, and does deliver; in whom we confide that he will also yet deliver; [11] ye also labouring together by supplication for us that the gift towards us, through means of many persons, may be the subject of the thanksgiving of many for us. [12] For our boasting is this, the testimony of our conscience, that in simplicity and sincerity before God, (not in fleshly wisdom but in God's grace,) we have had our conversation in the world, and more abundantly towards you. [13] For we do not write other things to you but what ye well know and recognise; and I hope that ye will recognise to the end, [14] even as also ye have recognised us in part, that we are your boast, even as *ye* [are] ours in the day of the Lord Jesus. …

Ephesians 1:3-6 (JND) [3] Blessed [be] the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenlies in Christ; [4] according as he has chosen us in him before [the] world's foundation, that we should be holy and blameless before him in love; [5] having marked us out beforehand for adoption through Jesus Christ to himself, according to the good pleasure of his will, [6] to [the] praise of [the] glory of his grace, wherein he has taken us into favour in the Beloved:

John 4 (JND) [1] When therefore the Lord knew that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus makes and baptises more disciples than John [2] (however, Jesus himself did not baptise, but his disciples), [3] he left Judaea and went away again unto Galilee. …

Psalms 145:2 (JND) [2] Every day will I bless thee, and I will praise thy name for ever and ever.

Luke 19 (JND) [1] And he entered and passed through Jericho. [2] And behold, [there was] a man by name called Zacchaeus, and he was chief tax-gatherer, and he was rich. [3] And he sought to see Jesus who he was: and he could not for the crowd, because he was little in stature. …

Malachi 1:11 (JND) [11] For from the rising of the sun even unto its setting my name shall be great among the nations; and in every place incense shall be offered unto my name, and a pure oblation: for my name shall be great among the nations, saith Jehovah of hosts.

Ephesians 1:4-6 (JND) [4] according as he has chosen us in him before [the] world's foundation, that we should be holy and blameless before him in love; [5] having marked us out beforehand for adoption through Jesus Christ to himself, according to the good pleasure of his will, [6] to [the] praise of [the] glory of his grace, wherein he has taken us into favour in the Beloved:

Ephesians 1:4-6 (JND) [4] according as he has chosen us in him before [the] world's foundation, that we should be holy and blameless before him in love; [5] having marked us out beforehand for adoption through Jesus Christ to himself, according to the good pleasure of his will, [6] to [the] praise of [the] glory of his grace, wherein he has taken us into favour in the Beloved:



Spiritual Manhood




SPIRITUAL MANHOOD

John 19: 5

1 Timothy 6:11-14

Exodus 11: 7, 8

Numbers 12: 1-4

I desire to refer to one or two features of spiritual manhood according to God, as that which God would develop amongst His people.  The apostle Paul, in writing to the Corinthian assembly, said, “in malice be babes; but in your minds be grown men”.  The Lord would lay it upon us, as His saints, that we should be concerned not to remain in a childhood condition spiritually, but to see that God is looking for His people to develop features of spiritual manhood.  The epistle to the Ephesians shows that gifts are given to that end, “until we all arrive at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, at the full-grown man, at the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”, Eph 4: 13.  The heavenly city, as it comes out, shows that that end has been reached, for the angel with the measuring reed measures it and it is found to come up to the divine measurement, which is said to be the measure of a man, that is of the angel.  So God would impress upon us that He has a standard before Him, which I need scarcely say is Christ.  The Son of God is the One in whom God’s ideal of true manhood is set forth, and He is steadily working with the saints, with nothing less in view than that that standard should be reached by us.  Not that any one of us is capable of setting it forth, for it takes the whole assembly to come up to the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ.  Now the first feature which I wanted to touch on is seen in John 19, the feature of accepting the reproach which is connected with the truth of God, accepting it fully and in a dignified way, and not avoiding it.  “Jesus therefore went forth without, wearing the crown of thorn and the purple robe”.  In Matthew and Mark it speaks of His being led forth, which is in keeping with the character of both those gospels, where He is presented as being “led as a lamb to the slaughter, and was as a sheep dumb before her shearers, and he opened not his mouth”, but in John’s gospel He is presented in all the greatness of His Person and as moving in His own dignity; not as evading or laying aside the reproach which His faithfulness to God incurred, but accepting it fully and moving steadfastly on in the full acceptance of that reproach.  Now that is a word for us in this day, for if we are faithful to the truth of God we are sure to incur reproach, particularly in a religious way.  Pilate says: “Behold the man!”, as though he calls attention to that feature of manhood, a man who could maintain, in the face of all the opposition and hostility which the world can heap upon Him, what is right according to God, not surrendering one iota to that world through which He was passing.  What is the immediate answer?

The chief priests say, “Crucify him”.  The religious world of that day identified itself absolutely and whole-heartedly with the scorn and reproach which were heaped upon Jesus.

The Lord was in the course of departing out of this world to the Father.  He departed out of this world by way of death, and He was going to the Father; this world was left behind and the Father’s realm was before Him.  I allude to that as giving a background to this position of reproach, that the Lord knew that the Father had given all things into His hands, and that He came out from God and was going to God.  We also are in the light of that—that He has come from God and has brought the light of God to us, and that He is leading back to God those whom He has secured by His coming into this world.  Think of the blessedness, in the world to come, of all things being held by One who is loved! “The Father loveth the son, and hath given all things into his hand”.  All in the redeemed universe, heavenly and earthly families, as held in relation to their Head, will be conscious that they are embraced in love.

We, of course, cannot go out of this world as the Lord went out of it; for He could go to be with the Father in His own right and in His own power.  We have to wait for the Lord to take us, as He will do, but we are entitled to go out of it in mind and affection, and we have our present part in the Father’s love.  As we move in that direction we shall incur reproach, but it is to be accepted with dignity, not to be evaded, but to be appreciated, because Christ has led that way.  God allows the testing of the present day to develop this feature of manhood in us in order that what is due to God may be put foremost rather than any consideration of what men may think.

We read of Moses who esteemed the reproach of the Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt.  He left one world, in which, doubtless, if he had remained in it he would have had an honoured place, to identify himself with a people who had nothing glorious about them outwardly, and to move into a position where there was apparently no support.  Yet he found, in that position, the whole tabernacle system.  What did that mean? To outward appearance it also would be despised.  It would appear to the outward eye nothing but badgers’ skins surrounded by a court, but God was there and the anointing characterised the whole system, and inside there were the most glorious things.  The ark and the mercy-seat and everything else in the tabernacle system spoke of Christ, and the service of God was there.  The presence of God was there, the cloud was there, though to outward appearance it was contemptible.  Moses esteemed the reproach of the Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt.

In the first epistle to Timothy, the apostle appeals in a most touching way to Timothy: “But thou, O man of God”, as though his heart is greatly concerned about this matter of manhood, and that Timothy should not be a man of the world, but a man of God.  What greater dignity could be conferred upon any of us than, in any degree, to have the character of a man of God—one whom God supports, and who, in himself, supports the truth of God, who can stand out as a pillar, as maintaining the truth of God, in a world where God is not known!  Paul is not occupied so much here with the religious world, but with the tendencies of the world in its commercial aspect and in the form that man’s thoughts and man’s ideas take, affecting the saints.  So he speaks of the great antidote of piety.  He speaks of servants not being content with their lot—a thing which is very characteristic of our day.  He speaks of those who desire to be rich, a thing which is essentially characteristic of our day.  We have to go through the world and mix with men and women with whom these principles are seen working, and the constant danger is lest we ourselves should become affected by them.  So the apostle says: “But thou, O man of God, flee these things, and pursue righteousness, piety, faith, love, endurance, meekness of spirit”.

Righteousness comes first; that is always an essential; for if we are not exercised as to maintaining righteousness in our business life and in our home life, in fact in every relationship in which we are set, we cannot have God with us in support.  In Proverbs 8: 20 wisdom says, “I walk in the path of righteousness, in the midst of the paths of judgment”.  That has often been a help to me.  Righteousness is to be accepted as the guiding principle of a believer’s life in every detail, but judgment is the idea of applying the principle of righteousness to actual matters or questions as they arise.  If we are concerned to move on.  this line of righteousness, we shall prove the help of God to thread our way in the midst of the paths of judgment without being turned aside, and the Lord is prepared to support us in that.  The Psalmist says: “he leadeth me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake”.  It is a great thing to take that up.  It is not a question of considering for ourselves, it is a question of understanding that, as the people of God in this world, His name is connected with us and, for His name’s sake, we shall find that He is prepared to support us in the paths of righteousness.

Then, he says, “piety”—bringing God into everything in our lives.  It has no place in the considerations of men in the world, but piety is to mark the man of God.  He will not look at things in the same way as the prudent man of the world; he will consider things from the standpoint of one who professes the knowledge of God, and that greatly honours God.  The Lord went through His life here in absolute confidence in God, and at the end of His life, to outward appearance, it might have looked as though God had failed Him, and so they taunted Him, “He trusted upon God; let him save him now if he will have him”.  That must have gone home to the heart of Christ, but He trusted in God right through, and He was “heard because of his piety”.  He adopted that as the principle of His life, and He maintained that principle right through to the end of His life on the cross.  Then, he says, “faith”.  That is more than confidence in God.  Faith means that we are governed by the light of another world, and if we are governed by the light which God has given us, we shall shape our thoughts and ways in reference to that and not allow anything inconsistent with it.  This leads to “love, endurance, meekness of spirit”—all features that are to mark the man of God.

Now I refer to Moses, because in these two scriptures (Exodus and Numbers) he is spoken of as “the man Moses”.  It is, therefore, to bring to our notice that he was marked by features of manhood.  In the first scripture his manhood shows itself in his uncompromising repudiation of Egypt.  There is nothing apologetic about him; he is in victory over it and he has faith that God intended to bring His people out of every form of Egyptian bondage.  Egypt is a type of the world as a system in which the whole intention is to be independent of God.  So, in the book of Ezekiel, Pharaoh says: “My river is mine own, and I made it for myself”.  That is the spirit of Egypt.  The intention is that men should find everything for themselves in their own system and thus be independent of God.  I believe, dear brethren, that manhood shows itself in the saints’ refusing to ally themselves with any association that would bring them under obligation to the world or link then up with the world.  God’s intention is that they should be brought out of it.  “Wherefore come out from the midst of them, and be separated, saith the Lord, and touch not what is unclean, and I will receive you; and I will be to you for a Father, and ye shall be to me for sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty”.  Moses was in the faith of this.  He said: “against any of the children of Israel shall not a dog move his tongue, against man or beast; that ye may know that Jehovah distinguisheth between the Egyptians and Israel”.

In Numbers we have manhood in a different setting and showing itself in a different way.  This is now the feature of manhood as seen among the people of God, in the presence of a spirit of jealousy among the brethren.  Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses, obviously in a spirit of jealousy.  They said, “Has Jehovah indeed spoken only to Moses? has he not spoken also to us?  “And, it says, “Jehovah heard it”.  We do well to notice that, dear brethren, for God is very near to His people and He sees and hears all that goes on amongst them.  He heard this saying on the part of Aaron and Miriam; but it brought out the man that was there.  It says, “But the man Moses was very meek”.  It was not meekness which came into evidence in relation to Pharaoh and Egypt.  There it was uncompromising repudiation of what deprived God of His rights to have His people for Himself, but here he is tested as to whether he is going to stand for his own dignity or whether he knows God sufficiently to leave everything to Him.  He speaks not a word in self-vindication.  We are reminded of the Lord Jesus, who said, “Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am meek and lowly in heart”.  We know not when we may be tested as to how far we have been formed after Christ.  Satan will gladly introduce a personal feeling of jealousy in order to bring in some disintegrating element, but even these things, though sorrowful in themselves, may become the occasion of true manhood, formed after Christ, coming into evidence.  When it is a question of self-consideration, manhood according to God shows itself in a spirit of meekness, taking character from Christ, “who, when reviled, reviled not again; when suffering, threatened not; but gave himself over into the hands of him who judges righteously”.  We know how greatly God supported Moses and vindicated him.  “Then Jehovah spoke suddenly to Moses, and to Aaron, and to Miriam, Come out ye three unto the tent of meeting”.  He speaks of Moses in a most touching way.  “Not so my servant Moses; he is faithful in all my house.  Mouth to mouth do I speak to him openly, and not in riddles”.  That is how God vindicated one in whom manhood was shining out.

May the Lord help us so that real manhood may be more developed amongst us!

 

Date and place not given

From Words of Grace and Comfort 1938

_____________________

 


Scripture references

John 19:5 (JND) [5] (Jesus therefore went forth without, wearing the crown of thorn, and the purple robe.) And he says to them, Behold the man!

1 Timothy 6:11-14 (JND) [11] But *thou*, O man of God, flee these things, and pursue righteousness, piety, faith, love, endurance, meekness of spirit. [12] Strive earnestly [in] the good conflict of faith. Lay hold of eternal life, to which thou hast been called, and hast confessed the good confession before many witnesses. [13] I enjoin thee before God who preserves all things in life, and Christ Jesus who witnessed before Pontius Pilate the good confession, [14] that thou keep the commandment spotless, irreproachable, until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ;

Exodus 11:7-8 (JND) [7] But against any of the children of Israel shall not a dog move his tongue, against man or beast; that ye may know that Jehovah distinguisheth between the Egyptians and Israel. [8] And all these thy bondmen shall come down unto me, and bow down to me, saying, Go out, thou, and all the people that follow thee; and after that I will go out. And he went out from Pharaoh in a glowing anger.

Numbers 12:1-4 (JND) [1] And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Ethiopian woman whom he had taken; for he had taken a Cushite as wife. [2] And they said, Has Jehovah indeed spoken only to Moses? has he not spoken also to us? And Jehovah heard it. [3] But the man Moses was very meek, above all men that were upon the face of the earth. [4] Then Jehovah spoke suddenly to Moses, and to Aaron, and to Miriam, Come out ye three unto the tent of meeting. And they went out, they three.

Ephesians 4:13 (JND) [13] until we all arrive at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, at [the] full-grown man, at [the] measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ;

John 19 (JND) [1] Then Pilate therefore took Jesus and scourged [him]. [2] And the soldiers having plaited a crown of thorns put it on his head, and put a purple robe on him, [3] and came to him and said, Hail, king of the Jews! and gave him blows on the face. …

Proverbs 8:20 (JND) [20] I walk in the path of righteousness, in the midst of the paths of judgment:



AQUILA AND PRISCILLA


Acts 18: 1-3

1 Corinthians 16: 19

Romans 16: 3

These scriptures bring before us a husband and wife, mentioned by name, and I wish to say just a word or two as to marriage “in the Lord”.  The apostle Paul in writing to the Corinthians refers to what is open to sisters under certain circumstances, as to marriage, and he says, “only in the Lord”, as though he would emphasise that as the great essential for Christians.  If they contemplate marriage and enter into it, the essential is that it should be in the Lord.  I understand that to involve that, in taking up the marriage tie, those concerned are moving practically in the recognition of the Lord Jesus, as subject to Him in their movements, and also that they recognise that there is a sphere here in this world where the Lord’s rights are acknowledged and where His interests are, and they have in view that their marriage should stand related to that sphere.  This idea of marriage in the Lord is well exemplified in this husband and wife referred to in these and other scriptures.

In the detail of married life we may, with the greatest confidence, face everything that comes upon us, as trusting in God and proving continually the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ; and, if our married life is taken up in relation to God, it affords happiness and blessing which are but little known otherwise.  At the same time it is well to bear in mind that—Christ having died, having indeed been cast out of this world, and having gone on high, and the Holy Spirit having come—God is occupied now with what Scripture speaks of as “the spiritual”, rather than the natural.  “First ... that which is natural; and afterward that which is spiritual”, 1 Cor 15: 46.

The happiness of our brother and sister will be purest as they hold their married life in relation to the spiritual order of interests, which belongs to them with all God’s people here on earth.  So on the only occasion on which we read of the Lord Jesus being present at a marriage, it was allowed that the wine should run out.  The Lord was there as gracing the occasion with His presence and approving of it; at the same time He would have them understand from the very outset that, however blessed the marriage link and the joy connected with it as taken up with God, it is not of an abiding character.  There is that which is greater and abiding, which is to be known in connection with the saints of God and the interests of God that are cherished in that circle.

So we find with Aquila and Priscilla that all that is recorded of them in the divine record is connected with their path as identified with what God was doing on the earth at the time.  They had come to Corinth, as all Jews had been commanded by the emperor to depart from Rome.  No doubt that would cause a good deal of difficulty and concern to both husband and wife, this arbitrary change under such circumstances.  It would perhaps involve that they were threatened with the loss of their livelihood; it would involve all the upset of changing their home, and a journey of considerable distance.  But whilst the Lord is in no way indifferent to these matters that arise in the practical life of His people, the Spirit of God does not dwell on such details.  He would not have such to be uppermost in our minds, but rather the testimony of our Lord, in our homes and in our paths, in our prayers and exercises, in all our movements.  As it is so, we shall find that the grace of Christ and the mercy and faithfulness of God will be more than equal to all temporary difficulties or upsets that may arise in the detail of our lives.

“Paul ... came to Corinth; and found a certain Jew named Aquila ... with his wife Priscilla ... and came unto them.  And because he was of the same craft, he abode with them, and wrought; for by their occupation they were tentmakers”, Acts 18: 1-3.  They had their occupation, but in it they were privileged to have no less a person than the apostle Paul living with them, showing that their house was, in the Lord’s sight, worthy to be connected with His name and His interests in this world.

Lower down we find that they move on to Ephesus, and there they are a great help in their house to Apollos, for we read that “they took him unto them, and expounded unto him the way of God more perfectly”, Acts 18: 26.  It shows what is open to a brother and sister who in singleness of heart cherish the interests of Christ, for they are used to help one that was going to be prominent in the Lord’s work.

In Corinthians, written apparently from Ephesus, they were in their second home since being expelled from Rome, and the apostle says, “Aquila and Priscilla salute you much in the Lord”.  They have that idea of “in the Lord” and they are carrying it right through.  They had been at Corinth in their earlier days and knew the brethren there, and in view of the conditions existing there they saluted them “in the Lord”, not on merely natural lines, but retaining that idea of “in the Lord” and bringing it to bear upon the Corinthians, if so be it might be used to help them in the conditions in which they were.  In this connection we read of “the assembly in their house”—a privileged house, indeed, to be so connected with divine interests!

“Salute Prisca and Aquila, my fellow-workmen in Christ Jesus, ... and the assembly at their house”, Rom 16: 3-5.  A commendation that is worth coveting! They had been marked by a whole-hearted devotion to the interests of the Lord Jesus on earth, showing itself in attachment to the apostle Paul and the following up of his teaching, and then “who for my life staked their own neck”.  At Rome again they are found in this privileged position, that the assembly is in their house.  These are great possibilities, that are open to a Christian husband and wife as moving together in the Lord, the possibilities that their house may afford.

On the other hand, we have to watch our houses, as to what emanates from them; for they may become, if we are not preserved in continual selfjudgment and dependence upon the Lord, a means of assailing the testimony.  In Acts we have another husband and wife—Ananias and Sapphira.  This household, alas! had not been conducted in the light.  The husband conceived a deception, his wife being privy to it—a solemn warning as to houses being corrupted by the husband and wife not being maintained in communion with the Lord.  Where, however, the husband and wife conduct their house as truly of one mind in the Lord there is no limit to the privilege and blessing that is open to it.
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From Words of Grace and Comfort

PAUL’S CONVERSION AND COMMISSION

Acts 22: 6-16; 26: 13-18

I desire to refer to these two accounts by the apostle Paul of his conversion.  The first more particularly gives us light for our guidance individually, and the second is perhaps of even greater importance in view of the ministry which was committed to the apostle, into the good of which were to be brought as saints.

It is well to bear in mind that Paul was taken up by the Lord as a pattern.  He was a representative sinner—indeed, the chief of them; but in the grace of God he was taken up, not only as a pattern of the longsuffering of Christ to a sinner, but to be a pattern saint.  Speaking by the Spirit of God, he could say to the Corinthians, “Be my imitators, even as I also am of Christ”, and again, to the Philippians, “Be imitators all together of me, brethren, and fix your eyes on those walking thus as you have us for a model”.  We have of course to learn from Christ pre-eminently, but at the same time God was pleased in His grace to take up Saul of Tarsus, Paul, in order that we might see in a man who had the same propensities as the rest of us how grace works and secures an answer to the thoughts of God.

The circumstances connected with Paul’s conversion are intended to set out certain features that should mark every one brought to the Lord.  The first thing is that the Lord established a personal link between Himself and Saul.  He addressed him by name twice, saying, “Saul, Saul”, and Saul says, “But they that were with me beheld the light ... but heard not the voice of him that was speaking to me”, confirming that the voice at that moment was entirely for himself.  The Lord took account of him as distinct from all others.

Then Saul says, “Who art thou, Lord?” and the answer is, “I am Jesus”.  The Lord wishes to establish personal links between Himself and us; and He looks that we, on our part, should cultivate this.  So when Saul says, “Who art thou, Lord?”  He does not say, I am the Lord, or the Son of God, but “I am Jesus”, One who had come down here in lowly grace.  He desires to be known by us personally.  He knows His sheep by name, every one of them.  He calls forth the hosts of heaven by name, and not one of them fails.  Think of the greatness of Christ!  We would, of course, address Him as Lord, but as knowing Him by name—“Lord Jesus”—thus coupling the reverence due to Him with the affection that is begotten in those who know Him.

The Lord says, “I am Jesus of Nazareth”—the name by which He was known and despised, under which He was crucified—“Jesus of Nazareth the King of the Jews”.  We have been called to be committed to One who is cast out by this world.  He stands in relation to the world as the despised One, rejected of men, and the saints must expect to be in the same position if they are faithful.

Saul says, “What shall I do, Lord?”  That is a most important point, that a young believer is to understand that he has now come under the direction of the Lord.  Saul had never before been marked by that attitude of mind and spirit.  He had before been breathing out threatenings and slaughter, moving in his own energies and power, but now he says, “What shall I do, Lord?”  It would be well for everyone who belongs to Christ to take it up definitely.  The Lord has the paramount claim over him, and henceforth his life is to be regulated by what is pleasing to the Lord.  The authority of Christ is always exercised for the good and blessing of His people; and moreover it has in view that we should not only be preserved individually, but that we should be secured in this world where Christ has been cast out, for the service and pleasure of God.

Saul having asked what he is to do, the Lord says he is to arise and go to Damascus.  He is to learn that the Lord already has a sphere of interest in this world, and, indeed, in the city to which he was close at that time, and he is to connect himself with that sphere where the Lord’s rights are already acknowledged.  He is not to be on independent lines.  The Lord has but one centre of operations, the assembly; and the local assembly is where His name is cherished.  Everyone must identify himself with those who are spoken of as keeping His commandments and acknowledging His will.

He comes into Damascus and his first sight is a man who addresses him as “Brother Saul”; his eyes are open to that man, whom he had never seen before.  Ananias says to him, “The God of our fathers hath chosen thee, that thou shouldest know his will, and see that Just One, and shouldest hear the voice of his mouth”.  I have no doubt this was in a way special to Saul, but in another way, it is true of everyone brought to Christ; and hence it is well for us to take account of it.  God has chosen each one of us.  It would impress us with the privilege of our position as amongst the saints of God—chosen beforehand.  In Ephesians it is set out in all its greatness.  God has chosen us in Christ before the foundation of the world.  How it would tend completely to cut us off from this world and give us to understand that all our life and interests are to be bound up with Christ and His people! The light should dawn upon us that when we were brought to Christ it was in fulfilment of God’s purpose, “before the foundation of the world”.

“The God of our fathers hath chosen thee, that thou shouldest know his will”.  It is an immense thing to know God’s will!  There are hosts of people in this world who have no conception of God’s will, and no regard for it.  We are to understand at the start, I believe, the way we have been redeemed; and that our intelligent answer to it is to present our bodies “a living sacrifice ... holy, acceptable to God”, proving ‘‘what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God”. The believer understands that the principle that is to govern him now is the will of God and not his own will.  The Lord will support him on earth as he moves on that line, and he will prove peace, joy, and prosperity in knowing God’s will.

Ananias says to Saul, “that thou shouldest ... see that Just One, and shouldest hear the voice of his mouth”.  We read in 1 Peter 3: 18, “Christ ... suffered ... the just for the unjust, that he might bring us to God”.  As we take account of the Just One in the presence of God, we get established in the great sense that we are accounted righteous before God in His grace.  The old covenant brought in condemnation, making demands upon man which he could not fulfil.  The new covenant has come in order that the love of God might be shed abroad in our hearts; every question is settled for the glory of God, and we are set up before God in righteous grace in Christ.  Keep your eye on that Just One in the presence of God, and you will be more established in the favour of God, and the sense of His grace and sanctification.  “For if the ministry of condemnation be glory, much rather the ministry of righteousness abounds in glory”.  There is positive righteousness ministered to us from Christ in glory.  All these things were set before Saul.

Ananias says also, “thou shalt be his witness unto all men, of what thou hast seen and heard”.  There is no reason why, in measure, this should not apply to every one of us.  The gospel of His grace is the public testimony of God.  Surely we have some impression of His grace, and can testify of these things!  These things were set before Saul.  Up to that moment he had been a sinner, but these things were opened up to him.  Now Ananias says, “why tarriest thou? arise, and be baptised, and wash away thy sins, calling on the name of the Lord”.  He called upon Saul to take up the position publicly that the grace of God had given to him.  There are those who have been baptised in the faith of their parents, but the time comes when the Lord says to them, It is time for you to take up that to which you have been committed among the people of God.  Why do you tarry? As Saul accepted baptism and so committed himself to the circle of the saints, his sins were washed away; he publicly dissociated himself from his former company.  As he committed himself to the people of God, he understood it was a complete break from the company that marked him in his course of sins.  The Lord on high has a personal interest in us and in the testimony; He is prepared on His part to support us in relation to it.

In chapter 26 Paul adds a further detail which he did not mention in his first account.  He says that the Lord said to him in the Hebrew tongue, “why persecutest thou me? it is hard for thee to kick against the pricks”.  The Lord was taking account of what was going on, Paul being pricked in his conscience and rebelling against it.  He saw features of Christ livingly reproduced in Stephen, to whose death he was consenting, and in the other saints he was persecuting.  They were presenting the same feature as was seen in Jesus: “He is brought as a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is dumb, so he openeth not his mouth”.  Christ was livingly exemplified in His people here, and the Lord acknowledged it as Himself.  “It is hard for thee to kick against the pricks”.  The testimony he had in those he was persecuting was undeniable; it was Christ Himself.

The Lord was conveying to Saul the great truth that the body of Christ is here.  The assembly is the body of Christ; it is united to Him, derived from Him, and is His fulness.  It was the assembly he persecuted, not only individual saints.  In chapter 8 “Saul ravaged the assembly”; he entered into houses, but was ravaging the assembly.  We, as forming part of the assembly, are members of this greatest conception of divine wisdom and love—the body of Christ.  That had been in the mind of God from before the foundation of the world, but the mystery was not disclosed in prophetic ages, but was reserved to be brought out by the apostle Paul.  The greatest and choicest thought has come to light, that we, who belong to Christ and have received the Spirit, are of the body of Christ.  That involves the greatest possible privilege.  We are inseparably bound up with Christ; just as close as is the link between man and wife, so Christ and the assembly are one.  Christ and the assembly were in the mind of God when He introduced marriage.  The relationship of husband and wife is to be taken account of in the light of the wonderful position that subsists now between Christ and the assembly.  He has been into death for us, so that all that we are by nature has been judged and set aside; we have been given the Holy Spirit, that we may take on His precious features.  The position of favour in which He stands with God is our position, so that there should be continued under the eye of God those features seen here in Christ, His beloved Son.  The Lord says, “rise, and stand upon thy feet: for I have appeared unto thee for this purpose”, and then He says, “Delivering thee from the people, and from the Gentiles, unto whom I now send thee”—a most important principle for any who, in the slightest degree, seek to preach or serve the Lord publicly.  We must first be set free from the world before we can be sent back into it.  As a delivered and sanctified people we can be trusted to be sent back into the world as a testimony.  “To open their eyes, that they may turn from darkness to light ... that they may receive remission of sins and inheritance among them that are sanctified by faith in me”—it is a question of receiving in pure grace.  The apostle in writing to the Colossians says, “in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins”.  We have it as a present known enjoyment, and it works out in our freely drawing near to God.  If we are enjoying forgiveness of sins, we are happy in drawing near to God; there is not a shade between us.  He gives not only forgiveness, but an inheritance; an entirely different range of interests from that found in the world, an inheritance among the sanctified; not in any way to be held along with the world, but enjoyed in its own proper setting with those set apart, the sanctified.

May the Lord use the word for our help and encouragement!
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These last two pieces illustrate how wedding meetings were conducted formerly—there would be a ministry meeting, followed—after a tea—by an address; sometimes (as here) the brother who had been invited to give the address also spoke in the first meeting.

_____________________






Scripture references

Acts 18:1-3 (JND) [1] And after these things, having left Athens, he came to Corinth; [2] and finding a certain Jew by name Aquila, of Pontus by race, just come from Italy, and Priscilla his wife, (because Claudius had ordered all the Jews to leave Rome,) came to them, [3] and because they were of the same trade abode with them, and wrought. For they were tent-makers by trade.

1 Corinthians 16:19 (JND) [19] The assemblies of Asia salute you. Aquila and Priscilla, with the assembly in their house, salute you much in [the] Lord.

Romans 16:3 (JND) [3] Salute Prisca and Aquila, my fellow-workmen in Christ Jesus,

1 Corinthians 15:46 (JND) [46] But that which is spiritual [was] not first, but that which is natural, then that which is spiritual:

1 Corinthians 15:46 (JND) [46] But that which is spiritual [was] not first, but that which is natural, then that which is spiritual:

Acts 18:1-3 (JND) [1] And after these things, having left Athens, he came to Corinth; [2] and finding a certain Jew by name Aquila, of Pontus by race, just come from Italy, and Priscilla his wife, (because Claudius had ordered all the Jews to leave Rome,) came to them, [3] and because they were of the same trade abode with them, and wrought. For they were tent-makers by trade.

Acts 18:26 (JND) [26] And *he* began to speak boldly in the synagogue. And Aquila and Priscilla, having heard him, took him to [them] and unfolded to him the way of God more exactly.

Romans 16:3-5 (JND) [3] Salute Prisca and Aquila, my fellow-workmen in Christ Jesus, [4] (who for my life staked their own neck; to whom not *I* only am thankful, but also all the assemblies of the nations,) [5] and the assembly at their house. Salute Epaenetus, my beloved, who is [the] first-fruits of Asia for Christ.

Acts 22:6-16 (JND) [6] And it came to pass, as I was journeying and drawing near to Damascus, that, about mid-day, there suddenly shone out of heaven a great light round about me. [7] And I fell to the ground, and heard a voice saying to me, Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? [8] And *I* answered, Who art thou, Lord? And he said to me, *I* am Jesus the Nazaraean, whom *thou* persecutest. [9] But they that were with me beheld the light, [and were filled with fear], but heard not the voice of him that was speaking to me. [10] And I said, What shall I do, Lord? And the Lord said to me, Rise up, and go to Damascus, and there it shall be told thee of all things which it is appointed thee to do. [11] And as I could not see, through the glory of that light, being led by the hand of those who were with me, I came to Damascus. [12] And a certain Ananias, a pious man according to the law, borne witness to by all the Jews who dwelt [there], [13] coming to me and standing by me, said to me, Brother Saul, receive thy sight. And *I*, in the same hour, received my sight and saw him. [14] And he said, The God of our fathers has chosen thee beforehand to know his will, and to see the just one, and to hear a voice out of his mouth; [15] for thou shalt be a witness for him to all men of what thou hast seen and heard. [16] And now why lingerest thou? Arise and get baptised, and have thy sins washed away, calling on his name.

Acts 26:13-18 (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. [14] And, when we were all fallen to the ground, I heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew tongue, Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? [it is] hard for thee to kick against goads. [15] And I said, Who art thou, Lord? And the Lord said, *I* am Jesus whom *thou* persecutest: [16] but rise up and stand on thy feet; for, for this purpose have I appeared to thee, to appoint thee to be a servant and a witness both of what thou hast seen, and of what I shall appear to thee in, [17] taking thee out from among the people, and the nations, to whom *I* send thee, [18] to open their eyes, that they may turn from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive remission of sins and inheritance among them that are sanctified by faith in me.

1 Peter 3:18 (JND) [18] for Christ indeed has once suffered for sins, [the] just for [the] unjust, that he might bring us to God; being put to death in flesh, but made alive in [the] Spirit,



The Assembly As The Pearl




THE ASSEMBLY AS THE PEARL

Matthew 13: 45, 46

2 Corinthians 11: 2, 3

Revelation 21: 21

I desire to speak from these scriptures of what I believe God is working for at the present time, that is, to secure in the saints the feature represented in the pearl.  It was one pearl, referring, I think, to the beauty that consists in undivided response to Christ.  Everything for God in the assembly flows from that, and hence Satan knows well that if he can divert the saints from Christ, if he can bring in any other object, then he has secured his end.  Everything in the way of suitable response to God, and of suitable administration for God, or testimony for Him, is secured and maintained just as the saints are held in undivided appreciation of Christ.  Everything that is pleasing to God has been found in Jesus, and the great triumph of divine wisdom and grace is that in the assembly a vessel should be secured which is held in undivided affection for Christ and appreciation of Christ, and thus becomes formed according to Him.

The thirteenth chapter of Matthew is a chapter of great interest and importance; it gives us our bearings in regard of public conditions that are recognisable openly, and then lets us into the secret of what is being brought to pass in the midst of those conditions privately or secretly.  The Lord starts with the parable of the sower, indicating that there will be nothing secured for God unless God Himself works.  There must be the sowing, but the principle of responsibility is recognised, for there is the seed that falls by the wayside, the seed that falls on stony ground, and the seed that falls among thorns, none of which brought forth any fruit.  These all raise the question with us as to what place we give to the word of God.  Then there is the seed sown upon good ground which brings forth fruit, some a hundred, some sixty, some thirty-fold, indicating a positive result for God where His word is received.  Then the Lord gives three similitudes of the kingdom of heaven, intended to set out in parabolic form the present conditions in Christendom, which is publicly the kingdom of heaven.  Outwardly and professedly Christendom recognises the rights of the Lord Jesus; but what marks it is first of all that there are the sons of the wicked one growing up among the sons of the kingdom.  That is the parable of the tares, and the householder says, “Let both grow together until the harvest”.  The Lord is not intervening openly to eradicate the evil, but He is allowing the work of the wicked one to develop and grow up alongside of the work of God.  The tares were weeds of no value whatever, but in appearance closely resembled wheat; they therefore represent those who take on the appearance of Christianity in good works and so on, and yet have no vital work of God in their souls.

Then the Lord likens the kingdom of heaven to a grain of mustard seed, which a man took and sowed in his field; which, it says, is the least of all seeds, but becomes a tree and the birds of heaven roost in its branches.  That again is a picture of what the kingdom has become publicly in the world, for that which started so small has grown to a great thing, which affords a resting place for every kind of wrong doctrine and evil practice.  The third parable is that of leaven, which a woman took and hid in three measures of meal till the whole was leavened.  The woman speaks of a hidden influence, and that is exactly what marks Christendom; there is a subtle influence at work which is leavening the whole system, the leaven indicating that room is made in what professes the name of Christ for the first man, his mind, his will, his features, and his ways.  That pervades the whole public body.

The Lord told those three parables dealing with the situation publicly; then His disciples come to Him in the house and ask for an explanation of the parable of the tares, which He gives them.  Then He proceeds in the house privately to speak three further parables.  The Lord would encourage us to realise that, in the midst of all that is distasteful to God because it speaks of confusion, there is what is secret, what God is carrying on for His pleasure, and He would have us to be occupied with that.  So the Lord spoke a further parable and said, “the kingdom of heaven is like unto treasure hid in a field; the which when a man hath found, he hideth, and for joy thereof goeth and selleth all that he hath, and buyeth that field”.  He buys the field for the sake of the treasure in it, and not only that; but the man when he finds it hides it.  That speaks, I believe, of the Lord’s having accomplished redemption and thus secured rights over all men, the whole field, but with a view to the treasure in it.  The work of God would appear and that is treasure, something He can use, something of intrinsic value.  And He deliberately hides the treasure.  I would stress the importance of being content to be hid, to understand that the greatest things are being wrought out by God in secret.  We may get our eyes opened to it, to see what God has in the saints, and what He is effecting in them, but let us accept the position that what God is doing, what is of real vital importance is hidden from the eyes of men.  It says in Proverbs, “It is the glory of God to conceal a thing; but the honour of kings is to search out a matter”.  “Kings” here would apply to the saints in their dignity as sons of God.  It is their honour to search out a matter, for they are intended to be able by the Spirit to understand what God is doing in secret, but it is God’s glory that He can conceal it, until the moment comes for display.  It is for us to understand what is going on, and to be content with a position of being hid; to understand that it is in a hidden position that God is working out His great thoughts.

Then we have another parable, “the kingdom of heaven is like unto a merchant man, seeking goodly pearls; who, when he had found one pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had, and bought it”.  It is a merchant, a man who knows his business.  He is seeking goodly pearls, something that is not spurious.  It says, “when he had found one pearl”, not a string of pearls, one pearl of great price.  It speaks of the peculiar beauty that attaches to the assembly as having but one object for her affections.  It is the beauty of undivided affection for Christ.  That was of great value in the Lord’s sight, the idea of having a vessel of that character, and He was prepared to surrender all that was His legitimately with a view to securing this one object of His affections.  Think of the joy it was to the Lord to live here as a Man ministering to the heart of God every day of His life, and conscious of His pleasure!  Yet He would surrender that—He would go down into death for the sake of the pearl.  Then He had rights in relation to Israel, but He would surrender those for the time being.  This merchant sold all that he had, showing the intense value he placed on the pearl.  That should impress us with the great importance of cherishing this idea.  The idea of the pearl comes into prominence in Paul’s ministry.  Precious stones come into evidence in the ministry of the twelve, for the names of the twelve apostles are in the foundations of the wall of the city, and the foundations are adorned with twelve precious stones, but in the ministry of the apostle Paul I believe we have the idea of the pearl.  You remember that he was arrested on the road to Damascus, with a voice out of heaven, and the Lord said to him, “why persecutest thou me?”.  He would have the sense at that time that there was something on earth which was so precious to the heart of Christ that the Lord speaks of it as Himself.  Paul received that impression, and we can see that it gave character to his ministry even before he was formally separated as an apostle, for after he had laboured with Barnabas at Antioch for a whole year, it says that the disciples were first called Christians at Antioch.  People took account of that company as really bearing the features of Christ.  They had never called the saints in Jerusalem that, for they had certain Jewish features still clinging to them, but the result of the ministry at Antioch was that the saints so took on the character of Christ that people gave them the name of Christians.

Now the apostle went to Corinth to minister in keeping with this light that he had.  In writing the first epistle to the Corinthians he says, “I determined not to know any thing among you, save Jesus Christ”, and he adds, “and him crucified”.  He speaks of himself as a called apostle of Jesus Christ.  How different He is, dear brethren, from every other man.  Paul had gone to Corinth and presented in testimony Jesus Christ, the Man who could not be holden of death, God’s Holy One.  Death had a right to, and power over, every other man, but there was one Man, Jesus Christ, who could not be holden of it, not only because of who He was, but because of His moral excellence.  Paul had presented Him, and Him crucified.  “Him crucified” involves the power of God for the setting aside of every other man.  Do we love the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ?  We cannot fit suitably into the assembly if we do not love the cross.  We are sure to bring into the assembly some feature that the cross has set aside if we are not formed in our affections and intelligence by the presentation of Jesus Christ and Him crucified.  The love of Christ is a mighty lever to enable us to come to a right judgment of the first man and all that marks him, and the assembly stands in relation to the second Man, the Christ of God.  Now the apostle had laboured thus in Corinth, but, alas, they had gone away from that—they were bringing back the man the Lord Jesus had died to set aside.  The assembly in Corinth was becoming a vessel in which all the diversified features of evil that characterised the first man, were there in full expression.  So you can understand the feelings of Paul.  He had the light of the pearl in his heart, but how different was the state at Corinth from the idea of the pearl!  “I am jealous as to you with a jealousy which is of God”, he says, “for I have espoused you unto one man, to present you a chaste virgin to Christ”.  I believe that is the idea of the pearl—“espoused ... unto one man”—one Man before the heart of the assembly and, as a result, purity of affection maintained.  That was what the apostle laboured for at Corinth.  He says, “I fear, lest by any means, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craft, so your thoughts should be corrupted from simplicity as to the Christ”.  The suggestion is that something else is necessary in addition to Christ—that is constantly the danger.  Young people think, and sometimes older ones, too, that Christ is not enough to satisfy them.  Behind it is the working of the enemy, corrupting our minds from simplicity as to the Christ.  Then perhaps, if we are intellectually minded, we think that ability of that kind will help in the assembly, and it all has to be discarded.

The world affords a school in God’s hands whereby, as judging it and in contrast to it, we can be developed on these lines.  We see on every hand around us the features of another man in evidence, the principles which govern people, their ways, their speech, their spirit.  They may be very tolerant, and one can easily be drawn into the current of the world when moving with people who are tolerant and pleasing to get on with.  Behind that spirit of tolerance is disregard of the rights of God.  You will find that if you stand for the rights of God people are not so tolerant.

How Jesus considered for God!  He was indeed meek and lowly in heart, and He invites us to learn from Him, but He was as a lion who would not turn aside for any when it was a question of the rights of God.  That was the foremost thing in His heart, that the Father’s name should be hallowed.  Then the second thing was, “Thy kingdom come”.  The assembly is to be formed after Christ, able in full intelligence and pure affection to respond to the blessed God, and to come forth as the holy city expressing, indeed having, the glory of God.  If she is to be formed with that in view, it can only be as she is held in relation to the one Man.

I might refer to the seventh parable in the thirteenth chapter of Matthew.  It is an important thing that God has vessels.  The local assemblies may be viewed in this character.  God has before Him the thought of vessels in which that which answers to His mind is to be set, and everyone who loves Christ and has any sense of what he has been called to, should be concerned to have his place in these vessels in which all that is good is gathered.  Such vessels can only be effective as they take character from Christ.

In Revelation 21 we again have the thought of the pearl.  One of the seven angels which had the seven vials full of the seven last plagues comes and talks with John—“Come hither, I will shew thee the bride, the Lamb’s wife”.  The idea there is secured.  The angel had been one of those who had had the seven vials full of the seven last plagues; they were full of the fury of God, a most terrible thought.  The fury of God will be poured out upon this world, as it will then have developed in utter refusal of God and of every feature of the truth.  It will be the culmination of what has already for a long time been developing amongst men.  John was shown the bride, the Lamb’s wife.  She has come through with that character of undiverted affection for Christ; she is the Lamb’s wife, having proved faithful during the period of suffering.  The Lamb is the One who suffered, and the sufferings of Christ really continue in the sufferings of the assembly throughout this period, a period that is dominated by the Lamb character, that of suffering defencelessly for the rights of God.  How stimulating that the wife should come into view, one who is qualified to stand by His side.  It says of the woman of worth in Proverbs, that she does her husband good and not evil all the days of her life.  There you have the idea of the pearl.  She is simply considering for Christ all the days of her life.  She does Him good and not evil.  She does not do what is displeasing to Him, or bring His name to dishonour.  “Her husband is known in the gates”.  Whenever judgment according to God is administered, her husband is known there.  How good it is, as the Lord looks round on the local companies, and some matter arises that calls for judgment according to God, discernment between good and evil, if the Lord sees that the matter is handled in a way that really brings glory to God.  Only in dependence on the Lord and singleness of heart can that be secured, but it is the end God is working for.

In this holy city were twelve gates—perfect administration—and the twelve gates were twelve pearls, every several gate was of one pearl.  The idea of the pearl is carried through, but it is seen in every gate.  The twelve gates represent the places where judgment is administered according to God.  All the judgment in the twelve gates was of the same character, one several pearl, and if that is going to be displayed in the coming day it must be secured now.  Today is the time of formation, and hence God is allowing us to be exercised as to local assemblies, to take up the idea of responsibility for the truth of God in the place where we are, and to seek to maintain it according to this idea of the pearl.  We are to be governed by one Man, to learn from one Man, to take on the features of one Man.  That is the essential beauty of the pearl of great price, and, as it is in evidence, it will be found that matters will be handled in every locality according to the same principles, in the wisdom that comes from Christ; what is pleasing to Him and what has been learnt from Him will alone be done.  Maintenance of what is due to God will be mingled with His grace.  The Lord Jesus would not tolerate evil, but He Himself would lay down His life for us.  We are to learn from Him how to administer in the same spirit, in the absolute refusal of evil, but yet in grace.  Everything is maintained according to God, and in suitability to the spirit of Christ.  May the Lord help us to do it!

 

CLACTON 

3rd December 1938

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

EXTRACT

If we contemplate God’s way, and see how undiverted He has been in it, working in wisdom and with method from beginning to end, it will greatly enhance our appreciation of divine glory.

 

From Words of Truth 1938

_____________________

 

“I am the first and the last, and the living one”

What glory fills our hearts when we think of the Lord Jesus!  “I am the first and the last”.  It is a title that belongs to Deity: it is found in the prophet Isaiah.  It refers to the Lord, to Him whom John knew well, to Him who showed His right over him, while saying “I am the first and the last”.  We owe Him everything.  He reminds us: “I became dead”.  Nobody has known death like Jesus.  But what a note of victory!  “Behold, I am living to the ages of ages, and I hold the keys of death and of hades”.

 

From Paroles d’Édification Mutuelle 1956

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Matthew 13:45-46 (JND) [45] Again, the kingdom of the heavens is like a merchant seeking beautiful pearls; [46] and having found one pearl of great value, he went and sold all whatever he had and bought it.

2 Corinthians 11:2-3 (JND) [2] For I am jealous as to you with a jealousy [which is] of God; for I have espoused you unto one man, to present [you] a chaste virgin to Christ. [3] But I fear lest by any means, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craft, [so] your thoughts should be corrupted from simplicity as to the Christ.

Revelation 21:21 (JND) [21] And the twelve gates, twelve pearls; each one of the gates, respectively, was of one pearl; and the street of the city pure gold, as transparent glass.

Revelation 21 (JND) [1] And I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea exists no more. [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. …



SPIRITUAL GROWTH


1 Peter 1: 24 to 2: 5

1 Samuel 2: 18,19, 21, 26; 3:19-21

Ephesians 4: 11-16

I had in mind, dear brethren, to speak of spiritual growth.  This is a matter of importance to every one of us, whether we are young or old, and whether we are babes in Christ or somewhat more advanced.  The first passage, in 1 Peter, refers to what one may speak of as the normal growth of the individual believer, starting from his earliest days of spiritual history, and having in view his fitting in as a living stone into the spiritual house in which God is served.  The thought in the verses read in 1 Samuel is that there should be growth in view of the prophetic word, the mind of God for His people, being brought in—having in mind nothing less than all God’s saints: “And all Israel, from Dan even to Beersheba, knew that Samuel was established to be a prophet of the Lord”, chap 3: 20.  The third scripture has in view the great end for not merely the individual believer but for the whole assembly, and the standard is “till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ”.  What a measure of stature that is, dear brethren! We all know what it is to take account of natural stature, but what a measure of stature God has before Him in a spiritual sense—“the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”!

In the first passage which I read in 1 Peter it says, “All flesh is as grass, and all its glory as the flower of grass.  The grass has withered and its flower has fallen; but the word of the Lord abides for eternity.  But this is the word which in the glad tidings is preached to you”.  What follows in the next chapter is based upon that.  Hence we start with what one may call the elements of the gospel.  It is one of the elements of the gospel that we learn in the light of the cross of Christ that all flesh is as grass, and the grass has withered and its flower has fallen.  Men in the world would not take that view of things; they would repudiate it with warmth if you put it to them, but the one who has received the gospel and apprehends the meaning of the death of Christ realises that it is the truth as it stands before God—that not only all flesh is as grass, but that the grass has withered; in other words that the end of all flesh has come before God.  It is a good thing to come to it in our souls; while many saints do not deny it as truth, you can hardly say they have come to it.  “Wherefore”, says the apostle, “laying aside all malice, and all guile, and hypocrisies, and envies, and all evil speakings ...”.  That is very sweeping.  Which of us, save as the Holy Spirit has place with us, does not find hypocrisy in the heart, a desire to make things appear what they are not? 

It is not that one would dwell on the detail of these words, but call attention to them as indicating that the apostle is urging us to take up in a practical way the truth we have learned in the glad tidings, that when Christ died for us there was not only the meeting of the question of our guilt but the’ judging in His Person by God on our behalf all that we are as after the flesh—“the grass has withered and its flower has fallen”.  Now the truth is not presented in a merely negative way.  You will remember that in Luke 3 we read of “all the people having been baptised”.  That is, there was an obedience on the part of the people to the ministry of John the baptist; they were admitting that they were under the judgment of death, and the only thing was for them to go in death.  Then it says, “and Jesus having been baptised and praying ...”; it was not that Jesus needed to be baptised for Himself, but it was grace on His part to be identified with the people (we have “tasted that the Lord is gracious”); “the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended in a bodily form as a dove upon him; and a voice came out of heaven, Thou art my beloved Son, in thee I have found my delight”, v 21, 22.  Now that was not only a word to Jesus Himself, although it was that and conveyed to His own heart the delight the Father had in Him—but it was intended to be a word to us, as it says in Matthew, “This is my beloved Son” (calling our attention to Jesus) “in whom I have found my delight”.  The bearing of that is that if we come honestly under the teaching of the gospel, to accept that all flesh is as grass, we come at the same time to appreciate that there is one Man in whom God finds His delight; that Man is to be before our hearts, and we are to grow up to Christ in all things; there is to be no other man before us.  The very elements of that are in the gospel we have received; there is one Man in whom God can find all that His heart can delight and rest in, and God has given us the Holy Spirit, so that we are in Christ before God for ever; we need to let the grace of that be in our hearts.  Christ is to be the study of the Christian.  The gospel of Luke presents Jesus to us as growing up in a perfectly normal way under the eye of God; in grace He became a Man and He grew up before God in perfect normality.  Every stage of human life was filled out in sinless, holy perfection under the eye of God in Jesus; all that God would look for in a babe or a child was under His eye in Jesus as a babe and as a boy of twelve, so that it could be said that He grew up, and that He increased in wisdom and stature and in favour with God and men.  Now that is a great study for us when we are young, just as Jesus in manhood is a study for us when we are older.  You see Him at the age of twelve with His heart set upon His Father’s business, and He is found in the temple, recognising those who had the position outwardly of teachers of the law, asking them questions.  There is the wonderful combination in Jesus of the attitude of mind of One who had His Father’s business before Him and at the same time of an obedient spirit, so that He went down to Nazareth with His parents and was in subjection to them.  From then onwards during a period of eighteen years He was quietly, unmurmuringly accepting the circumstances that God had ordained for Him.

Continuing the scripture in 1 Peter 2, it says, “As newborn babes desire earnestly the pure mental milk of the word, that by it ye may grow up to salvation”, v 2.  When it says, “as newborn babes” it is not contemplating that we remain in the babe state spiritually; the point is how we desire; a newborn babe is characterised by undivided desire for the milk, so we are to be marked by the same character of desire for the pure mental milk of the word.  Our minds must not be a blank, that is where so many amongst us fail; we do not deliberately go in for the things of the world, but the tendency is for our minds to be insufficiently or unprofitably occupied; hence it says, “desire earnestly the pure mental milk of the word, that by it ye may grow up to salvation”.  I take it that the idea of growing up to salvation has in mind that we are to be delivered practically from everything that is contrary to God; first of all from the power of the flesh, so that we learn to prefer Christ to ourselves, and it becomes more normal for us to disallow the flesh and to give place to the Spirit, and we move on that line more and more all our days.  We see how this works out with the apostle Paul, one who had been caught up into Paradise; he says, “I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection; lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway”, 1 Cor 9: 27.  Even he had still to move, so long as he was here, on the principle of refusing the flesh and moving in the power of the Spirit.  Moses said that the Lord would have war with Amalek from generation to generation, see Exod 17, and Paul recognised this, and governed himself accordingly.  Amalek represents the power of Satan working through the flesh in the believer, which is incorrigibly opposed to what is of God, see Rom 7: 14, 15, and 8: 7 , 8.  The flesh lusts against the Spirit and the Spirit against the flesh, Gal 5: 17.  Hence as soon as God’s people had been given the water from the smitten rock, typical of the Holy Spirit given as a result of Christ having been smitten for us, Amalek attacks, and Joshua, typical of Christ known in the believer’s affections as the One to whom he now lives, leads in the conflict and breaks Amalek’s power.  But the flesh in the believer remains unchanged as long as he lives; hence the need for recognising that it is not to be surrendered to, see Rom 8: 12, 13.  It is as Christ is more and more yielded to, and the Spirit is given His place, that we grow up to salvation, which is not a question of our justification or of peace towards God, but of our being practically delivered from the power over us of the flesh and the world.

Then it says, “If so be ye have tasted that the Lord is gracious”.  Everyone here will bear testimony to that.  My private exercise is not yours and yours is not mine, but we each prove that the Lord is gracious.  Even if we dismally fail, as Peter did, we prove that the Lord is gracious; in this way we become attached to Him.  I do not believe there is much progress made apart from attachment to Christ.  Take all your difficulties to Him, whether circumstantial or spiritual; cleave to the Lord with purpose of heart.  As you do that you will find that He is gracious and you will become attached to Him; then you will begin to judge of things according to Christ.  “To whom coming, as unto a living stone”; He is the foundation Stone around whom the other stones are built—“disallowed indeed of men”; now you are beginning to feel how the world stands in relation to Christ.  On the other hand, He is “chosen of God, and precious”.  Are you going out to the Lord, disallowed indeed of men, but chosen of God, and precious?  Or are you going to be identified with that in which the Lord has no place?  If you know what it is to go forth unto Him without the camp bearing His reproach, you will know what it is to be built up, “yourselves also, as living stones”.  No one is excluded from this; a living stone is an essential part in the structure, which is a living structure composed of people who are capable of being moved in affection Godward.  Every brother and every sister is an integral part of this living structure.  The sisters, it is true, cannot voice what they have in their hearts when the saints are together, except in singing and in their Amens, but they have this privilege, that in their demeanour they set forth what is proper to the assembly in the way of subjection, whereas the brothers set forth intelligence in the expression of the mind of God.  These two beauties are combined in the assembly.  It is not that sisters are not living stones; they come with their affections to be moved Godward.  The assembly is one body, the Spirit sets us together as one in thoughts and feelings to glorify God and our Lord Jesus Christ.  We start with the truth of the gospel that all flesh is as grass, and we have Christ before us as the One in whom God finds His delight; we lend ourselves to the pure mental milk of the word and grow up to salvation, having in view that we should fit into our place as living stones in this spiritual house.  

The early part of the first book of Samuel is of the greatest interest to us as presenting very practically the idea of growth, and it is well to take account of the conditions set out in the book.  These conditions were outwardly dark; the head of the people and judge at that time was Eli the priest, and he was old and marked by inertia and lack of power.  The younger generation were wicked, the older generation having no power to restrain what was coming in.  One can easily see the aptness of that in its application to conditions in the Christian profession today.  At that time there were those, like Elkanah, who were content to go on with things as they were; but Hannah was not content to do so, she had in view a man child—full growth up to manhood—and she vowed that if God would give her a man child she would give him unto the Lord all his days.  What was in view ultimately was that the whole of the people of God should get the good of what God would give through Samuel.  The last passage I read says that “Samuel grew, and Jehovah was with him, and let none of his words fall to the ground.  And all Israel, from Dan even to Beersheba, knew that Samuel was established a prophet of Jehovah”.  It is quite likely that many individuals in Israel were not affected by the fact that Samuel was established as a prophet of Jehovah, but the mind of God was there, available for all Israel.  It may be that many Christians do not trouble about the mind of God, but we should at any rate have before us that the mind of God should be available for the whole assembly if they want it.  If God gives His mind at the present time in spiritual power, He has nothing less in view than all the saints.  Now it is well to see how Samuel moved.  It says in chapter 2: 11, that “the boy ministered to Jehovah in the presence of Eli the priest”, and again in verse 18, “and Samuel ministered before Jehovah, a boy girded with a linen ephod”.  You will notice that this man who subsequently became such a great prophet started as a child, but he started on the lines of being a priest.  I do not believe there is any spiritual growth unless there is exercise on this line of ministering to the Lord.  The Lord Jesus was supremely pleasing to God before His three-and-a-half years of public service were entered upon; there were thirty years of previous history in which He was pleasing to God.  Samuel was on that line; there began to appear under God’s eye even one boy who ministered what was pleasing to Him.  The Lord was before Samuel in his exercises; Samuel “ministered before the Lord” when he was a boy.  The very fact that conditions all around are so utterly displeasing to God should be all the more an incentive to you and me to provide what is pleasing to Him.

Verse 17 describes the sin of the young men, but in contrast to that it says “Samuel ministered before Jehovah, a boy girded with a linen ephod”—as if God is saying, The conditions around are absolutely abhorrent to Me, but by this boy there is something being ministered to Me, in practical righteousness and holiness.  God had earlier chosen Aaron and his sons to serve Him as priests, see Exod 28: 41, and compare 1 Sam 2: 27, 28.  This involves that in serving God we consider for Him, and what is pleasing to Him, and we are not concerned about pleasing ourselves or others.  Now Samuel, though not officially a priest, for he was not of the house of Aaron, was morally one, as providing for God that which the official priesthood entirely failed to afford.  In verse 19 we read that his mother made him a little coat and brought it to him from year to year.  She recognised that growth would be normal in her child.  We should be concerned if this is not the case with the young ones found in all our local companies.  Can we say that they need, so to speak, a bigger coat this year than they did last year?  When Hannah came up with her husband for the yearly sacrifice she would bring a coat.

May the Lord help us not to limit our thoughts to what we enjoy in the meeting, but to be concerned about what there is for God, growing up before Him, ministering to Him.  We need to foster that exercise and to see that growth of a spiritual kind is being promoted.  Growth spiritually involves that we are increasing in our appreciation of Christ, and in practical correspondence with Him, in spirit, ways, and intelligence.  Hence God is more exacting, so to speak, in what He looks for from us when we are older than when we are young.

It says at the end of verse 21 that the boy Samuel grew before Jehovah.  There was nothing abnormal in Jesus as He grew in wisdom and stature, and we have to maintain this exercise of being what we are; young ones have to grow up before the Lord in a normal way.  He looks for obedience in a child, the features proper to a child, respect for those who are older; He looks to see that the children value the company of the saints and do not want the world, and as we begin to get older the Lord looks for dependence upon God and confidence in Him, and, too, that we desire earnestly the pure mental milk of the word that we may grow thereby.

“And the boy Samuel grew on, and was in favour both with Jehovah and also with men”, v 26.  These are almost the same words as are used of Jesus; it shows that Christ is always before the mind of God as the great standard that He would have before His people as they grow up.  The climax of this progress on the part of Samuel is at the end of chapter 3, when it says that Samuel, no longer a child, “Samuel grew”; in a sense he is a full-grown man, yet it says “Samuel grew, and Jehovah was with him, and let none of his words fall to the ground.  And all Israel, from Dan even to Beer-sheba, knew that Samuel was established a prophet of Jehovah”.  Dear brethren, is not that something to have before us, that there should be growth on these lines so that the mind of God might be available for His people?  In the beginning of chapter 3 it says that the word of the Lord was rare in those days, but Samuel was there fulfilling his mother’s exercises and securing that the mind of God should be available to all the people.

The chapter in Ephesians speaks of the exalted, dominant position occupied at the present time by the Lord Jesus: “He that descended is the same who has also ascended up above all the heavens, that he might fill all things”; from that position He has given gifts.  One is concerned, and I think rightly, that ministry should be effective, that it should not be so much mere talk, but that it should be effective; all the power of an ascended Christ is behind the ministry.  We have not apostles, but we have prophets, we have pastors and teachers; and there are doubtless evangelists; one is not ignoring the broken state of things in the assembly, but the Lord has given the gifts.  And what is in view in the giving of the gifts?  It is “the perfecting of the saints; with a view to the work of the ministry, with a view to the edifying of the body of Christ”.  What a marvellous conception is the body of Christ!  The vessel composed of all the saints of God, that in which Christ can give expression to His own affections, His own feelings Godward, His own graces as under the eye of God and for His pleasure; the intention is also that what God is as known in Christ should find expression, as it will do fully in a coming day.

“Until we all arrive at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, at the full-grown man, at the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”.  That is the climax before the mind of God in regard of spiritual growth.  All that Christ is in expression as a Man is now to be formed in His body the assembly.  There is no less measure than that before the heart of God.  When the city comes down from God out of heaven the angel applies the standard, the golden reed, and he finds it all according to measure, fully up to standard.  In the meantime, as treasuring Christ personally in our hearts we are to hold the truth in love and grow up to Him in all things.

 

From Words of Truth 1939

 


Scripture references

1 Peter 1:24 (JND) [24] Because all flesh [is] as grass, and all its glory as [the] flower of grass. The grass has withered and [its] flower has fallen;

1 Peter 2:1-5 (JND) [1] Laying aside therefore all malice and all guile and hypocrisies and envyings and all evil speakings, [2] as newborn babes desire earnestly the pure mental milk of the word, that by it ye may grow up to salvation, [3] if indeed ye have tasted that the Lord [is] good. [4] To whom coming, a living stone, cast away indeed as worthless by men, but with God chosen, precious, [5] yourselves also, as living stones, are being built up a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God by Jesus Christ.

1 Samuel 2:18-26 (JND) [18] And Samuel ministered before Jehovah, a boy girded with a linen ephod. [19] And his mother made him a little coat, and brought it to him from year to year, when she came up with her husband to sacrifice the yearly sacrifice. [20] And Eli blessed Elkanah and his wife, and said, Jehovah give thee seed of this woman for the loan which is lent to Jehovah. And they went to their own home. [21] So Jehovah visited Hannah, and she conceived, and bore three sons and two daughters. And the boy Samuel grew before Jehovah. [22] And Eli was very old, and heard all that his sons were doing to all Israel, and that they lay with the women that served at the entrance of the tent of meeting. [23] And he said to them, Why do ye such things? for I hear of your evil deeds from all this people. [24] No, my sons, for it is no good report that I hear: ye make Jehovah's people transgress. [25] If one man sin against another, God will judge him; but if a man sin against Jehovah, who shall intreat for him? But they hearkened not to the voice of their father, for Jehovah was minded to slay them. [26] And the boy Samuel grew on, and was in favour both with Jehovah and also with men.

1 Samuel 3:19-21 (JND) [19] And Samuel grew, and Jehovah was with him, and let none of his words fall to the ground. [20] And all Israel, from Dan even to Beer-sheba, knew that Samuel was established a prophet of Jehovah. [21] And Jehovah appeared again at Shiloh; for Jehovah revealed himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the word of Jehovah.

Ephesians 4:11-16 (JND) [11] and *he* has given some apostles, and some prophets, and some evangelists, and some shepherds and teachers, [12] for the perfecting of the saints; with a view to [the] work of [the] ministry, with a view to the edifying of the body of Christ; [13] until we all arrive at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, at [the] full-grown man, at [the] measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ; [14] in order that we may be no longer babes, tossed and carried about by every wind of *that* teaching [which is] in the sleight of men, in unprincipled cunning with a view to systematized error; [15] but, holding the truth in love, we may grow up to him in all things, who is the head, the Christ: [16] from whom the whole body, fitted together, and connected by every joint of supply, according to [the] working in [its] measure of each one part, works for itself the increase of the body to its self-building up in love.

Luke 3 (JND) [1] Now in the fifteenth year of the government of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judaea, and Herod tetrarch of Galilee, and Philip his brother tetrarch of Ituraea and the region of Trachonitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene, [2] in the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, [the] word of God came upon John, the son of Zacharias, in the wilderness. [3] And he came into all the district round the Jordan, preaching [the] baptism of repentance for [the] remission of sins, …

1 Peter 2 (JND) [1] Laying aside therefore all malice and all guile and hypocrisies and envyings and all evil speakings, [2] as newborn babes desire earnestly the pure mental milk of the word, that by it ye may grow up to salvation, [3] if indeed ye have tasted that the Lord [is] good. …

1 Corinthians 9:27 (JND) [27] But I buffet my body, and lead it captive, lest [after] having preached to others I should be myself rejected.

Exodus 17 (JND) [1] And all the assembly of the children of Israel journeyed from the wilderness of Sin, according to their journeys, at the command of Jehovah; and they encamped in Rephidim; and there was no water for the people to drink. [2] And the people contended with Moses, and said, Give us water, that we may drink! And Moses said to them, Why do ye dispute with me? Why do ye tempt Jehovah? [3] And the people thirsted there for water; and the people murmured against Moses, and said, Why is it that thou hast brought us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our cattle with thirst? …

Romans 7:14-15 (JND) [14] For we know that the law is spiritual: but *I* am fleshly, sold under sin. [15] For that which I do, I do not own: for not what I will, this I do; but what I hate, this I practise.

Romans 8:7-8 (JND) [7] Because the mind of the flesh is enmity against God: for it is not subject to the law of God; for neither indeed can it be: [8] and they that are in flesh cannot please God.

Galatians 5:17 (JND) [17] For the flesh lusts against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh: and these things are opposed one to the other, that ye should not do those things which ye desire;

Romans 8:12-13 (JND) [12] So then, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to flesh; [13] for if ye live according to flesh, ye are about to die; but if, by the Spirit, ye put to death the deeds of the body, ye shall live:

Exodus 28:41 (JND) [41] And thou shalt clothe with them Aaron thy brother, and his sons with him; and shalt anoint them, and consecrate them, and hallow them, that they may serve me as priests.

1 Samuel 2:27-28 (JND) [27] And there came a man of God to Eli and said to him, Thus saith Jehovah: Did I plainly reveal myself to the house of thy father when they were in Egypt, in Pharaoh's house, [28] and choose him out of all the tribes of Israel, to be my priest, to offer upon mine altar, to burn incense, to wear the ephod before me? and I gave unto the house of thy father all the offerings by fire of the children of Israel.



THE SPIRIT OF PROPHECY AND THE SPIRITS OF THE PROPHETS


Revelation 19: 10; 22: 6 

Numbers 27: 15-18

Ezekiel 11: 11-17

I desire to say a word, as the Lord may help me, on the spirit of prophecy and the spirits of the prophets.  God has always maintained prophetic testimony in the world since time began (see Acts 3: 21 and Luke 1: 70).  Abel was the first prophet; he is given that place by the Lord when He spoke of “the blood of all the prophets from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zacharias”, Luke 11: 50, 51.  I believe that throws light on the intention of prophetic ministry, that it is a divine provision in the presence of what is contrary to the truth, or opposed to the rights of God.  That being so, God has seen to it that prophetic testimony is carried right through until the coming of the Lord; indeed, prophetic ministry has that day in mind, for we are to be amongst those who love Christ’s appearing.  Prophetic ministry at the present time would, in its moral effect, bring about conditions amongst the saints that are in accord with what will be established publicly at the coming of the Lord.

First, I would say a word as to the spirit of prophecy, which is said to be the testimony of Jesus.  That comes in in chapter 19 of the Revelation, when Jesus is seen as publicly vindicated.  It is a most exhilarating chapter.  “The marriage of the Lamb is come”.  There are voices in heaven, as it says in the first verse: “And after these things I heard a great voice of much people in heaven, saying, Alleluia, Salvation, and glory, and honour, and power, unto the Lord our God”.  Then again in verse 5: “And a voice came out of the throne, saying, Praise our God, all ye his servants, and ye that fear him, both small and great”.  Then again, in verse 6: “And I heard as it were the voice of a great multitude, and as the voice of many waters, and as the voice of mighty thunderings, saying, Alleluia: for the Lord God omnipotent reigneth.  Let us be glad and rejoice, and give honour to him: for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife hath made herself ready”.

That is the occasion when it is indicated by the angel that the spirit of prophecy is the testimony of Jesus.  It is as though we are permitted to see His vindication publicly—“the marriage of the Lamb is come”—the idea of a marriage being a public celebration where the one concerned is the centre of everything and the object of honour.  He is the Centre of the whole scene, and the One who is thus the Centre is the Lamb.  Now the Lamb in the book of Revelation suggests very much the idea of the testimony.  John was in Patmos for the word of God and for the testimony of Jesus, and that is exactly what we are here for.  Wherever God has placed us, we are there now at the present time for the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.  The mind of God is to be available to men—to any who want it—and the testimony is to be carried through, and it is to go through on the principle of maintaining the rights of God at all cost, but as prepared to go through in the acceptance of suffering.  That is what the Lamb stands for in the book of Revelation.

In this book the greatness of His work, as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world, is not the subject that is stressed; it is His character publicly as a Lamb slain.  It is a diminutive idea, but it is on that principle that the testimony is carried through.  It is as the Lamb that He opens the seals in chapter 5, where He is also described as the Lion of the tribe of Judah, and it is in the same character that He is seen as the central figure in chapter 19, where it says, “the marriage of the Lamb is come”.  Then it says, “his wife hath made herself ready”.  The saints are brought in, and they are in keeping with the position, for their clothing is “the righteousnesses of the saints”.  It is a matter of our being in correspondence with Him as to practical acts of righteousness, especially where they have had to be maintained in the presence of what is opposed.

I want to stress that the saints in that day contribute to the occasion.  The bride is in moral accord with the day when the Lamb is supreme, by having maintained the rights of God.  It is well to understand that the testimony has, from its earliest days, gone through on that principle—the principle of suffering rather than surrendering the rights of God, and that was particularly set out in Abel, the first prophet and, I may say, the first man who ever died.  To him was given in the grace of God that he should die for the truth’s sake.  Wonderful mercy and grace of the blessed God that, when death passed upon all, the first man who died, died for the truth’s sake.  That is the wonderful way in which God often operates when His government is accepted.

As accepting fully that death lay upon him, as his offering indicated, it was given to Abel, not only to stand for the truth, but to die for it.  Cain was the elder brother and he brought as his offering what was an entire denial of the truth of the moment, which was that death had passed upon all and the only means of approach to God was by means of a sacrifice.  God had given light as to that to Adam and Eve when He had clothed them with coats of skin, indicating that they should be clothed by the death of a victim.  It was the light of the moment.  The whole foundation of the truth lay there, and Cain, the elder son, moved in disregard of that light and brought an offering of the fruits of the ground, which did not suggest death.  He moved first and he was the elder brother, and therefore it raised the issue with Abel as to what he would do.  Will Abel follow the lead that his brother has given in order to preserve peace?  Or will he stand for the rights of God as an overcomer?  Abel acted as an overcomer.

The principle of overcoming appeared at the outset, like the principle of prophetic testimony.  Abel brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof, and that brought forth the opposition of his brother, who rose up and slew him.  We might think that the testimony was defeated, but God knows no such thing as defeat.  The worst thing that Satan can do to man, and the last thing he can do, is to kill the body; after that he can do no more.  Death is the limit of Satan’s power.  Therefore, if need be, all that the saints of God have to do is to be faithful unto death, and then Satan is overcome and the saints have to do with the God of resurrection.

Abel sets out the spirit of prophecy, which is the testimony of Jesus.  The rights of God and the mind of God are carried through to the end on that principle, that, if need be, we will suffer even to death for the truth’s sake.  We shall not go through by fleshly energy.  The Lord said to Peter, “Put up again thy sword into his place: for all they that take the sword shall perish with the sword”, Matt 26: 52.  The testimony is not to go through on that line, but in accord with the spirit of Jesus.  The spirit of prophecy is the testimony of Jesus.

God rewarded Abel’s faith.  He not only gave him the great honour of dying for the truth’s sake, but the Spirit of God says of him, “he being dead yet speaketh”.  Then God gave to Adam and Eve another son, that is Seth, of whom Eve could say, “God ... hath appointed me another seed instead of Abel, whom Cain slew”.  We need not be afraid that the testimony will go under, for it will not.  It is in God’s hands, so that, if Abel dies, God gives Eve another seed.  Seth was to take the place of Abel, not to perpetuate Cain, for Abel stood for what was to continue.

Then we read of Enos, and it says, “then began men to call upon the name of the Lord”.  There was the recognition that man was mortal, but the resource of the faithful was in calling on the name of Jehovah.  In the earliest days, God set out in Abel, and in those who immediately followed him, the principle on which the testimony is to go through right to the end.  The spirit of prophecy is the testimony of Jesus.

Now I would like to say a word as to the spirits of the prophets, for God is the Lord God of the spirits of the prophets, Rev 22: 6.  If there is to be a prophetic testimony, it is necessary that there should be prophets, and if the prophets are to be in this world before men as conveying the mind of God, and as thus representative of God, so that He could say, “Touch not mine anointed, and do my prophets no harm”, Ps 105: 12-15, it is essential that in their spirits they should convey a right impression of God.

We have no record of anything that Abel said, yet he was a prophet.  He stood for the rights of God in the spirit of Jesus, but then he loved his brother, for God says to Cain, “unto thee shall be his desire”.  Abel’s desires were towards Cain; he was not in any way affected by Cain’s murderous attitude towards him.  If Abel had to withstand Cain in the testimony, he was completely in accord with God.  God appealed to Cain, saying, “If thou doest well, shalt thou not be accepted? and if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the door”, and Abel was in accord with that.  God is the Lord God of the spirits of the prophets.

Of Enoch, the next prophet of whom we read, it says that he walked with God three hundred years.  His testimony was most unrelenting.  We have it in the epistle of Jude: “Enoch also, the seventh from Adam, prophesied of these, saying, Behold, the Lord cometh with ten thousands of his saints, to execute judgment upon all, and to convince all that are ungodly among them of all their ungodly deeds which they have ungodly committed, and of all their hard speeches which ungodly sinners have spoken against him”.  In a word, all Enoch’s testimony, as far as it is recorded in Scripture, is unsparing judgment, yet in spirit he was with God, for he walked with God three hundred years.

I speak practically and feelingly as realising how easy it is, in a world where evil is developing, for our spirits to get out of keeping with the spirit proper to the prophets.  We need to remember that our position here is as God’s anointed ones, and the God with whom we have to do is the Lord God of the spirits of the prophets.  We read in Romans 9: “What if God, willing to shew his wrath, and to make his power known ...” and He will.  These are features of divine glory which will be expressed in their due time, but then it continues: “endured with much long suffering the vessels of wrath fitted to destruction”.  That is the character of things at the present moment; God is enduring with much longsuffering vessels of wrath fitted to destruction.  This is the period of God’s longsuffering grace, and, if evil is rising to its height, the saints of God are to be in accord with the spirit of longsuffering.  The day will come when other features of divine glory will come into expression.  God will show His wrath and make His power known, but at the present moment God is showing His glory in His grace towards all men, because Jesus is the propitiation, not only for our sins, but also for the whole world, and that gives God a righteous basis on which He can go on in longsuffering towards all.  If we occupy in any degree the ground of being God’s prophets, our spirits should be in accord with the mind of God, just as Enoch, while giving testimony of judgment, all the time was walking with God.

Now we come to Moses in the book of Numbers, and he is the greatest of the prophets of the Old Testament, as we read in Deuteronomy 34: 10, “And there arose not a prophet since in Israel like unto Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face”.  Now in the passage read from Numbers 27 he is seen in a remarkable position, for God had said to him that he was to go up to the mount to see the land which He had given to the children of Israel.  “And when thou hast seen it, thou also shalt be gathered unto thy people, as Aaron thy brother was gathered.  For ye rebelled against my commandment in the desert of Zin, in the strife of the congregation, to sanctify me at the water before their eyes”.  It is a solemn consideration for every one of us that God must be hallowed and sanctified in those who publicly represent Him.  It is for all of us to take up the idea of publicly representing God, for it is for that purpose that we have received the Spirit.  We are God’s anointed ones and we have the power in the Spirit to maintain a public representation of God before men, but God must be sanctified by those on whose account He is prepared to reprove kings.

Moses was cut off from going into the land because on one occasion he failed to sanctify God in the presence of the congregation.  Moses longed to go into the land; he besought God that he might do so, but He had to say to him, “Speak no more to me of this matter”.  There was no moving God’s government, and Moses had to accept it, and he did wholeheartedly, for he said, “Let the Lord, the God of the spirits of all flesh, set a man over the congregation, which may go out before them, and which may go in before them, and which may lead them out, and which may bring them in; that the congregation of the Lord be not as sheep which have no shepherd”.  What a beautiful spirit!  He considered for the people of God and not for himself.  God loves a spirit like that; he is praying that, as God is not allowing him to go into the land, He will set over them the right man—a man to lead by his own Spirit.  God immediately takes it up; He says, “Take thee Joshua the son of Nun, a man in whom is the spirit, and lay thine hand upon him”.  A man characterised by the Spirit of God is the one who will lead the people.  I only refer to that as an example of the spirits of the prophets.

Moses was entirely with God in the acceptance of His government; he was enlarged as a result of it, so that while cut off from going into the land, he had the great privilege of being shown it by God Himself.  No one else was distinguished in that way.  He stands out before us as an example of a great prophet, who had to learn the lesson that God is the Lord God of the spirits of the prophets.

In closing, I turn to Ezekiel, as one who sets forth the spirit of a prophet.  Ezekiel lived in very difficult days, when God’s people were refusing His government, when apostasy was reaching its height.  He had been prophesying to a people who were marked by an utter disregard of the word of God.  It says, “And it came to pass, when I prophesied, that Pelatiah the son of Benaiah died”.  One of the rebels against the word of God, under the power of prophetic ministry, died at Ezekiel’s feet.  What was Ezekiel’s attitude? He says, “Then fell I down upon my face, and cried with a loud voice, and said, Ah, Lord God! wilt thou make a full end of the remnant of Israel?”  A beautiful spirit, which shows that the man had the people of God before him! The prophet becomes a priest.  I believe that the priestly feature must underlie the prophetic spirit, and here this prophet falls down upon his face.  He is called “Ezekiel the priest”, as though that characterised the man.

He immediately receives an answer from God—a most encouraging answer.  There were those at that time who were definitely refusing the word which Jehovah had sent through Jeremiah in chapter 29 of his prophecy, when God told the people that they were to accept captivity and were to build houses and pray for the peace of the city where they were carried away captive.  Now God comes in with a comforting word to those who bow to His government.  He says to Ezekiel in verse 6, “Although I have cast them far off among the heathen, and although I have scattered them among the countries, yet will I be to them as a little sanctuary in the countries where they shall come”.  I refer to that for the principle of it.  If there is the bowing to God’s government in the acceptance humbly before God of all that He may allow to come upon His people in common with men, then He will be to them a little sanctuary.  We shall know what it is to have a little retreat reserved to us where we may enjoy our inheritance, even in those conditions.

If you go through the prophets you will find the same kind of spirit marking others.  It marked Amos, who cried to God and besought Him to take account of the smallness of Jacob when God’s chastisement was upon His people (see chapter 7)—a spirit that commended God.

It is open to every one of us to maintain the truth as to death lying upon men, and of Christ’s being the only ground of acceptance with God.  We can maintain that in our verbal testimony, but we ourselves should be in keeping with it.  The saints should be apart from what is going on in the world, and keep themselves in their own souls in keeping with the truth.  As they do so, they have their own part in the prophetic testimony, and God will see to it that the testimony is carried through—it will be carried through in the Spirit of Jesus.  “The spirit of prophecy is the testimony of Jesus”.  On the other hand, the God with whom we have to do is the Lord God of the spirits of the prophets, and it is for us to see that our spirits are in accord with the mind of God.
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Scripture references

Revelation 19:10 (JND) [10] And I fell before his feet to do him homage. And he says to me, See [thou do it] not. I am thy fellow-bondman, and [the fellow-bondman] of thy brethren who have the testimony of Jesus. Do homage to God. For the spirit of prophecy is the testimony of Jesus.

Revelation 22:6 (JND) [6] And he said to me, These words [are] faithful and true; and [the] Lord God of the spirits of the prophets has sent his angel to shew to his bondmen the things which must soon come to pass.

Numbers 27:15-18 (JND) [15] And Moses spoke to Jehovah, saying, [16] Let Jehovah, the God of the spirits of all flesh, set a man over the assembly, [17] who may go out before them, and who may come in before them, and who may lead them out, and who may bring them in, that the assembly of Jehovah be not as sheep that have no shepherd. [18] And Jehovah said to Moses, Take Joshua the son of Nun, a man in whom is the Spirit, and thou shalt lay thy hand upon him;

Ezekiel 11:11-17 (JND) [11] This shall not be your cauldron, neither shall ye be the flesh in the midst of it: I will judge you in the borders of Israel; [12] and ye shall know that I [am] Jehovah, in whose statutes ye have not walked, neither have done mine ordinances, but have done after the ordinances of the nations that are round about you. [13] And it came to pass, when I prophesied, that Pelatiah the son of Benaiah died. And I fell down on my face, and cried with a loud voice, and said, Ah, Lord Jehovah! wilt thou make a full end of the remnant of Israel? [14] And the word of Jehovah came unto me, saying, [15] Son of man, [it is] thy brethren, thy brethren, the men of thy kindred, and all the house of Israel, the whole of it, unto whom the inhabitants of Jerusalem say, Get you far from Jehovah: unto us is this land given for a possession. [16] Therefore say, Thus saith the Lord Jehovah: Although I have removed them far off among the nations, and although I have scattered them among the countries, yet will I be to them as a little sanctuary in the countries whither they are come. [17] Therefore say, Thus saith the Lord Jehovah: I will even gather you from the peoples, and assemble you out of the countries where ye are scattered, and I will give you the land of Israel.

Acts 3:21 (JND) [21] whom heaven indeed must receive till [the] times of [the] restoring of all things, of which God has spoken by the mouth of his holy prophets since time began.

Luke 1:70 (JND) [70] as he spoke by [the] mouth of his holy prophets, who have been since the world began;

Luke 11:50-51 (JND) [50] that the blood of all the prophets which has been poured out from the foundation of the world may be required of this generation, [51] from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zacharias, who perished between the altar and the house; yea, I say to you, it shall be required of this generation.

Matthew 26:52 (JND) [52] Then saith Jesus to him, Return thy sword to its place; for all who take the sword shall perish by the sword.

Revelation 22:6 (JND) [6] And he said to me, These words [are] faithful and true; and [the] Lord God of the spirits of the prophets has sent his angel to shew to his bondmen the things which must soon come to pass.

Psalms 105:12-15 (JND) [12] When they were a few men in number, of small account, and strangers in it. [13] And they went from nation to nation, from one kingdom to another people. [14] He suffered no man to oppress them, and reproved kings for their sakes, [15] [Saying,] Touch not mine anointed ones, and do my prophets no harm.

Romans 9 (JND) [1] I say [the] truth in Christ, I lie not, my conscience bearing witness with me in [the] Holy Spirit, [2] that I have great grief and uninterrupted pain in my heart, [3] for I have wished, I myself, to be a curse from the Christ for my brethren, my kinsmen, according to flesh; …

Deuteronomy 34:10 (JND) [10] And there arose no prophet since in Israel like Moses, whom Jehovah had known face to face;

Numbers 27 (JND) [1] Then drew near the daughters of Zelophehad, the son of Hepher, the son of Gilead, the son of Machir, the son of Manasseh, of the families of Manasseh the son of Joseph; and these were the names of his daughters: Mahlah, Noah, and Hoglah, and Milcah, and Tirzah. [2] And they stood before Moses, and before Eleazar the priest, and before the princes and the whole assembly, at the entrance of the tent of meeting, saying, [3] Our father died in the wilderness, and he was not in the band of them that banded themselves together against Jehovah in the band of Korah; but he died in his own sin, and he had no sons. …



Holy Men And Women




HOLY MEN AND WOMEN

Psalm 90: 1, 2

1 Timothy 6: 1-16

2 Timothy 3: 16, 17

1 Peter 3: 3-6

Judges 4: 4, 5

Having in mind that the assembly is composed of brothers and sisters, men and women, I wish, by the Lord’s help, to speak of holy men of God, and of holy women who trust in God.  Scripture speaks of both.  Peter, in his second epistle, tells us that “the prophecy came not in old time by the will of man, but holy men of God spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost”, 2 Pet 1: 21.  In his first epistle, in the passage read, he speaks of “holy women who trusted in God”.  In holy men of God, and holy women who trust in God, we have the constituents in moral power of the assembly.  As the days become increasingly difficult, and the testimony nears its end, there is an urgent call for such men and women.  What is important in the testimony is the truth of God and the rights of God.  We are living in days when the power and will of man, energised by Satan, have risen to great heights—the object being to destroy, if possible, from this earth, all that stands for the rights of God and His truth.  That calls for men of God and holy women who trust in God.

Women do not stand out publicly in the testimony, though they have their part in it.  Their part is rather to provide subjective conditions as a support for it.  They form the counterpart of the “men of God”.  They have confidence in God, which calls down divine support, so that the testimony can go through.  Connected with the thought of the men is the ability to stand out as representing God, but the women set out the idea of the subjective conditions which are necessary for the maintenance of the testimony to the end.

Both ideas are completely set out in the Lord Himself.  Did ever any one maintain the truth of God so perfectly and so blessedly as Jesus?  On the other hand, no one was ever marked by such complete dependence and confidence in God as He was, so that He is heard saying, “I was cast upon thee from the womb: thou art my God from my mother’s belly”, Ps 22: 10.  From the very outset this feature of dependence on God, and confidence in God, characterised Him, and formed the moral basis of the maintenance of the truth of God, right through to the end.  Indeed, it became a matter of taunt from his enemies on the cross.  They said, “He trusted in God; let him deliver him now”, Matt 27: 43.  That was taken account of by His enemies.  Then came the moment of all moments when He was actually forsaken of God, and yet He trusted God right through, and was heard “from the horns of the unicorns”, Ps 22: 2.

Moses comes before us as one of the outstanding men of God.  Psalm 90 is a “Prayer of Moses the man of God”.  The idea of a man of God is not limited to the elder brothers, for Timothy was a young brother, and Paul addresses him as a man of God, 1 Tim 6: 11.  Moses was a man of prayer, and what was in his soul comes to light in this prayer.  He says, “Lord, thou hast been our dwelling place in all generations”, Ps 90: I.  He found his dwelling place in God, and thus was not moved by what men said or thought or did.  And then, as expressing the sense he had of the greatness of God he says: “Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever thou hadst formed the earth and the world, even from everlasting to everlasting, thou art God”.  I believe that lies at the root of the constitution of a man of God—he has God before him and not men.  The Psalm goes on to speak of the mortality of man, for man is but mortal.  When Cain slew Abel—the first man who stood for the rights of God, God gave another son in place of Abel, and his name was called Seth, which means “appointed”.  God will see to it that there is an appointed seed to carry on the testimony.  Then it says, “to Seth ... was born a son; and he called his name Enos”, which means frail, mortal, man, showing that the testimony is to be carried on by men who are mortal and can thus be put to death, but it adds “then began men to call upon the name of the Lord”, Gen 4: 26.  Their resource was in the name of the Lord.

Moses was fully developed on that line, for he says, “Lord, thou hast been our dwelling place in all generations, and “from everlasting to everlasting, thou art God”.  As he proceeds, he takes account of the discipline of God, and prays: “So teach us to number our days”.  He recognises that life at best is but brief, so that this man of God would impress us with the importance of our days.  Abraham died full of days, as also did Isaac, David, Job and Jehoiada, as though every day, or at any rate a large number of the days, of their lives had been such as God could take account of with pleasure.  Moses recognises the brevity of human life, and, too, the urgency of the testimony, and so he says, “So teach us to number our days, that we may acquire a wise heart”, Ps 90: 12.

Paul had in mind that Timothy, as having already given evidence of the features of a man of God, should be preserved.  If Satan sees any one who is set for the things of God, he will do his utmost to ensnare him or turn him aside in some way or other.  So Paul takes account of that.  He had been speaking of the danger of ambition, and then he says: “But thou, O man of God, flee these things”.  Piety with contentment is great gain.  In regard of this life, it is the great prescription for a happy and successful life, He continues: “and pursue righteousness, piety, faith, love, endurance, meekness of spirit”.

Righteousness is what is right in the sight of God in actual practice.  We must not deflect from it, to the right hand or the left.  It must be the governing principle of our life.  In Proverbs, which has in mind that we should be preserved for God in a world of evil, wisdom says: “I lead in the way of righteousness, in the midst of the paths of judgment”, Prov 8: 20.  Piety preserves us from ambition and from discontent.  It is bringing God into every matter of our life here.  And then faith—that is more than confidence in God.  Faith means that we are governed by the light of unseen things.  We have the great privilege of stepping into the eleventh chapter of Hebrews and continuing the path—the path that commenced with Abel and which will continue till faith gives place to sight.

Then there are love, endurance and meekness of spirit.  The man who was king in Jeshurun and who led out perhaps two million people—the man who could stand up and maintain the rights of God in a crisis at the time of the idolatry in respect of the golden calf—he was the meekest man in all the earth.  One has sometimes wondered how it was that Moses acquired his meekness.  I have thought of God showing Moses the pattern of the tabernacle.  I have no doubt that God would explain to Moses what it typified.  How God would delight to speak to Moses of Him whom the ark typified and from whom the whole system was to take character—so different from any other man!  All that is going to subsist before God is to take character from Him who could say, “I am meek and lowly in heart”, Matt 11: 29.  I can understand how Moses would become imbued with meekness of spirit!

On one occasion the spirit of Moses was provoked and he spoke unadvisedly with his lips, and for one failure on his part he was denied entrance to the land.  It might seem to us arbitrary on God’s part, but Moses had failed to hallow God.  He was here in this world as representing God, and he had failed to hallow the God he represented.  Timothy is charged in the sight of God who quickeneth all things and before Christ Jesus—and then the apostle speaks of His appearing, “Which in his times he shall shew, who is the blessed and only Potentate, the King of kings and Lord of lords”, I Tim.  6: 14, 15.  The Father knows the time; it is in His power.  It is to be shown by Him who is King of kings and Lord of lords—which is the sense Paul had of God.  He was shortly to appear before the great Roman emperor, but Paul, in his soul, was in the presence of God.

In this first epistle we have what the man of God is to follow if he is to be preserved, and in the second we have his equipment—and that is in the Scriptures.  “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: that the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works”, 2 Tim 3: 16, 17.  He is to be completely equipped, and complete in his qualifications, as making full use of the Scriptures.  It necessitates that we know them, that is, all Scripture.  We cannot afford to except a single one of the books of the Scriptures.  They afford a remarkable armoury, and as we acquaint ourselves with them, the Holy Spirit can bring them to our minds to meet any emergency as it arises.  There is not a single thing that can arise in the history of the testimony that is not provided for in the Scriptures, and thus the man of God is to be fully fitted to every good work.

“Holy women who trust in God”, speak of another aspect of the testimony.  The apostle Peter, recognising the tendency that certain things have to appeal to women, urges upon the sisters to take account of how things are valued in the sight of God.  The man of God walks before God, and Peter urges sisters to walk before God and to take account of things as God values them.  “Let it be the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not corruptible, even the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price”.  It is a question of divine valuation, different from that which is current amongst men, and exercising ourselves to be in the sight of God.

There is not only this adornment, but there is this question of trusting in God.  He brings forward Sarah, going back all those generations to remind us of one who is the mother of all true believers.  She is to be spiritually regarded by sisters as their mother, as Abraham is the father of the faithful.  The feature she brings forward is that of complete subjection.  She called her husband “lord”.  The Spirit of God brings that forward as a feature which is particularly pleasing to God.  It is not suggesting that sisters by word of mouth should call their husbands “lord”.  Sarah is not said to have addressed him as such, but in speaking to herself she said, “ After I am waxed old shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also”, Gen 18: 12.  It was not a moment when she was specially in spiritual power, yet, what she is characteristically comes to light.  This feature of subjection, which is rapidly being lost in the world, is a feature of great delight to God, and it is urgent in view of the trend of things in this world, that it should be maintained in its true dignity and value amongst the saints.  It is a characteristic feature of the assembly herself—she is subject to Christ.  The brothers are to set forth the idea of intelligence in the mind of God, whilst the sisters are there to set out the feature of subjection.  The complete combination of these two features is to be seen in the assembly.  These two things are brought together in 1 Corinthians 14, and all are to be marked by subjection.  The spirits of the prophets are to be subject to the prophets.  If we would have a true view of the value of subjection, we have only to remind ourselves that in the eternal day the Son Himself will be “placed in subjection to him who put all things in subjection to him, that God may be all in all”, 1 Cor 15: 28.  The Son retains this position of subjection eternally in order that all may be held in relation to the blessed God in the light in which He is revealed, so that He may be all in all forevermore.

Subjection is morally glorious—it is the principle on which God recovers and holds everything for Himself, and so one would urge on the sisters that they should take up this idea of “holy women who trust in God”.  It will show itself in their spirit, and in the true feature of subjection characterising them in everything, and will call forth divine support for the glorious testimony to which we are committed.

It is of the greatest importance that we should be in the truth of the assembly, and, as it is composed of men and women, that these things should have their place with us.  Brothers should be concerned to be men of God, and sisters to be holy women who trust in God.  There cannot be, in the assembly, any more spiritual power than that which is found in those who compose it.

 

SLIGO

18th March 1940

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________






Scripture references

Psalms 90:1-2 (JND) [1] {A Prayer of Moses, the man of God.} Lord, *thou* hast been our dwelling-place in all generations. [2] Before the mountains were brought forth, and thou hadst formed the earth and the world, even from eternity to eternity thou art God.

1 Timothy 6:1-16 (JND) [1] Let as many bondmen as are under yoke count their own masters worthy of all honour, that the name of God and the teaching be not blasphemed. [2] And they that have believing masters, let them not despise [them] because they are brethren; but let them the rather serve them with subjection, because they are faithful and beloved, who profit by the good and ready service [rendered]. These things teach and exhort. [3] If any one teach differently, and do not accede to sound words, those of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the teaching which [is] according to piety, [4] he is puffed up, knowing nothing, but sick about questions and disputes of words, out of which arise envy, strife, injurious words, evil suspicions, [5] constant quarrellings of men corrupted in mind and destitute of the truth, holding gain to be [the end of] piety. [6] But piety with contentment *is* great gain. [7] For we have brought nothing into the world: [it is] [manifest] that neither can we carry anything out. [8] But having sustenance and covering, we will be content with these. [9] But those who desire to be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and many unwise and hurtful lusts, which plunge men into destruction and ruin. [10] For the love of money is [the] root of every evil; which some having aspired after, have wandered from the faith, and pierced themselves with many sorrows. [11] But *thou*, O man of God, flee these things, and pursue righteousness, piety, faith, love, endurance, meekness of spirit. [12] Strive earnestly [in] the good conflict of faith. Lay hold of eternal life, to which thou hast been called, and hast confessed the good confession before many witnesses. …

2 Timothy 3:16-17 (JND) [16] Every scripture [is] divinely inspired, and profitable for teaching, for conviction, for correction, for instruction in righteousness; [17] that the man of God may be complete, fully fitted to every good work.

1 Peter 3:3-6 (JND) [3] whose adorning let it not be that outward one of tressing of hair, and wearing gold, or putting on apparel; [4] but the hidden man of the heart, in the incorruptible [ornament] of a meek and quiet spirit, which in the sight of God is of great price. [5] For thus also the holy women who have hoped in God heretofore adorned themselves, being subject to their own husbands; [6] as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord; whose children ye have become, doing good, and not fearing with any kind of consternation.

Judges 4:4-5 (JND) [4] And Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lapidoth, judged Israel at that time. [5] And she dwelt under the palm-tree of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in mount Ephraim; and the children of Israel came up to her for judgment.

2 Peter 1:21 (JND) [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.

2 Peter 1:21 (JND) [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.

Psalms 22:10 (JND) [10] I was cast upon thee from the womb; thou art my God from my mother's belly.

Matthew 27:43 (JND) [43] He trusted upon God; let him save him now if he will [have] him. For he said, I am Son of God.

Psalms 22:2 (JND) [2] My God, I cry by day, and thou answerest not; and by night, and there is no rest for me:

Psalms 90 (JND) [1] {A Prayer of Moses, the man of God.} Lord, *thou* hast been our dwelling-place in all generations. [2] Before the mountains were brought forth, and thou hadst formed the earth and the world, even from eternity to eternity thou art God. [3] Thou makest [mortal] man to return to dust, and sayest, Return, children of men. …

1 Timothy 6:11 (JND) [11] But *thou*, O man of God, flee these things, and pursue righteousness, piety, faith, love, endurance, meekness of spirit.

Psalms 90 (JND) [1] {A Prayer of Moses, the man of God.} Lord, *thou* hast been our dwelling-place in all generations. [2] Before the mountains were brought forth, and thou hadst formed the earth and the world, even from eternity to eternity thou art God. [3] Thou makest [mortal] man to return to dust, and sayest, Return, children of men. …

Genesis 4:26 (JND) [26] And to Seth, to him also was born a son; and he called his name Enosh. Then people began to call on the name of Jehovah.

Psalms 90:12 (JND) [12] So teach [us] to number our days, that we may acquire a wise heart.

Proverbs 8:20 (JND) [20] I walk in the path of righteousness, in the midst of the paths of judgment:

Matthew 11:29 (JND) [29] Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am meek and lowly in heart; and ye shall find rest to your souls;

1 Timothy 6:14-15 (JND) [14] that thou keep the commandment spotless, irreproachable, until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ; [15] which in its own time the blessed and only Ruler shall shew, the King of those that reign, and Lord of those that exercise lordship;

1 Timothy 6:14-15 (JND) [14] that thou keep the commandment spotless, irreproachable, until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ; [15] which in its own time the blessed and only Ruler shall shew, the King of those that reign, and Lord of those that exercise lordship;

1 Timothy 6:14-15 (JND) [14] that thou keep the commandment spotless, irreproachable, until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ; [15] which in its own time the blessed and only Ruler shall shew, the King of those that reign, and Lord of those that exercise lordship;

2 Timothy 3:16-17 (JND) [16] Every scripture [is] divinely inspired, and profitable for teaching, for conviction, for correction, for instruction in righteousness; [17] that the man of God may be complete, fully fitted to every good work.

Genesis 18:12 (JND) [12] And Sarah laughed within herself, saying, After I am become old, shall I have pleasure, and my lord old?

1 Corinthians 14 (JND) [1] Follow after love, and be emulous of spiritual [manifestations], but rather that ye may prophesy. [2] For he that speaks with a tongue does not speak to men but to God: for no one hears; but in spirit he speaks mysteries. [3] But he that prophesies speaks to men [in] edification, and encouragement, and consolation. …

1 Corinthians 15:28 (JND) [28] But when all things shall have been brought into subjection to him, then the Son also himself shall be placed in subjection to him who put all things in subjection to him, that God may be all in all.)

1 Corinthians 15:28 (JND) [28] But when all things shall have been brought into subjection to him, then the Son also himself shall be placed in subjection to him who put all things in subjection to him, that God may be all in all.)



Christ In Glory




CHRIST IN GLORY

Genesis 21: 1-10; 45: 9-11; 46: 28-30

Philippians 3: 8, 9, 11-15

I desire to speak of the importance of keeping ourselves in the light of Christ in glory.  These scriptures present that idea from three different aspects, but it is of all importance that our minds should be in that direction: the Spirit has been given us with that in view.  It says of Stephen that “being full of the Holy Spirit, having fixed his eyes on heaven, he saw the glory of God, and Jesus”.  The glory of God implies that it is impossible for God to be defeated by evil.  He has shown that, where the greatest evil was demonstrated, divine glory shone out, divine love was expressed, and divine power operated in raising up Christ from the dead, and He sets forth in Christ in glory the full thoughts of His heart in grace for man.  That is, I believe, the glory of God, that He cannot be overcome by evil, but always overcomes evil with good, and it is a great thing for us to know that good is in the ascendancy, that good has triumphed.  The Lord maintains His place in the presence of God unchangingly, and the Spirit has taken up His abode in us to support us, so that, at any time and in any circumstances, whether by day or by night, the believer is entitled to be in the light of Christ where He is, and understanding by the Spirit something of the grace that is involved in His present position.  Saul of Tarsus was converted by a word from Christ in glory and saw Jesus there; he says, “have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” 1 Cor 9: 1.  He saw Him there in glory—a marvellous thing that a newly converted soul should get such impressions at the outset, impressions that coloured him, both personally and in his ministry, right through.  The impression of the light he received at that moment steadily increased with him, so that before Agrippa he speaks of it as “a light above the brightness of the sun”, completely transcending all that the sun could light up here on earth.

I begin with Abraham, viewing him as a model believer, the father of us all.  In Genesis 2, we come to the point where Isaac is born, and, not only born, but weaned, and it says, “Abraham made a great feast the same day that Isaac was weaned”.  The Lord Himself says, referring, I doubt not, to this occasion, “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day: and he saw it, and was glad”, John 8: 56.

The epistle to the Galatians helps us as to the bearing of this incident.  It is a question of our being fully in the light and joy of Christ as the One in whom God sets out His thoughts in sonship.  God’s thought had always been the Son born according to promise.  Isaac was weaned, the child according to promise was there, the son was before his eyes, and Abraham could now take account of something actually brought in according to promise.  That is exactly what is before us as we take account of Christ where He is.  It is not now a question simply of God’s thoughts to which He is committed in the way of promise, but it is God’s thoughts brought in and actually seen in a Man.  He is in the relationship of Son, He is in the condition of sonship, a glorious Man in the presence of God, loved by the Father and responsive to Him, as God says, “I will be to him for father, and he shall be to me for son”, Heb 1: 5.  The reciprocal affection proper to sonship is set out in Christ in the presence of God, and God has brought it in as that which He means us to come into.

Paul is full of this thought in writing to the Galatians.  He says, “when God, who set me apart even from my mother’s womb, and called me by his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son in me, that I may announce him as glad tidings among the nations”.  He not only revealed Him to him, but in him, so that the very heart of Paul embraced that which was presented to him, and Paul himself expressed the liberty and joy of sonship according to God’s thoughts.  In chapter 2 he says: “I am crucified with Christ”—that is, he understood that the crucifixion of Christ before God meant his crucifixion, and he took it up whole-heartedly “and no longer live, I, but Christ lives in me”, and, in order that that might be maintained, the secret spring of his life as a believer was that he lived “by faith, the faith of the Son of God, who has loved me and given himself for me”.  That does not mean simply that he trusted God, but he lived on the principle of faith, his mind and heart engaged with Christ where He is.  “The Son of God, who has loved me and given himself for me”.  The love of Christ had served him to set him free from himself, that he might have the Son of God Himself as his object.  Then in the third chapter he says, “ye are all God’s sons by faith in Christ Jesus”, and in chapter 4: “when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, come of woman, come under law, that he might redeem those under law, that we might receive sonship”, and “because ye are sons, God has sent out the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, Abba, Father”.  God has, in keeping with His own thoughts of grace for us, given us the power by which we may live in them.

I believe that this is typified in this incident in Abraham’s history.  The son according to promise had come into view and he was weaned—he stands out by himself.  And now Abraham is tested, as the true character of Ishmael came to light.  He represents legality, the fruit of a system of law, and he mocked.  It is religious flesh, what is produced on legal lines.  Sarah said, “Cast out this handmaid and her son; for the son of this handmaid shall not inherit with my son—with Isaac”.  Isaac means Laughter, and Sarah says, “God has made me laugh: all that hear will laugh with me”.  The bringing in of Isaac was intended to produce exuberance, a spirit of buoyancy, amongst the family of faith; it is a question of bringing in God’s choicest thoughts.  Abraham was tested, for he wanted to keep Ishmael, but the word is, “Cast out this handmaid and her son”.  God honours Sarah’s remark by calling it “scripture”; she represents the Spirit of God maintaining the mind of God for the moment.  Believers must insist on the refusal of everything that would bring in a lower standard than the light of divine grace as set out in Christ.  I need not say that if we are set on this line it will not make us careless as to the flesh.  Christ has reached His place in glory by way of death, and that the death of the cross, and by way of burial, and the Spirit of God is always faithful to the cross of Christ.  The two things go together; it is morally impossible to appreciate and rejoice in the grace of God and be going on with what gives licence to the flesh.  The more we apprehend the spirit of grace that is presented in Christ, the more definite we shall be in self-judgment.  It has been truly said that the man who most truly judges himself is the man who does not think of himself at all.  When one speaks of being engaged with Christ, one does not forget that there is a whole range of interests and glories which the Spirit of God would open up before us.  Christ is Himself the centre of everything, but there is a vast range of things under His hand.  “The Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God”, 1 Cor 2: 10.  There is the assembly and all that is connected with the testimony here and the service of God among the saints; but, if we would be maintained in liberty of soul and joy in the Spirit, it is essential that our outlook should be towards Christ in glory, apprehending in Him the fulness of divine grace as He maintains it before our eyes.

I pass from that to Joseph, and Jacob in relation to him.  Jacob also, like Abraham, is a typical believer, who is taken up in divine sovereignty for blessing, as we all are, but taken in hand by God Himself so that he finishes as in every way equal to the position God has given him.  We see Jacob passing the last seventeen years of his life without any complaint, blessing his sons, blessing his grandsons, and blessing Pharaoh.  If God could do this with Jacob, He can do it with every one of us.

In this section Jacob had to discover that he could not be maintained while living in his own things.  It was not a question here of living in evil things, but the great danger with him was of living in what is natural, so that we hear him saying at one point in this section of his life, “Joseph is not, and Simeon is not, and ye will take Benjamin!  All these things are against me”.  He has been made to feel that on the natural line everything was going wrong, one thing after another being taken from him, and there were also conditions of famine.  Then the light comes to him of Joseph’s glory in Egypt.  It is a great thing for us to understand, that there is a sphere here on earth under the hand of Christ, which the land of Goshen represents, where there is abundance of food, where there is the light of God’s thoughts, and it is for us to find our life and all our interests there.  So Joseph sends word and he says, “Thus says thy son Joseph: God has made me lord of all Egypt; come down to me, tarry not.  And thou shalt dwell in the land of Goshen, and thou shalt be near to me, thou, and thy sons, and thy sons’ sons, and thy sheep, and thy cattle, and all that thou hast.  And there will I maintain thee”.  Jacob was to transfer all his interests from that which held him previously, to find his life in connection with the sphere of interests where Joseph was supreme.  That for us, I believe, is the assembly; God is calling upon us to understand that, while the natural has its place, He is going on with what is spiritual.  The natural is not that which is before God, although we prove His mercy in it and it is a practical comfort and support to us as in this world, but God is going on with a spiritual order of things.  The domination of Christ will shortly extend to the whole universe, but for the moment there is a sphere where He is supreme, and God would have us find our life and all our interests there.  All Jacob had was to move over, and to be devoted to this sphere of interests where Joseph was.  Joseph says, “there will I maintain thee”.  The only way to escape poverty of soul is to be wholly and fully committed to what God is going on with at the present time, and the ministry the Lord Jesus is giving in relation to it.  It is the one thing that will preserve us from poverty of soul and from being dejected and unhappy.  Christ is sustaining much in this world.  There is a sphere where God is served and His testimony carried forward, and where there is “love amongst ourselves” and all the support it affords—and, as we give ourselves to it without reserve, we shall be supported in our souls and encouraged.

I believe that is what is typically set forth in this incident in Jacob’s history.  So it says, “And Israel took his journey with all that he had, and came to Beer-sheba.  And Jacob rose up from Beer-sheba; and the sons of Israel carried Jacob their father ... and came to Egypt, Jacob and all his seed with him”.  Jacob is spoken of as Israel now; he has come into accord with God’s thoughts.  lie says, “Now let me die, after I have seen thy face, since thou still livest”.  He has come to complete satisfaction and rest of heart.  He did not die then; he lived another seventeen years, but they were years of spiritual power and liberty, and he ends as a worshipper, finding his life typically in the great sphere of interests that is here under the hand of Christ.  He is Head of His body, the assembly, and the more we are committed to it the more we shall be sustained in life and freshness to the end.

In closing, I refer to the apostle Paul, whom I always think of and refer to with pleasure, particularly in Philippians, where he is so happily alongside of us.  He is not speaking here as an apostle; he writes to the Philippians as a bondman of Jesus Christ, and we hear him saying, “Brethren, I do not count to have got possession myself”; a beautiful touch of humility.  He is alongside of us, though we are far behind him, and his mind is in one direction only.  The point in this epistle is that he has Christ in glory before him, perhaps not exactly as the One in whom sonship is set forth, although I would not exclude that, but rather as One in whom the moral excellence of manhood that rightly goes along with sonship is set forth.  It is a question of the Man Christ Jesus filling his vision, and the moral excellence of that Man as traced in chapter 2.  “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus”.  His mind is filled with the excellence that is in Christ Jesus, and having traced His downward path he says, “Wherefore also God highly exalted him ... In Christ in exaltation we see God’s estimate of the moral excellence that was resident in Jesus and is resident in Him still.  Now in Christ Jesus God sets forth His calling on high in regard of us.  God has nothing less in mind for His own satisfaction, as well as for our joy, than that we are to be in Christ.  One rejoices in the prospect of being for ever free from all the wretchedness and vileness of the flesh.  When once it is seen alongside Christ we see it in its true character, we abhor it, and our great desire is to be found in Christ.  At the end of Paul’s career we find him, not occupied with his own service or greatness, but with Christ as the One in whom is to be apprehended God’s calling on high for him and all the saints.  So he says, “what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ.  Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord ... that I may win Christ”, or, as it might read, “have Christ for my gain”.  You might ask Paul what he was going to have as compensation.  He says, I shall have Christ as my gain, and that is enough to satisfy me.

I believe we see the effect of this in chapter 1, in the account he gives us of his circumstances.  He was in prison, unjustly so, and, as a righteous man, he would feel the injustice of his position.  And, far worse than that, there were certain brethren even seeking to add tribulation to his bonds, preaching Christ of contention—I suppose they were preaching a popular gospel, whereas Paul delighted in the cross.  But how does he meet it? He says, I rejoice that Christ is preached, and it was his earnest expectation and hope “that in nothing I shall be ashamed, but that with all boldness, as always, so now also Christ shall be magnified in my body”.  It means, I believe, that the life of moral excellence of the Lord Jesus, marked by obedience right down to death, and that the death of the cross, had so laid hold of the apostle that he wanted to come into conformity with it, and, the more trying the circumstances, the more God would have the mind that was in Christ Jesus developed and expressed in Paul.  That is what God has in mind for every one of us, that the moral excellence of Jesus should come into expression in every circumstance.

We can all take up the service of praying for one another, especially as we see one another tried in spirit in our circumstances, but let us do it in intelligence in the mind of God, not just praying that the pressure should be removed, but rather having in mind that God has in view to bring about great things through it and that we might be strengthened in our minds to go through.  God has nothing less before Him for His people than that they should be found in Christ.  So Paul says, “Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended: but this one thing I do ... I press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus”.  He had his mind in that direction and we may be sure that thus he proved divine support in his exercises.  So he says, “Let us therefore, as many as be perfect, be thus minded: and if in any thing ye be otherwise minded, God shall reveal even this unto you”.

We see in Abraham and in Jacob and in Paul examples of those who are rejoicing in Christ in glory, viewing Him in different lights, and I believe God would encourage us to have our minds in that direction, and, if we have, we shall find the Spirit will be glad to support us in these exercises, for He is here to exalt Christ.  We shall feel the pressure—“sorrowful”, it says, “but always rejoicing”—but, at the same time, the more we go through things with God in the light of His calling, the more God will see that everything is turned to account for the perfecting of His work in His people.

 

SIDCUP

1st February 1941

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________






Scripture references

Genesis 21:1-10 (JND) [1] And Jehovah visited Sarah as he had said, and Jehovah did to Sarah as he had spoken. [2] And Sarah conceived, and bore Abraham a son in his old age, at the appointed time of which God had spoken to him. [3] And Abraham called the name of his son who was born to him, whom Sarah bore to him, Isaac. [4] And Abraham circumcised his son Isaac, being eight days old, as God had commanded him. [5] And Abraham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him. [6] And Sarah said, God has made me laugh: all that hear will laugh with me. [7] And she said, Who would have said to Abraham, Sarah will suckle children? For I have borne [him] a son in his old age. [8] And the child grew, and was weaned. And Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. [9] And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, mocking. [10] And she said to Abraham, Cast out this handmaid and her son; for the son of this handmaid shall not inherit with my son with Isaac.

Genesis 45:9-11 (JND) [9] Haste and go up to my father, and say to him, Thus says thy son Joseph: God has made me lord of all Egypt; come down to me, tarry not. [10] And thou shalt dwell in the land of Goshen, and thou shalt be near to me, thou, and thy sons, and thy sons' sons, and thy sheep, and thy cattle, and all that thou hast. [11] And there will I maintain thee; for yet there are five years of famine; in order that thou be not impoverished, thou, and thy household, and all that thou hast.

Genesis 46:28-30 (JND) [28] And he sent Judah before him to Joseph, to give notice before he came to Goshen. And they came into the land of Goshen. [29] Then Joseph yoked his chariot, and went up to meet Israel his father, to Goshen, and he presented himself to him; and he fell on his neck, and wept on his neck a good while. [30] And Israel said to Joseph, Now let me die, after I have seen thy face, since thou still livest.

Philippians 3:8-15 (JND) [8] But surely I count also all things to be loss on account of the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, on account of whom I have suffered the loss of all, and count them to be filth, that I may gain Christ; [9] and that I may be found in him, not having my righteousness, which [would be] on the principle of law, but that which is by faith of Christ, the righteousness which [is] of God through faith, [10] to know him, and the power of his resurrection, and the fellowship of his sufferings, being conformed to his death, [11] if any way I arrive at the resurrection from among [the] dead. [12] Not that I have already obtained [the prize], or am already perfected; but I pursue, if also I may get possession [of it], seeing that also I have been taken possession of by Christ [Jesus]. [13] Brethren, *I* do not count to have got possession myself; but one thing forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, [14] I pursue, [looking] towards [the] goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus. [15] As many therefore as [are] perfect, let us be thus minded; and if ye are any otherwise minded, this also God shall reveal to you.

1 Corinthians 9:1 (JND) [1] Am I not free? am I not an apostle? have I not seen Jesus our Lord? are not *ye* my work in [the] Lord?

Genesis 2 (JND) [1] And the heavens and the earth and all their host were finished. [2] And God had finished on the seventh day his work which he had made; and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had made. [3] And God blessed the seventh day, and hallowed it, because that on it he rested from all his work which God had created in making it. …

John 8:56 (JND) [56] Your father Abraham exulted in that he should see my day, and he saw and rejoiced.

Hebrews 1:5 (JND) [5] For to which of the angels said he ever, *Thou* art my Son: this day have *I* begotten thee? and again, *I* will be to him for father, and *he* shall be to me for son?

1 Corinthians 2:10 (JND) [10] but God has revealed to us by [his] Spirit; for the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God.
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RECEIVED UP IN GLORY

1 Timothy 3: 14-16

Luke 2: 10-14; 9: 28-35, 51; 22: 39-46; 24: 36-39, 51

I desire to convey some impression of the moral glory of what God is effecting at the present time in the saints, so that we might be encouraged in the sense of the greatness of what we are having part in.  God is conforming His people to Christ.  It is encouraging to have a definite view of the end to which God is working, and to be with Him in His working sympathetically.

The apostle in writing to Timothy speaks of “the assembly of the living God, the pillar and base of the truth”.  The house of God is a general idea; the saints are the house of God, the habitation of God by the Spirit, and they are always that.  The idea is not limited to when we are assembled together, for the apostle is speaking of the saints universally as the great vessel which God has down here in which His thoughts are known and expressed, and it is, as he says, “the pillar and base of the truth”.  That is, the truth is set out and maintained in the assembly on the earth, and it is known nowhere else.  Whatever influences have arisen or may arise in the world contrary to the truth, the saints who constitute the assembly stand as the great bulwark against them. On the other hand they support the truth; they are intended themselves to be the exemplification of it.  That is an important matter.  The more you think about it, the more dignified the position becomes, because the truth is the great point of contest in the world.  If you took a map of the world and began to take account of the extent of territory that is coming under the influence of what is opposed to the truth, you would get an impression of the seriousness of the issue.  There are large tracts of country in the world which have given up or do not know the truth, and hence it raises the issue as to the truth, and we are here, among other things, for the maintenance of the truth of God.

“Great is the mystery of godliness (or, piety)”.  I understand that that suggests that God has been seen as set forth in manhood in the circumstances that obtain in this world.  The apostle says that it is a great mystery.  God was manifest in flesh in the Person of Jesus.  In the very circumstances in which men move, there was the manifestation of God in the way that Jesus went through this world.  His dependence on God, His obedience to God, His committal to God’s will, His confidence in God—all brought God into evidence.  The great effort of the enemy is to dislodge any true testimony or light as to God, whereas God’s thought is that there should be a true testimony to Himself maintained in men, first in Christ, and then in those who take character from Him.  “God was manifest in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen of angels, preached unto the Gentiles, believed on in the world, received up into (or, in) glory”.  The whole thing began in glory, as we see in the second of Luke, when the Lord came in in the form of a Babe, the multitude of the heavenly host saying, “Glory to God in the highest”.  It began in glory, and it finishes in glory, “received up in glory!”  I believe we may say the saints will also be taken up in glory, not in disgrace, or in weakness; they will be taken up as in every way like Christ, and thus fitted for the position, for our names are written in heaven.  In Acts 10, the sheet came down from heaven and was taken up into heaven.  The assembly will be taken up as morally suited, formed after Christ, for the place to which it already belongs.

These things do not find their vindication on earth—they are not publicly accredited amongst men.  It is true that Christ has been preached among the nations, for the name of the Lord Jesus has gone out wherever the sun shines, and yet the extraordinary thing is that He is still rejected, and the testimony has but little place.  It is not what is publicly vindicated amongst men, but what is supported by the Spirit of God.  We often need, as pursuing a path according to God, to know what it is to be justified by the Spirit, to have the consciousness by the Spirit that we are doing what is right and can then afford to go on, even if we are discredited among men.  I draw attention to the moral glory of what shone in Christ, bearing in mind that all that has been presented in Christ, in His manhood here, is intended to become formative in us with a view to features in us that correspond with it.

In the second chapter of Luke we have the wonderful circumstances of the introduction into this scene of the Lord Jesus Christ.  He was born at Bethlehem, and laid in a manger, because there was no room for Him or for His parents in the inn.  At the very outset He is thus seen as outcast, no room for Him, but those who loved Him are given the privilege of sharing that position with Him, a touch of grace, that would from the very outset set out this idea, that God in introducing His thoughts into this world would find no acceptance save among those in whom He had worked.  There was no room for them.  Immediately we get the idea of glory.  There were certain shepherds in the field, “And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them”, Luke 2: 9.  What had taken place at Bethlehem was at that time unknown to the world at large, and even if it had been known would have been regarded as of no consequence, but the glory of the Lord shone there.  When the angel had announced what had taken place, “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 will toward (or, good pleasure in) men”.

God is to have pleasure in men, men who are of such a character that they set forth God.  They do not express their own glory, they express the glory of God in obedience to God, and in various ways that do not commend themselves to man, who loves to be self-sufficient.  Man in dependence on God glorifies God; He brings God into display as the One who alone can be trusted.  God delights in that order of man; He had it in view at the outset.  It needed Him who is God to bring into manhood all the moral excellence that was innate in God, so that there could be an order of man in whom God could find pleasure.

The angel said to the shepherds, “this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger”.  A remarkable sign, a sign of the introduction of the Saviour who is Christ the Lord, a sign of the introduction of the greatest thing.  The incarnation had been in the mind of God before the earth’s foundations were laid, and now when this wonderful transaction takes place, the sign is a Babe wrapped in swaddling clothes lying in a manger.  It means that we are to appreciate smallness and that which is expressive of dependence upon God, introduced into a world in which man has sought to do without God, to make a god of himself, and to establish his own will.  We are living in a day when the moral fruits of man’s will are becoming evident on every hand.  A babe expresses the idea of complete dependence on God, which is morally glorious in the sight of God.  Then “lying in a manger”, means all outside position in regard of this world, though one that is in keeping with God.

Chapter 9 presents the Lord Jesus in prayer, as Luke’s gospel often does.  He took Peter and John and James, and went up into a mountain to pray—not that the Lord could not have prayed anywhere, for doubtless His heart was continually turning to God.  He said, when He raised Lazarus, “Father, I thank thee that thou hast heard me.  And I knew that thou hearest me always”, John 11: 41, 42, but here He went up into a mountain to pray.  This is intended as pattern for us; our prayer is to be definite, with exercise to escape from hindering elements so as to be free with God.  “As he prayed, the fashion of his countenance was altered, and his raiment was white and glistering”.  He took on glory as praying.  God delights in a man who is praying.  The Lord said to Ananias in regard of Saul of Tarsus, “behold, he prayeth”.  Praying was not characteristic of a man who breathed out threatenings and slaughter; something had happened, and the evidence was that Saul was praying.  God attaches great value to a praying man.

Then it says, “there talked with him two men, which were Moses and Elias; who appeared in glory”.  Heaven is to be adorned with men formed after Christ, and this present time is the time of formation.  Here were men in glory talking with Jesus.  It shows their complete suitability to the place; they were talking with Him in glory in the greatest liberty—that is the idea God has before Him.  These men are named, and our names, too, are written in heaven, each having his own distinction.  Moses and Elias had come under the formative and disciplinary hand of God.  Moses spoke unadvisedly with his lips, and as the result of it was debarred from going into the land.  He was to take Joshua the son of Nun, and to lay his hands upon him.  Moses was to go through the exercise of complete effacement in favour of another.  How beautifully he does it, in complete acceptance of God’s perfect will!  Such a man is in every way suited to heaven.  And so with Elijah, who fled from before Jezebel, prayed against Israel, and said, “I only am left”.  Then God took him in hand and made a wind, an earthquake and a fire pass before him, but God was not in the wind, the earthquake or the fire; and then Elijah heard a still small voice, prefiguring the subduing grace of Christ.  Elijah was told to go and anoint Hazael king over Syria, and Jehu king over Israel, and Elisha prophet in his stead, 1 Kings 19: 16.  He was to accept displacement, but the very fact that there was to be another prophet indicated that God was going on with His people.  Elijah went immediately and found Elisha, the man who was to take his place, and he did it heartily as brought into accord with the mind of God.  It is such men who can be brought into heaven, who are formed after Christ, and answer to the mind of God.  These men are seen in glory.  Every feature that has shone in Christ as a Man is morally glorious.  God intends that the assembly should take· on every such feature, and present conditions are in God’s hand with that end in view.

In verse 51 it says, “And it came to pass, when the time was come that he should be received up, he stedfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem”.  The time is near when we too shall be received up.  The Lord has said, “I will come again, and receive you unto myself; that where I am, there ye may be also”, John 14: 3.  What is our attitude in view of it?  Whatever it meant to the Lord in the way of suffering, testing or endurance, He would go through to the end.  He stedfastly set His face to go to Jerusalem.  That is the spirit of One who is going to be received up.  It is something we are to take character from, whatever the last days may be; let us set our faces in that direction.  The support of the Lord and His encouragement will be realised as we do.  Jesus is before us as properly belonging to heaven, as morally suited to it; but, having the day of His receiving up in view, He stedfastly set His face to go to Jerusalem, where He was to suffer.  It is presented as now definitely before His mind and heart as that which was to be carried through to completion.

In chapter 22 we have Luke’s account of Gethsemane, although he does not so describe it.  It is called the mount of Olives.  In Matthew and Mark it is Gethsemane, which means pressure, and the accounts in those gospels enlarge even more on the severity of the testing than does Luke’s account, which, however, is very touching as bringing out the perfect humanity of Christ, the way in which He felt things.  So we find here what was involved in His setting His face to go to Jerusalem.  The moment of the completion of God’s will was drawing nigh, and the Lord, as anticipating it, is here encountering Satan.  In chapter 4 it says, “when the devil had ended all the temptation, he departed from him for a season”.  Now Satan returns, and he brings to bear upon the spirit of the Lord Jesus what was entailed for Him in completing the will of God.  The Lord, as feeling it, is found here in prayer.  I believe Gethsemane is a pattern for us—not that we ever have anything to go through such as was brought upon the spirit of the Lord Jesus, but here in Gethsemane the Lord is not forsaken of God.  He was never forsaken of God except on the cross, during the three hours of darkness.  Here He is passing through with God what is extremely testing to Him, and the manner in which He went through is a pattern for us.  So He says first to His disciples, “Pray that ye enter not into temptation.  And he was withdrawn from them about a stone’s cast, and kneeled down, and prayed”.  It is the only time when the Spirit of God records that the Lord Jesus kneeled down, and it is suggestive of the intensity of exercise.  How beautiful it must have been to God to see His beloved Son in this attitude, kneeling down and praying!  How different from the spirit of the world!  This attitude, provided it is not done as a mere formality, is expressive itself of complete dependence on God.  He says, “Father, if thou be willing, remove this cup from me: nevertheless not my will, but thine, be done”.  It is a beautiful combination of liberty to ask that the thing might be removed, and at the same time the expression of absolute subjection to God’s will.  The gospel narratives will bear constant meditation, because moral excellence shines out here in perfection in the way in which things are felt according to God, but felt in a spirit of unquestioning obedience.  There is no rebellion, no resentment; perfect liberty to ask for it to be removed, but at the same time absolute obedience, not as compelled, but as delighting in God’s will.  Then we read, “there appeared an angel unto him from heaven, strengthening him.  And being in an agony he prayed more earnestly”, a remarkable expression in regard of the Lord Jesus, showing that there are different measures of intensity of exercise in the things of God.  Here we come to a point where it says, “his sweat was as it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground”, such was the depth of His feelings.  He is strengthened and rises up from prayer.  He has passed through it with God, and now He goes forward to carry through God’s will.  We see the true glory of manhood showing itself in dependence on God, God coming into expression in man in adverse circumstances, so that God is glorified as man is marked by obedience and dependence.  We are to appreciate the glory of all this, for in that which is testing, if we are with God in it, God is working out with His people what is morally glorious and fit for heaven.

In chapter 24 the Lord is seen in resurrection, the same Jesus of the gospel, but now known in resurrection, and to be known in heaven.  The same Jesus, morally unaffected by death and resurrection, is to be seen and known in a glorious condition.  “It is I myself”, He says, “handle me, and see”.  How touching that must have been for the hearts of the disciples?  They had seen the Lord in death, and put in the grave, but now they see Him living.  All that we appreciate of the moral excellence of Christ as portrayed in the gospels is there unchanged, now received up in glory.  So it says, “And it came to pass, while he blessed them, he was parted from them, and carried up into heaven”.  What about Caesar Augustus?  What about Pontius Pilate?  What about Annas and Caiaphas?

What about other men who figure in this world’s history?  They have not been carried up into heaven, for they are not morally fitted for it, but the saints are to be carried up, as Christ was.  Heaven is to be filled with what is morally glorious, what takes its pattern from heaven, and is carried up into heaven.  We by the grace of God have been taken up to have part in this.  May the Lord open our eyes to see these things!  The one thing that is to be desired is to be formed after Christ.  May God bless His word!
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Scripture references

1 Timothy 3:14-16 (JND) [14] These things I write to thee, hoping to come to thee more quickly; [15] but if I delay, in order that thou mayest know how one ought to conduct oneself in God's house, which is [the] assembly of [the] living God, [the] pillar and base of the truth. [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 2:10-14 (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. [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.

Luke 9:28-51 (JND) [28] And it came to pass after these words, about eight days, that taking Peter and John and James he went up into a mountain to pray. [29] And as he prayed the fashion of his countenance became different and his raiment white [and] effulgent. [30] And lo, two men talked with him, who were Moses and Elias, [31] who, appearing in glory, spoke of his departure which he was about to accomplish in Jerusalem. [32] But Peter and those with him were oppressed with sleep: but having fully awoke up they saw his glory, and the two men who stood with him. [33] And it came to pass as they departed from him, Peter said to Jesus, Master, it is good for us to be here; and let us make three tabernacles, one for thee, and one for Moses, and one for Elias: not knowing what he said. [34] But as he was saying these things, there came a cloud and overshadowed them, and they feared as they entered into the cloud: [35] and there was a voice out of the cloud saying, *This* is my beloved Son: hear him. [36] And as the voice was [heard] Jesus was found alone: and *they* kept silence, and told no one in those days any of the things they had seen. [37] And it came to pass on the following day, when they came down from the mountain, a great crowd met him. [38] And lo, a man from the crowd cried out saying, Teacher, I beseech thee look upon my son, for he is mine only child: [39] and behold, a spirit takes him, and suddenly he cries out, and it tears him with foaming, and with difficulty departs from him after crushing him. …

Luke 22:39-46 (JND) [39] And going forth he went according to his custom to the mount of Olives, and the disciples also followed him. [40] And when he was at the place he said to them, Pray that ye enter not into temptation. [41] And he was withdrawn from them about a stone's throw, and having knelt down he prayed, [42] saying, Father, if thou wilt remove this cup from me: but then, not my will, but thine be done. [43] And an angel appeared to him from heaven strengthening him. [44] And being in conflict he prayed more intently. And his sweat became as great drops of blood, falling down upon the earth. [45] And rising up from his prayer, coming to the disciples, he found them sleeping from grief. [46] And he said to them, Why sleep ye? rise up and pray that ye enter not into temptation.

Luke 24:36-51 (JND) [36] And as they were saying these things, he himself stood in their midst, and says to them, Peace [be] unto you. [37] But they, being confounded and being frightened, supposed they beheld a spirit. [38] And he said to them, Why are ye troubled? and why are thoughts rising in your hearts? [39] behold my hands and my feet, that it is *I* myself. Handle me and see, for a spirit has not flesh and bones as ye see me having. [40] And having said this he shewed them his hands and his feet. [41] But while they yet did not believe for joy, and were wondering, he said to them, Have ye anything here to eat? [42] And they gave him part of a broiled fish and of a honeycomb; [43] and he took it and ate before them. [44] And he said to them, These [are] the words which I spoke to you while I was yet with you, that all that is written concerning me in the law of Moses and prophets and psalms must be fulfilled. [45] Then he opened their understanding to understand the scriptures, [46] and said to them, Thus it is written, and thus it behoved the Christ to suffer, and to rise from among the dead the third day; [47] and that repentance and remission of sins should be preached in his name to all the nations beginning at Jerusalem. …

Acts 10 (JND) [1] But a certain man in Caesarea, by name Cornelius, a centurion of the band called Italic, [2] pious, and fearing God with all his house, [both] giving much alms to the people, and supplicating God continually, [3] saw plainly in a vision, about the ninth hour of the day, an angel of God coming unto him, and saying to him, Cornelius. …

Luke 2:9 (JND) [9] And lo, an angel of [the] Lord was there by them, and [the] glory of [the] Lord shone around them, and they feared [with] great fear.

John 11:41-42 (JND) [41] They took therefore the stone away. And Jesus lifted up his eyes on high and said, Father, I thank thee that thou hast heard me; [42] but I knew that thou always hearest me; but on account of the crowd who stand around I have said [it], that they may believe that thou hast sent me.

1 Kings 19:16 (JND) [16] and Jehu the son of Nimshi shalt thou anoint king over Israel; and Elisha the son of Shaphat of Abel-meholah shalt thou anoint prophet in thy stead.

John 14:3 (JND) [3] and if I go and shall prepare you a place, I am coming again and shall receive you to myself, that where I am ye also may be.



Our Most Holy Faith




OUR MOST HOLY FAITH

Jude 20, 21

Exodus 29: 36-41; 30: 1, 6-10

Leviticus 2: 1-3

John 17: 16-19

I desire to speak of the way that we are to be preserved in a world of increasing evil.  Jude has that in mind in writing; he was .diverted from his original purpose to write of the common salvation by reflecting on the tide of apostasy which was even then setting in, requiring that the saints should contend earnestly, as he says, for the faith once delivered to the saints.  Then, as he closes his epistle, he says, as though it is a relief for him to turn to the saints from the conditions of corruption which were so prevalent, “But ye, beloved, building up yourselves on your most holy faith, praying in the Holy Ghost, keep yourselves in the love of God...”.  He adds, “Now unto him that is able to keep you from falling, and to present you faultless before the presence of his glory with exceeding joy”.  That is what God is able to do; a most encouraging thing that we can lay hold of in our prayers for ourselves and for one another, that God is able to keep us even from stumbling, and not only so, but to present us faultless before the presence of His glory with exultation.  But there is our side of the matter: “building up yourselves on your most holy faith, praying in the Holy Ghost, keep yourselves in the love of God”.  We must not expect to be preserved from stumbling unless we are exercised as to our side of it, and are prepared to follow the lines which Scripture indicates as the means of our preservation.

Jude refers to our “most holy faith”, and the passages in Exodus and Leviticus draw attention to certain features of the truth which are said to be “most holy”, in order to emphasise to us the thought of intense holiness.  The language of the Lord on the cross, addressed to God, as given prophetically in Psalm 22, is: “Thou art holy, O thou that inhabitest the praises of Israel”.  He was speaking of the thing absolutely: “Thou art holy”.  There was no qualification to it, but when it is a question of our taking things up in a world of evil, in view of our own proneness to evil, there are certain things as to which the Spirit of God would impress us with their peculiar holiness, so the expression, “most holy” is used.

The tabernacle system is intended to convey that thought to us.  It is most attractive, for the idea presented therein is that of God delighting to dwell among His people and to walk among them, and it actually obtains in the world among the saints today.  Thank God for that.  There are conditions provided among the saints in which God can dwell.  He can find conditions suited to Himself, so that He may be among His people restfully and walk among them.  Things are not static, but there is movement; there are always fresh accessions of light.  In seeking these conditions for His own pleasure, God leaves it to us to provide them, as He said: “let them make me a sanctuary; that I may dwell among them”, Exod 25: 8.  I cannot go into all the details, but in chapter 29 the brazen altar, the altar of burnt offering is said to be “most holy”.  The chapter deals with the consecration of the priests, but it involved the inauguration of this system in which God was to dwell among His people and be approached and served by them.  So, in relation to the altar, certain things were to be continual, day by day.  “Now this is that which thou shalt offer upon the altar; two lambs of the first year day by day continually”, v 38.  Now I would press this matter of drawing near to God continually, day by day, and in the consciousness that our approach to Him is most holy.  The brazen altar speaks of the inherent ability in our Lord Jesus to sustain infinite suffering that God might be glorified in regard to sin and might be able to have a people in relation to Himself in continual acceptance.  The burnt offering signifies that every day we may have to do with God in the unchanging but ever fresh sense of the full measure of acceptance in which, through grace, we are set in Christ.  There is nothing less than the acceptance of Christ, but, at the same time, we are reminded that, before that position could come to pass, the Lord Jesus had to sustain terrible suffering in order that sin should be judged according to God and this position of grace established for God’s glory and our blessing.  So God was to be approached day by day continually; in the morning His people were to approach, and also in the evening; the same offering in the morning, the same offering in the evening, but, it says, “ it shall be an altar most holy”,  v 37.  As we are concerned to maintain this livingly, it will be a great preservative to us.  It is to be as normal a matter to us, every day, as taking our food.  Morning and evening there is to be this drawing near to God, on the one hand in the sense of the abiding acceptance of the burnt offering which the lamb typifies, and at the same time in the sense that it is the brazen altar, that sin has been judged unsparingly, and that our Lord Jesus Christ was the only One who could sustain the suffering which that entailed.  Hence, if our approach to God is marked by the recognition of this, it will have a great effect upon us in maintaining a judgment of all evil.

Further, not only was there a lamb offered every morning, but “a tenth deal of flour mingled with the fourth part of an hin of beaten oil; and the fourth part of an hin of wine for a drink offering, v 40.  Each evening there was to be the same burnt offering, with its accompanying meat offering and drink offering.  This indicates that, coupled with our approach to God in the acceptance of Christ through His death, there is a renewed appreciation every day of the holy character of the manhood of Jesus.  How important that our souls should be continually renewed and increased in the sense of that, so different from the men who are around us in the world, so entirely opposite to the spirit which obtains in the world!  It is contemplated that we are formed in the appreciation of Christ, in His holy humanity, so that we are able to present it to God as we draw near to Him in the acceptance of Christ.

Then there is the drink offering, which speaks of divine pleasure in these things.  God is pleased with us as those drawing near to Him.  If we draw near with that which speaks of the burnt offering, referring to the complete acceptance in which we stand in Christ, who so completely devoted Himself to God’s will and glory, I believe it involves that we ourselves are in some degree in correspondence with it.  I am concerned, in my own degree, to be devoted to God’s holy will.  We may feel that our measure is small, but we cannot rightly present to God what we profess to have in the way of appreciation of Christ without being in exercise to be in correspondence with it ourselves.  Then it is a matter of “day by day continually”.  How do we go through the day? Are we equal, at the close of the day, to bringing in the lamb and the meat offering and the drink offering? That is an exercise for us that we should be able to close the day as we began it.

In chapter 30 we have the altar of incense, the golden altar.  That again is spoken of as “most holy”.  These are features of our “most holy faith”, on which we are to build ourselves up, and, as doing so, we shall be preserved in a world of increasing evil.  We need to be aware that the evil which abounds in the world will find its way amongst the saints unless we are watchful.  That is one way in which Satan is continually attacking.  If we are enjoying a measure of relief from what we had a year ago, Satan is attacking in another way.  Satan is seeking, as there is evidence on every hand, to nullify God’s pleasure in His people by introducing what is current in the world in the way of corruption and defilement, and we need to be watchful ourselves.  Our way of preservation is to build ourselves up on our most holy faith.

The altar of incense evidently refers to prayer, not so much in relation to our own needs, but in relation to the interests of God.  There are scriptures which clearly indicate that the altar of incense is connected with this idea of prayer (see Luke 1; Rev 5: 8; 8: 3; Psalm 141: 2), but prayer in relation to divine interests, as I think can be gathered from verse 6: “And thou shalt put it before the vail that is by the ark of the testimony, before the mercy seat that is over the testimony, where I will meet with thee”.  The testimony is in view, and prayer in relation to the testimony.  It is a great thing to have some apprehension of Christ as the ark of the testimony.  Is Christ apprehended as the One who is great enough to give character to the world to come for the pleasure of God?  He has the will of God in His heart, and is great enough to bring in a world where all takes character from Him, so that God will have conditions which are delightful to Him.  God, in introducing Christ, has brought Him in in testimony, and what was seen in Christ as a Man here is to fill the whole scene.

Then this altar is set in relation to the mercy seat.  It is a great feature of the glory of Christ that He is the mercy seat.  He has established, through His death, the right of God to show mercy, and the blessing of the world to come and eternity will all be based on the mercy of God.  The mercy seat is the great basis of the glory of God, and every sphere of blessing which His love has in view will be founded on His rights in mercy, which are secured in Christ, the true mercy seat.

With these things before us at the present time we are to pray.  “And Aaron shall burn thereon sweet incense every morning: when he dresseth the lamps, he shall burn incense upon it.  And when Aaron lighteth the lamps at even, he shall burn incense upon it, a perpetual incense before Jehovah throughout your generations”.  Again we have this matter of morning and evening.  It is a continual matter, morning and evening, and as Aaron dressed the lamps and as he lit them, so that light from God might shine, it was to be supported by this burning of incense.  The ministry from Christ in glory is to be supported by the continual prayers of the saints every morning and every evening.  Therefore, it becomes the saints to pray unceasingly that God may give effect to the ministry of the Spirit, so that the end that He has in view in His people may be brought to pass.

I think we can see, dear brethren, that this is another most holy feature of our faith.  It is most holy, for it is the altar of incense, and if we dedicate ourselves to these things it will go a long way towards our preservation.  The constant drawing near to God will, of itself, preserve us from coming under the power of evil.  “Ye, beloved, building up yourselves on your most holy faith”.  The altar of incense is most holy and we are to see that it is used every morning and every evening.

In the passage in Leviticus again we have the thought of what is “most holy”; and here it refers to the meat offering itself.  “And the remnant of the meat offering shall be Aaron’s and his sons’: it is a thing most holy of the offerings of the Lord made by fire”.  It is a question now of priestly food.  A handful of the meat offering was to be offered to God and the rest of it was to be Aaron’s and his sons’, and to be eaten by the priests as a thing most holy.

The meat offering is a question of our apprehension, by the Spirit, of the unique, holy character of the manhood of Jesus; not His death, but His life, His personal characteristics in manhood.  I believe these first three verses are a kind of outline of the chapter, and then the rest of the chapter goes into greater detail as to an oblation baken in an oven, in a pan, and so on, typifying different features of testing in which the excellence and perfections of Jesus came to light.  But the first three verses give the general idea of the presentation to God of the meat offering, on the one hand, and then of the priests themselves feeding on it, on the other.  The holy manhood of Jesus was entirely unique.  The angel, speaking to Mary, said: “that holy thing which shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God”, Luke 1: 35.  The manner of His birth was unique, for He was conceived of the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit, through the writer of the gospel, delights to dwell upon the moral excellences of the Man whom God had thus brought in.  At thirty years of age the Holy Spirit descended upon Him, and the voice came from heaven saying: “Thou art my beloved Son; in thee I am well pleased”.  That referred to the thirty years which had elapsed.  God had found His delight in all the detail of the life of Jesus.  In the gospel itself we have very limited detail.  We are told about His birth, and the sign in connection with it—a Babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger—suggestive of complete dependence upon God.  What characterised Him at the age of twelve was subjection to the teachers and to His parents, at the same time cherishing His Father’s business in His heart.  We are told also that He increased in wisdom and stature, but beyond that, in the gospel, we have no details, though in the Old Testament, by the Spirit, there are suggestions by which the details can be filled in.  This passage in Leviticus is wonderful, and there are details in the Psalms too and in many other scriptures.  Psalm 16 particularly delineates, by the Spirit, the unique character of the life of Jesus—a Psalm which is well worth our continual contemplation.  It is priests’ food, the uniqueness of the manhood of Jesus, every verse delineating some feature of moral excellence.  It starts with the words: “Preserve me, O God: for in thee do I put my trust”, and leads up to, “For thou wilt not leave my soul in hell (hades), neither wilt thou suffer thine Holy One to see corruption”.  All that is to be food for the priests.  It is most holy.  It is there for us, and as we are developed in the ability thus to feed on the holy character of the manhood of Jesus, it will help to preserve us from the evil and corruption and lawlessness with which the world abounds.  We are to draw near to God day by day continually, and· build up ourselves on our most holy faith.  We are to feed upon priests’ food.  These are the means which will preserve us.  “Building up yourselves on your most holy faith ... keep yourselves in the love of God”.  There will be no difficulty in keeping ourselves in the love of God if we are characterised by these features, and the love of God which is our portion in Christ Jesus our Lord will be enjoyed in the power of the Spirit.

I refer in closing to John 17.  Although the words, “most holy”, do not actually occur in this scripture, we should all agree that the expression is appropriate here.  The Lord, in speaking to His Father, places the disciples (and ourselves too) in a position the character of which is determined by His own.  He says: “They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world”.  Then He says: “for their sakes I sanctify myself, that they also might be sanctified through the truth”.  It is a question now of our hearts being attracted to Christ, where He is and as He is.  He was deliberately going out of this world, by way of death, setting Himself apart from it, taking His place as Man in the Father’s presence, in order that there He might set forth the truth as to the Father’s thoughts about ourselves, so that we may learn what is our portion in Christ where He is.  Lower down, He says: “that the world may know that thou hast sent me, and hast loved them, as thou hast loved me”.  It is a wonderful thing to keep that before our hearts.  Think of Christ, where He is, and the character of love which rests upon Him, the Father’s love resting there, undisturbed and in complete complacency, in order that the light of it might illuminate our own souls.  He says: “They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world”.  He takes account of us as begotten of God, morally akin to Himself.  “Sanctify them by the truth: thy word is truth.  As thou hast sent me into the world, I also have sent them into the world”.  So, after the Lord was risen, He came amongst His disciples and said to them: “as my Father hath sent me, even so send I you”, and then breathed into them, and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit”.  They were to be in the world for God in the power and grace of the Holy Spirit.  In the principle of it, the Lord would help us to take up in our minds the same attitude, that we are not of the world but are sent into it by God to maintain the truth of God in this world.  There are two great objects for which we are in the world: one to serve God, and the other to maintain His testimony, and so the Lord has set Himself apart that in Him, as He is, we may learn the truth as to our own calling and position in the favour of God.  The more that has a place in our souls, the more we shall be preserved from the evil around.  I need not say that the whole position where Christ is is most holy.  There is no element of unholiness there.  “And for their sake I sanctify myself, that they also might be sanctified through the truth”.

These are certain elements which belong to our most holy faith, on which we can well afford to build ourselves up.  As we do so we shall be preserved from the evil.

 

CROYDON 

6th December 1941

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 

 

 


Scripture references

Jude 1:20-21 (JND) [20] But *ye*, beloved, building yourselves up on your most holy faith, praying in the Holy Spirit, [21] keep yourselves in the love of God, awaiting the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ unto eternal life.

Exodus 29:36-41 (JND) [36] And thou shalt offer every day a bullock as a sin-offering for atonement; and the altar shalt thou cleanse from sin, by making atonement for it, and shalt anoint it, to hallow it. [37] Seven days shalt thou make atonement for the altar and hallow it; and the altar shall be most holy: whatever toucheth the altar shall be holy. [38] And this is what thou shalt offer upon the altar two lambs of the first year, day by day continually. [39] The one lamb thou shalt offer in the morning; and the other lamb thou shalt offer between the two evenings. [40] And with the one lamb a tenth part of wheaten flour mingled with beaten oil, a fourth part of a hin; and a drink-offering, a fourth part of a hin of wine. [41] And the second lamb shalt thou offer between the two evenings; as the oblation in the morning, and as its drink-offering shalt thou offer with this, for a sweet odour, an offering by fire to Jehovah.

Exodus 30:1-10 (JND) [1] And thou shalt make an altar for the burning of incense: of acacia-wood shalt thou make it; [2] a cubit the length thereof, and a cubit the breadth thereof square shall it be; and two cubits its height; of itself shall be its horns. [3] And thou shalt overlay it with pure gold, the top thereof, and the sides thereof round about, and the horns thereof; and thou shalt make upon it a border of gold round about. [4] And two rings of gold shalt thou make for it under its border; by its two corners shalt thou make [them], on the two sides thereof; and they shall be for receptacles for the staves, with which to carry it. [5] And thou shalt make the staves of acacia-wood, and overlay them with gold. [6] And thou shalt put it in front of the veil which is before the ark of the testimony in front of the mercy-seat which is over the testimony, where I will meet with thee. [7] And Aaron shall burn thereon fragrant incense: every morning, when he dresseth the lamps, he shall burn the incense. [8] And when Aaron lighteth the lamps between the two evenings, he shall burn the incense a continual incense before Jehovah throughout your generations. [9] Ye shall offer up no strange incense thereon, nor burnt-offering, nor oblation; neither shall ye pour drink-offering thereon. [10] And Aaron shall make atonement for its horns once in the year: with the blood of the sin-offering of atonement shall he make atonement for it, once in the year, throughout your generations: it is most holy to Jehovah.

Leviticus 2:1-3 (JND) [1] And when any one will present an oblation to Jehovah, his offering shall be of fine flour; and he shall pour oil on it, and put frankincense thereon. [2] And he shall bring it to Aaron's sons, the priests; and he shall take thereout his handful of the flour thereof, and of the oil thereof, with all the frankincense thereof; and the priest shall burn the memorial thereof on the altar, an offering by fire to Jehovah of a sweet odour. [3] And the remainder of the oblation shall be Aaron's and his sons': [it is] most holy of Jehovah's offerings by fire.

John 17:16-19 (JND) [16] They are not of the world, as I am not of the world. [17] Sanctify them by the truth: thy word is truth. [18] As thou hast sent me into the world, I also have sent them into the world; [19] and I sanctify myself for them, that they also may be sanctified by truth.

Psalms 22 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. Upon Aijeleth-Shahar. A Psalm of David.} My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me? [why art thou] far from my salvation, from the words of my groaning? [2] My God, I cry by day, and thou answerest not; and by night, and there is no rest for me: [3] And thou art holy, thou that dwellest amid the praises of Israel. …

Exodus 25:8 (JND) [8] And they shall make me a sanctuary, that I may dwell among them.

Luke 1 (JND) [1] Forasmuch as many have undertaken to draw up a relation concerning the matters fully believed among us, [2] as those who from the beginning were eye-witnesses of and attendants on the Word have delivered them to us, [3] it has seemed good to *me* also, accurately acquainted from the origin with all things, to write to thee with method, most excellent Theophilus, …

Revelation 5:8 (JND) [8] And when it took the book, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell before the Lamb, having each a harp and golden bowls full of incenses, which are the prayers of the saints.

Revelation 8:3 (JND) [3] And another angel came and stood at the altar, having a golden censer; and much incense was given to him, that he might give [efficacy] to the prayers of all saints at the golden altar which [was] before the throne.

Psalms 141:2 (JND) [2] Let my prayer be set forth before thee as incense, the lifting up of my hands as the evening oblation.

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.

Psalms 16 (JND) [1] {Michtam of David.} Preserve me, O God: for I trust in thee. [2] Thou [my soul] hast said to Jehovah, Thou art the Lord: my goodness [extendeth] not to thee; [3] To the saints that are on the earth, and to the excellent [thou hast said], In them is all my delight. …

John 17 (JND) [1] These things Jesus spoke, and lifted up his eyes to heaven and said, Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son may glorify thee; [2] as thou hast given him authority over all flesh, that [as to] all that thou hast given to him, he should give them life eternal. [3] And this is the eternal life, that they should know thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent. …



ATTRACTION TO CHRIST


John 10: 3-5; 12: 27-33

It is a great thing to know the Lord Jesus as the Shepherd of His flock.  The sheep in John’s gospel are not like the sheep in Luke’s or Matthew’s gospel, where they are straying sheep which have to be sought and found; the sheep in John’s gospel are not regarded in that light at all.  I know that sheep have a proclivity for straying, and so they become an apt illustration for each one needing a Saviour.  But they are also marked by this feature, that they move together and respond to the voice of the shepherd.  That is how they are looked at in John’s gospel, as characterised by recognising the Shepherd’s voice, refusing every other voice, and following the Shepherd.  So in John 10 the sheep are those the Father has given to Christ: “My Father which gave them me is greater than all; and no man is able to pluck them out of my Father’s hand”.

Now the beginning of chapter 10 has in view that many of those who belonged to Christ, to whom He had a right, were found in conditions which were the opposite of liberty, that is, in a fold.  The Lord found His sheep in Israel in those conditions, and He led them out.  The disciples were attracted to Him and followed Him; they were led outside the Jewish system.  In Acts 1 we have the upper room, separated from Jerusalem, although in it; the secret was that the Lord had called them out.  Many of those who belong to the Lord Jesus are still found in conditions in which liberty is not known.  It is important for such to hear the voice of the Lord, “To him the porter openeth; and the sheep hear his voice: and he calleth his own sheep by name, and leadeth them out”.  It is only in the process of extrication that the sheep are called by name.  The moment anyone who knows what it is to be held by any religious system begins to move and is exercised to be free of it all, the Lord takes account of that.  “He calleth his own sheep by name”, such being objects of special interest to the heart of Christ, and He will make His word suit the particular exercise or circumstance in which you are found.  But the point is to lead you out.  When He has led you out, He gives you your place in the flock.  He no more calls His own sheep by name in this sense once the extrication is complete; once the sheep are found in the flock, together they are to hear the Lord’s voice.  Now that raises an important matter, as to our having an ear to hear what the Lord is saying to the assembly.  The Lord does not cease to speak to the assembly.  Anyone who wants to be pleasing to Him, who wants to follow what He indicates, will soon get the sense that the Lord has a distinct voice for the assembly.  You have it in ministry; a word for the moment.  We should all have an ear to hear what the Lord is saying to His own and should follow.  The point is that the sheep are to be in movement: “shall go in and out and find pasture”.  “The Lord Jesus came in and went out among us”, Acts 1: 21.  After His resurrection “he presented himself living ... with many proofs; being seen by them during forty days”, putting the stamp of movement and life upon what He now brought in.  And now, dear brethren—although the Lord is not here personally, although He is on high, the Spirit is here, and by the Spirit the Lord speaks to His people, and His intention is that we should follow what He is saying, and respond together, in order that He might lead us into all that He has in mind for the assembly.  I venture to say that it is the responsibility of those who lead in every local company to see that they are peculiarly attentive to the voice of the Lord for the moment, and make what He gives their own, for it will colour the part they give in ministering locally.  It is of urgent importance.

I only read those few verses in order to stress the point of the sheep knowing His voice and following Him.  Later on in the chapter He says, “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me; and I give unto them eternal life”.  That is characteristic of the sheep.  Whatever the Lord says they recognise as His voice, and they follow.  That is, I believe, a matter of the greatest importance.  The Lord not only will lead out of what is contrary to the truth, and bestow personal attention on each one, as understanding the exercises involved, calling His own sheep by name; but, when He has done that, He puts them amongst the sheep.  Exercises are not finished, they have only begun, but I take on exercises of a collective character, because the Lord has in mind to bring His own livingly into the enjoyment of what is proper to the assembly.

In chapter 12 we see that the power of attraction in Christ enables His own to accept His reproach.  The Lord refers to His cross, “And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me.  This he said, signifying what death he should die.  That was not God’s doing, but man’s, the way He was lifted up from the earth, and yet so attractive is Christ that, although crucified, He draws all to Himself.  All down the centuries there have been those who have been prepared to accept the rejection of Christ, identifying themselves with a crucified Man in spite of the reproach.  So the Lord says, “Now is the judgment of this world”.  There is nothing like the crucifixion of the Lord to give us a moral judgment of this world.  He is worthy of the highest place, and God has raised Him from the dead and given Him the highest place.  On the one hand, the world puts Him on the cross; lifts Him up from the earth: on the other hand, God says, If that is your judgment, My Judgment is that He shall have the highest place.  He raises Him from among the dead and sets Him at His right hand in glory.  The whole world system becomes exposed to us by the position of Jesus, as given Him by the world, and by the Father.  “Now is the judgment of this world”.  Judgment is not yet executed, but the world system is exposed, and it is intended to be a judged thing in our souls.  “Now shall the prince of this world be cast out.  And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me”.  That is the power of attraction in Christ, as it says in Hebrews, “Let us go forth therefore unto him without the camp, bearing his reproach”.  It is a sorrowful thing when you see those who have had their part, outwardly at any rate, in the path of separation to the Lord Jesus, leaving it.  It shows that they have lost sight of Jesus as lifted up from the earth, but raised from among the dead by the glory of the Father.  “This he said, signifying what death he should die”.  He was lifted up from earth in all the ignominy of the cross.

In chapter 10 the Lord leads out of religious bondage, and in chapter 12 He leads out of the world entirely, as a system that has rejected Him.  When we come to the end of chapter 13 and chapter 14, He is leading in to what is heavenly.  It answers to the types of the ark going into Jordan, and Joshua the spiritual leader of God’s people who led God’s people over Jordan.  The Lord leads into what is heavenly by the power of attraction.  He leads that way and we follow Him.  In Colossians we identify ourselves with the positions Christ has taken.  He has died; we die with Him: He is buried; we are buried with Him.  We pass out of sight in regard of this world.  If He is raised from the dead, we are risen with Him, “through faith of the working of God who raised him from among the dead”, and the Spirit makes it good in our souls.  God has “quickened us together with Christ ...”.  We really enter upon Christianity by being attracted after and attached to Christ, and as such will follow His movements.  He calls us out, if we are involved in anything opposed to the truth, causing His own voice and the authority of His word to be felt in our hearts, to liberate us from it; He exposes the true character of the world that gave Him a cross.  As delivering us from every hindrance, we move in the direction He would have us go, following Him, for our blessings are spiritual.  “That which is born of the Spirit is spirit”.  “That was not first which is spiritual, but that which is natural: and afterward that which is spiritual”.  In these days of the Holy Spirit we have come to what is spiritual.  It is for us to lay ourselves out to enter more and more into what is for the pleasure of Christ and of the blessed God.  May the Lord help us more and more!

 

PECKHAM 

4th September 1943

Extract from address 

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

John 10:3-5 (JND) [3] To him the porter opens; and the sheep hear his voice; and he calls his own sheep by name, and leads them out. [4] When he has put forth all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow him, because they know his voice. [5] But they will not follow a stranger, but will flee from him, because they know not the voice of strangers.

John 12:27-33 (JND) [27] Now is my soul troubled, and what shall I say? Father, save me from this hour. But on account of this have I come to this hour. [28] Father, glorify thy name. There came therefore a voice out of heaven, I both have glorified and will glorify [it] again. [29] The crowd therefore, which stood [there] and heard [it], said that it had thundered. Others said, An angel has spoken to him. [30] Jesus answered and said, Not on my account has this voice come, but on yours. [31] Now is [the] judgment of this world; now shall the prince of this world be cast out: [32] and I, if I be lifted up out of the earth, will draw all to me. [33] But this he said signifying by what death he was about to die.

John 10 (JND) [1] Verily, verily, I say to you, He that enters not in by the door to the fold of the sheep, but mounts up elsewhere, *he* is a thief and a robber; [2] but he that enters in by the door is [the] shepherd of the sheep. [3] To him the porter opens; and the sheep hear his voice; and he calls his own sheep by name, and leads them out. …

Acts 1 (JND) [1] I composed the first discourse, O Theophilus, concerning all things which Jesus began both to do and to teach, [2] until that day in which, having by the Holy Spirit charged the apostles whom he had chosen, he was taken up; [3] to whom also he presented himself living, after he had suffered, with many proofs; being seen by them during forty days, and speaking of the things which concern the kingdom of God; …

Acts 1:21 (JND) [21] It is necessary therefore, that of the men who have assembled with us all [the] time in which the Lord Jesus came in and went out among us,



CONSCIOUSLY KNOWN OF GOD


Psalm 139: 1-8, 14-18, 23-24

Nahum 1: 7

Genesis 18: 11-19 

1 Corinthians 8: 1-3

These scriptures speak of persons whom God knows, and I want to speak about the different lights in which we are or may be known of God.  God’s foreknowledge is spoken of in Romans 8, and that lies for us at the beginning of everything.  That scripture speaks of those who love God, “who are the called according to his purpose”; then it says, “For whom he did foreknow, he also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brethren.  Moreover whom he did predestinate, them he also called”.  So when the gospel reached us, God was making effective His call, but His call was the result of what He had previously determined in relation to certain ones whom He had foreknown, even ourselves.  Before He laid the foundations of the earth there were those in His mind marked out for blessing and glory.  Hence that lies at the very beginning of this matter of those whom God knows.

In Psalm 139 David speaks, not from the standpoint of God’s foreknowledge, but from actual experience of God in connection with his everyday life.  First he speaks of the knowledge God had of him, and the consciousness he had that God knew him, as something which was rather terrifying, as though he would have liked to get away from such knowledge.  “Whither shall I flee from thy presence?”  It was indeed remarkable knowledge that he was made conscious of.  He says, “O Lord, thou hast searched me and known me”.  The light of God had penetrated into David’s heart and mind, and even his secret, unexpressed thoughts, and all the motives underlying those thoughts, were made bare, and he was conscious of it.  We might say, Of course it is so, because God is God—which is perfectly true; at the same time it is another thing to be made conscious of it,—and God wants us to be conscious of it, so that we might know Him and be really at home in His presence.  At the end of the Psalm David did not desire to get away from God; he invited God to go on with this process of searching him.  “Search me, O God, and know my heart: try me, and know my thoughts: And see if there be any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting”.  Now that man is making progress in his soul, for he had learned to value having to do with God.  At the same time the seriousness of it is apparent, as we read in the early verses, “Thou knowest my downsitting and mine uprising”.  Even if David sat down or rose up, God was taking account of it, and of the motive which underlay it.

In the presence of such knowledge he says, “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me”; he felt he could not get away from it, for he says, “Whither shall I flee from thy presence? If I ascend up into heaven, thou art there: if I make my bed in hell, behold, thou art there”.  He felt that God was round about him, examining everything he did and seeing all the hidden motives, for “all things are naked and laid bare to his eyes, with whom we have to do”.  The first effect upon the psalmist was to cause him to fear, to make him feel uncomfortable and to wish to get away from God, who not only knew him so thoroughly, but made him feel in everything he did and everywhere he went that His eye was upon him.  But there comes a point when David says, “I will praise thee; for I am fearfully and wonderfully made”.  He begins to take account of God’s work in him.  It is a great thing, dear brethren, to take account of God’s work in ourselves and the saints, not only in a material sense, but spiritually.  He is producing great things in us.  He is very patient and persevering, and if His working with us is to prosper according to the plan He has in mind, then it involves, amongst other things, that we must be prepared to subject ourselves to this light of God, because the light of God shining into our souls is intended to enable us to disentangle things.  God has already come to a judgment of the flesh and all its workings; He has expressed His judgment of it in the cross of Christ, and the Lord in grace took that place on the cross in order that the judgment might be executed fully without any mitigation, and yet at the same time that we should not come under it, so that in the light of it, under the influence of love, we might come to the same judgment.  Then, not only has there been on God’s part the definite judgment and setting aside in the cross of Christ of the flesh: and its works and fruits, but in answer to that God has given us the Holy Spirit, whose mission is to bring Christ before us in His varied excellence, so that what is according to Christ should be formed in every one of us.

We began with the foreknowledge of God, and the foreknowledge of God has reference to those whom He has predestinated to be conformed to the image of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many brethren.  That sets before us the standard to which God is working, the ideal before His mind, and His work in the saints is proceeding by reference to that thought which He had in His heart before the foundation of the world, that conformity to the image of the Man of God’s pleasure, the Son of His love, is to be brought about, by the Spirit’s power, in the saints.  So here David begins to look at things differently when once he takes account of the work of God; he says, “I am fearfully and wonderfully made; marvellous are thy works, and that my soul knoweth right well.  My substance was not hid from thee, when I was made in secret, and curiously wrought in the lowest parts of the earth”.  There is no doubt an allusion to the death of Christ; in Ephesians 4 it says, “He that ascended, what is it but that he also descended first into the lower parts of the earth”.  He went down into death, and the death of Christ is the great lesson book, the great lever which God uses in our souls to bring about with us this disentanglement of which I am speaking, the ability to repudiate the first man and to judge every working of the flesh, but at the same time to appreciate and desire the blessed features of the Man out of heaven.  God always brings us back in our souls to that point where Jesus went, the lowest parts of the earth.  We have to learn not to tolerate that which God has so unsparingly judged; the Spirit of God brings before us the preciousness of Christ in order to help us on this line; there is the constant displacement on the one hand and the constant formation and addition on the other, so he says, “Thine eyes did see my substance, yet being unperfect; and in thy book all my members were written, which in continuance were fashioned, when as yet there was none of them”.  He is referring to the gradual, persevering progress of the work of God through the long period of many days.  Hence he exclaims: “How precious also are thy thoughts unto me, O God! how great is the sum of them!”  Who can measure the blessedness of God’s thoughts before the foundation of the world!

It is a great thing for us to take account of the work of God in us, and to learn to repudiate all else.  If our minds are in that direction, then we begin to value this intense knowledge God has of us.  It is a knowledge we should never shrink from, but learn to value.  How much we need it in a world of evil!  Satan will do his best to spread nets, snares for the feet of those who want to go on with God, hence our need of being watchful, preserved in lowliness, submitting ourselves continually to this wonderful knowledge which God has of us, and indeed inviting it, saying, “Search me, O God, and know my heart: try me, and know my thoughts: And see if there be any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting!”  Our understanding and valuing this knowledge which God has of each one of us lies at the foundation of our spiritual progress.  When we come to the prophet Nahum, we read, The Lord is good, a stronghold in the day of trouble; and he knoweth them that trust in him”.  It is those whom God knows in a circumstantial way, those who trust in Him in a day of distress.  How blessed to be known in that way!  We all know what resources we have in knowing God in times of distress, and if we trust Him, God knows, and He will make us conscious that He knows, as it says in the Psalm, “The Lord taketh pleasure in those that fear him, in those that hope in his lovingkindness”.  God loves to find people who will really rest in the sense that God is good and to be trusted, and in a time of distress will turn to Him.  You will remember that David, when he had been allying himself with Israel’s enemies, the Philistines, and had even purposed to go up with them and fight against Israel, but was not allowed to do so, was sent back to Ziklag, and when he returned there, the Amalekites had raided the place, burned the whole city, taken captive his two wives and the wives and children of all his men.  Worse than all, his men spoke of stoning him; you can hardly conceive of a worse day of distress, accentuated, doubtless, by the sense that it was his own fault, for he had been in a wrong position, on a wrong course, and now circumstantially God’s faithful governmental ways had overtaken him.  Yet, in the presence of such apparently irretrievable disaster, “David encouraged himself in the Lord his God”.  Whom else could he turn to in these circumstances but God? Thank God, we can turn to Him in the sense that He is full of mercy, and though we fail, He will take account of us, knowing those who trust in Him; we can trust in God in spite of our own failure, for God is greater than our failure and sets His love upon those who trust in Him.  We are not to go on with what is contrary to God, but the great thing is to turn to God.  David did so, and the Lord “knoweth them that trust in him”, and proved Himself to David “a stronghold in the day of trouble”.

We read also that a million Ethiopians came out against King Asa, and what did he do? He trusted in God, saying, “O Lord, thou art our God; let not man prevail against thee”.  How could God possibly refuse such an appeal?  Jehoshaphat his son was later attacked by a huge army against which naturally they had no hope of victory.  He appealed to God, saying, “... neither know we what to do; but our eyes are upon thee”.  God proved Himself a stronghold in the day of trouble, and He knoweth them that trust in Him.  God has placed these things on record that we should be encouraged to put our trust in Him in the day of distress.

The third scripture refers to God’s knowledge of Abraham.  We come now to a higher level.  Abraham is spoken of in Scripture as the father of us all; this is written with intent and has in view that we should learn from our father.  In natural things children will learn from their father; they look to him for example, instruction and guidance, which a father should afford, and he should accept the responsibility.  So Abraham is presented as the father of us all; he is pre-eminently a man who was marked by faith and obedience to the light which God gave him, and he shaped his course through this world consistently with it.  At this point he is found in true pilgrim character.  The background is Sodom.  Lot, who had previously parted from Abraham, had pitched his tent towards Sodom, later living and occupying a position of magistrate there, whereas Abraham was apart from it, dwelling by the oaks of Mamre, which is Hebron, which stands for the purpose of God.  The “oaks of Mamre” represent the stability of it.  God’s purposes are absolutely stable; there is no possibility of their breaking down.  Hence, if we have the purpose of God in our souls and are shaping our course according to the light God has given us, with the consciousness that God will not fail us, we shall maintain a true pilgrim character, and not have our life and interest in the world around us.  So here, when Sodom is coming into judgment, Abraham, as pleasing to God, knows it already.  That is exactly the position God desires us to fill at the present time.  The world is very shortly to be judged, it is heading up in irretrievable evil, and in the very presence of it and before the judgment-day comes, God finds pleasure in those governed by the light given, maintaining true pilgrim character in this world, not finding their life and interest in it, but separate from it.  God can come to such; they have power to intercede with God and are of great value to Him.

Another thing that comes to light with Abraham is the need of securing a succeeding generation characterised, in the presence of increasing evil, by the maintenance of what is right in the sight of God.  So of Abraham God says, “For I know him, that he will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of the Lord, to do justice and judgment; that the Lord may bring upon Abraham that which he hath spoken of him”.  God has taken us up and blessed us, beloved brethren; He “has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenlies in Christ”; but He looks for certain moral conditions in those who are the subjects of His blessing, as a basis on which He can bring to pass His thoughts concerning them, which are all connected with another world.  In Abraham He found them, and in His knowledge of Abraham God knew that he could be trusted to command his children and his household after him, that they should keep the way of the Lord, to do justice and judgment.  Judgment is the application of the principle of righteousness to matters of detail.  In that connection God says, “I know Abraham”.  In his household there were conditions suitable to God, so that God visited Abraham, and was pleased to receive at his hand the repast which he prepared for Him; and not only Abraham, but also Sarah and the young man were brought into it.  It is a question of providing conditions pleasing to the Lord in our homes and in the meetings, so that He may be found happily with us.

Now Abraham being what he was, God said, “Shall I hide from Abraham that thing which I do?”  He was about to give Abraham the great privilege of being in the secret of what God was about to do.  The result of that on Abraham was that he reasoned with God, and took up the wonderful service of intercession.  God loves an intercessor, He loves to have His creatures sympathetic with Himself, not governed by natural feelings but by spiritual feelings.  If Abraham had been governed by natural feelings, he would not have stopped at ten, but he had right sensibilities.  He knew what was due to God; he had a sense of the wonderful mercy of God, but he also recognised that there must be a kind of minimum in the way of what was right.  It was due to God that there should be at least ten righteous persons in Sodom, so Abraham was spiritually intelligent.  It is a wonderful privilege to intercede with God and be answered by God.  Although Sodom was not spared by God, for Abraham did not ask that it should be spared if the conditions were such that there were not ten righteous persons there, yet God heard his intercession, for it says that God remembered Abraham and delivered Lot.  He delivered the righteous man in Sodom and his daughters, and his wife, too, would have been spared had she been obedient.  In the prophet Isaiah we read that the Lord “wondered that there was no intercessor; therefore his arm brought salvation”, Isa 59: 16, as though the condition of things was so bad before He intervened, that there was no one in Israel who would take up the service of intercession.  Let it not be said in our day, if God looks down and sees the condition of things in this world and the condition of the professing church, that there is no intercessor.

Finally the scripture in 1 Corinthians speaks of those known of God as loving Him.  The apostle is raising the challenge with the Corinthians, and thus with us.  Which do we value most, knowledge or love?  Not that he would decry knowledge of the right sort, but the position at Corinth was that certain ones boasted themselves of their knowledge and the liberty it gave them, but then there was the danger that certain ones weak in the faith might be stumbled.  It is all very well to have knowledge, but in exercising my knowledge is a weak brother going to be stumbled?  If so, I am not walking in love.  The apostle says, “Now as touching things offered unto idols, we know that we all have knowledge.  Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth.  And if any man think that he knoweth anything, he knoweth nothing yet as he ought to know.  But if any man love God, the same is known of him.  Now if I say I love God, how do I show it?”  If any man love God, the same is known of him”.  I would like to be known of God as one who loves Him, to be made conscious that God takes account of me as one of the thousands of those who love Him.  How do I show that I love God?  I prove that I love God by keeping His commandments and loving the brethren, 1 John 5: 3; 4: 21, and if so I shall be careful not to do anything that will stumble a weak brother, not boasting in my liberty, but taking account of the brethren and seeking only their welfare.  Paul was so marked by this love of the brethren that he said that if meat caused a brother to stumble he would not eat meat for the rest of his days.

May the Lord help us to take account of the way God knows us.  There are the exercises of Psalm 139 which would help us to identify ourselves with the work of God in us; then that we may give God pleasure in trusting Him unreservedly in the day of trouble; then to be like Abraham, walking so that God may take account of us, in contrast to the world around, as marked by moral features pleasing to Himself; and finally to be known of God as loving Him, this showing itself in our loving the brethren self-sacrificingly.  
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Scripture references

Psalms 139:1-24 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David.} Jehovah, thou hast searched me, and known [me]. [2] *Thou* knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising, thou understandest my thought afar off; [3] Thou searchest out my path and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways; [4] For there is not yet a word on my tongue, [but] lo, O Jehovah, thou knowest it altogether. [5] Thou hast beset me behind and before, and laid thy hand upon me. [6] O knowledge too wonderful for me! it is high, I cannot [attain] unto it. [7] Whither shall I go from thy Spirit? and whither flee from thy presence? [8] If I ascend up into the heavens thou art there; or if I make my bed in Sheol, behold, thou [art there]; [9] [If] I take the wings of the dawn [and] dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, [10] Even there shall thy hand lead me, and thy right hand shall hold me. [11] And if I say, Surely darkness shall cover me, and the light about me be night; [12] Even darkness hideth not from thee, and the night shineth as the day: the darkness is as the light. …

Nahum 1:7 (JND) [7] Jehovah is good, a stronghold in the day of trouble; and he knoweth them that trust in him.

Genesis 18:11-19 (JND) [11] Now Abraham and Sarah were old [and] advanced in age: it had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women. [12] And Sarah laughed within herself, saying, After I am become old, shall I have pleasure, and my lord old? [13] And Jehovah said to Abraham, Why is this, that Sarah laughs, saying, Shall I indeed bear, when I am become old? [14] Is [any] matter too wonderful for Jehovah? At the time appointed I will return to thee, at [this] time of the year, and Sarah shall have a son. [15] And Sarah denied, saying, I did not laugh; for she was afraid. And he said, No; but thou didst laugh. [16] And the men rose up thence, and looked toward Sodom; and Abraham went with them to conduct them. [17] And Jehovah said, Shall I hide from Abraham what I am doing? [18] Since Abraham shall indeed become a great and mighty nation; and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him. [19] For I know him that he will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of Jehovah, to do righteousness and justice, in order that Jehovah may bring upon Abraham what he hath spoken of him.

1 Corinthians 8:1-3 (JND) [1] But concerning things sacrificed to idols, we know, (for we all have knowledge: knowledge puffs up, but love edifies. [2] If any one think he knows anything, he knows nothing yet as he ought to know [it]. [3] But if any one love God, *he* is known of him):

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, …

Psalms 139 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David.} Jehovah, thou hast searched me, and known [me]. [2] *Thou* knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising, thou understandest my thought afar off; [3] Thou searchest out my path and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways; …

Ephesians 4 (JND) [1] *I*, the prisoner in [the] Lord, exhort you therefore to walk worthy of the calling wherewith ye have been called, [2] with all lowliness and meekness, with long-suffering, bearing with one another in love; [3] using diligence to keep the unity of the Spirit in the uniting bond of peace. …

Isaiah 59:16 (JND) [16] And he saw that there was no man, and he wondered that there was no intercessor; and his arm brought him salvation, and his righteousness, it sustained him.

1 John 5:3 (JND) [3] For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments; and his commandments are not grievous.

1 John 4:21 (JND) [21] And this commandment have we from him, That he that loves God love also his brother.

Psalms 139 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David.} Jehovah, thou hast searched me, and known [me]. [2] *Thou* knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising, thou understandest my thought afar off; [3] Thou searchest out my path and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways; …



LEADERSHIP

Hebrews 13: 7, 8, 17, 24

Numbers 12: 1-8; 27:15-21

I wish to say a word as to leaders and those who are led.  The expression which we have three times in Hebrews 13, “them which have the rule over you”, is simply “leaders”, and the exhortation is to “remember your leaders who have spoken to you the word of God”, those are past leaders—“and considering the issue of their conversation, imitate their faith”.  Then we are called upon to submit ourselves to our leaders (verse 17)—that is, our present leaders; and finally, we are called upon to salute our leaders (verse 24), involving that we have respect for them.  So that the idea of leaders among the people of God is a right one, but evidently, if we are to submit ourselves to our leaders and salute them, we must be in a position to recognise them, to recognise those who have the moral features of leadership according to God.  Leadership is something to be accepted by those whom the Lord places in that position; it is not something to be aspired to as giving importance to the person concerned.  In point of fact it involves great responsibility, as verse 17 shows.  It says, “they watch for your souls as they that must give account”, that is, the leaders must accept the responsibility before God of having to give account for the spiritual welfare of the saints.  That is a very serious responsibility, so that no one should lightly assume to lead, or take it up from impure motives, or think that he is able to fill the position in any natural ability or qualifications.  On the other hand, leadership is not to be neglected, for in Romans 12 one of the exhortations is to the one who leads, that he is to do it “with diligence”.  Hence this matter of exercising leadership on the one hand, and of recognising our leaders on the part of the rest of us, is an important matter as being part of the divine provision for the spiritual welfare of God’s people.  We recall that Barak says in his song, “for that leaders led in Israel, for that the people willingly offered themselves, bless Jehovah!” There was a crisis and the leaders came forward and led; leaders obviously should lead us; they are not leaders otherwise.  The point in a crisis is that leaders should lead; but this has in view that the rest of us, those who are led, should willingly offer ourselves; that is, there is no failure to recognise and follow the lead given.

First of all we are called upon to “remember your leaders who have spoken unto you the word of God; whose faith follow, considering the end of their conversation”.  We are to consider the issue of their conduct and to imitate their faith.  Now that is a word for leaders as well as for those led, that if there is the speaking the word of God, there should be also a concern that the conduct should be in keeping with it, that the conduct supports and exemplifies what is ministered.  Indeed, that is the true idea of leadership, that what is the mind of God is exemplified and set out before the saints by the one who leads, so that there is something which can be tangibly recognised and followed.

Then it says, “Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and to-day, and for ever”.  It is as though, whoever has been a true leader among the people of God, in whatever age he has led, the moral features which would mark him would be those that have been found inherently in the Man of God’s pleasure, “Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and to-day, and for ever”.  It is a remarkable thing that that should be brought in at this point, where we are called upon to imitate the faith of our leaders, considering the issue of their conduct.  I have read of Moses who was the great leader of God’s people in the wilderness; how much he appeared in the features of Jesus Christ, as I trust we may see in a moment.  I just allude to it in passing: “Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and to-day, and for ever”, as though, whatever age is in question, God has always had a standard before Him of what is pleasing to Him in His people on the earth.  When the Lord Jesus appeared among men there was set forth before the eyes of God, and those open to see it, what God could take pleasure in in His people as here in testimony to His name.  So leaders all along, if they have been worthy of the name, have borne in some degree at least the features of Jesus Christ, who is the same yesterday, and today, and for ever.

As regards the present, we are called upon to obey our leaders and to submit ourselves, for, it says, “they watch for your souls”.  I wonder how often we take account of that, all the secret exercises which go on between our leaders and the Lord) in regard of the well-being of the saints.  There may be the ministry, but what about the effects of it upon us?  How far are we formed by it?  All the ministry is intended to have results; that is clear from Ephesians 4, where we read of the Lord having given gifts “with a view to the work of the ministry, with a view to the edifying of the body of Christ; until we all arrive at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, at the full grown man, at the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”.  What a stature! and yet all ministry has that in view.  It has not simply in view our refreshing at the moment, although that may result incidentally; but all ministry has in view our arriving at the unity of the faith and the knowledge of the Son of God, as though He is the great ideal before the mind of God, to the appreciation of whom in our souls we are to be brought; then to a certain measure of stature which is no less than “the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”.  So, if our leaders have spoken to us the word of God, they carry the secret exercises as to how far the saints are responding to what the Lord is saying, and we on our part are called upon to bear that in mind.  “They watch for your souls, as they that must give account, that they may do it with joy, and not with grief, for that is unprofitable for you”.  What an appeal that is!

Now all this is sobering for us, but the three-fold allusion in this chapter to leaders shows the important place that the idea of leadership has in connection with the spiritual prosperity of God’s people, and, if we are to recognise our leaders and submit ourselves to them, we need to recognise those who are marked by the features of spiritual leadership as given us in God’s word.  Of course it is not everybody who takes the position of leadership who is a leader.  There were those who followed Absalom in David’s day; he led, but he did not lead rightly.  If those who followed Absalom in their simplicity had known the moral features proper to leadership, they would never have followed him.  I read about Moses and Joshua in the book of Numbers because Moses is the great leader of God’s people in the wilderness, and Joshua was the great leader who led them into the land.  So what the word of God says in regard to those leaders is worthy of consideration, both on the part of those whom the Lord may have set in some position of leadership, and also on the part of the rest of us, as enabling us to discern who really are leaders.  May I just say again, for the sake of those who may have been put in this position, that sobering though the responsibility is, it has to be accepted; he who leads is to do it with diligence.  The responsibility must be accepted and fulfilled.  “He that leads, with diligence”.

Now in connection with Moses, the incident of Miriam and Aaron speaking against him gave occasion for Jehovah Himself to speak of Moses and intimate what He thought of him, and the great thing that He brings out in relation to Moses is that he was faithful in all God’s house.  What a consideration that is.  I have no doubt the allusion is largely to the faithfulness of Moses in connection with the construction and setting up of the tabernacle, for there was not a single item in connection with the tabernacle system which Moses ignored or neglected.  That is an important matter as brought down to our day, that no feature of assembly life or service should be neglected amongst us, and those who lead should be watchful to see that everything has its place.  You remember how in the last chapter of Exodus, where the tabernacle was set up by Moses, all the details are given, one by one.  It says he brought the ark into the holy place and covered it with the veil; then he set up the table in the holy place and put the bread upon it.  The shewbread on the table represents the idea of the saints set together in order and unity, as held under the influence of Christ for the pleasure of God.  Now those who are exercised as to God’s pleasure, those who lead, would be concerned as to that.  Paul illustrates it in writing to the Colossians when he speaks of joying and beholding your order and the steadfastness of your faith in Christ, yet he had never seen them face to face.  So great was his acceptance of responsibility in regard to the ministry entrusted to him and to the saints being affected by it, that basing his knowledge on what he learned from Epaphras he could say, “beholding your order and the stedfastness of your faith in Christ”.  Then Moses brought the candlestick into its place, and lit the lamps: the candlestick was not just an abstract conception; it was functioning.  There is light amongst the people of God; it involves light by the Spirit, and the exercise is accepted that the meetings should be characterised by it.  Of course, we can all take this up, but Moses leads in it.  The idea of a leader is that others follow.  Moses, in seeing that the candlestick was functioning, would set out the idea in the divine mind, that there should be light in God’s house.  Now that is something we can all take up, those who are in responsibility peculiarly, but all the saints can be before God that He would give light continually by the Spirit as to His mind, so that our meetings are not formal not taken as a matter of course, but we are concerned as to light, as to there being what is spiritual, the mind of God brought in for the moment according to the need.  Along with that was the altar of incense, for the two are closely allied; he brought it into its place and offered incense upon it.  Not only do we announce that we come together for prayer on Monday evening, but we pray.  The altar of incense speaks of prayer in relation to divine interests; and Moses would not be content with intimating that there should be a meeting for prayer, but he would be concerned that the brethren should pray.  That is the idea of offering the incense.

Moses was faithful in all God’s house; he was concerned that the features proper to the house of God should be there in actual expression.  “My house shall be called a house of prayer for all the peoples”, Isa 56: 7.  Then he set up the brazen altar and offered offerings upon it; and he set up the laver, and he and Aaron washed their hands and their feet in it.  All these things are brought in in the last chapter of Exodus to show how faithful in detail Moses was in all God’s house, that there was not a single feature proper to God’s dwelling-place amongst His people that was lacking or was neglected or ignored.  That is an important matter for those who lead, and for the rest of us to take up, as seeing it expressed in those who lead, this concern as to faithfulness in all God’s house.  I have no doubt the faithfulness showed itself in other ways also; Moses was faithful in matters of judgment; matters came to him continually and he judged according to the law.  That is another matter of importance.  Faithfulness in judgment, the spirit of judgment—the Lord is prepared to be that to those who sit in judgment.  It is no question of a condemnatory spirit, but a judgment discriminating according to what is right in the sight of God.  Mordecai the Jew sat in the king’s gate, the place of judgment; he was there and it was characteristic of him, he considered for the rights of God, and preserved the throne when it was attacked.  What characterised Mordecai was that he always considered for what was due to the throne.  Even when he had been led through the city as the man whom the king delighted to honour, he returned to his place in the king’s gate.

When Moses came down from the mount and found the people worshipping the golden calf, he had no direct commandment from God what to do, but he went outside the camp and said, “Who is on the Lord’s side, let him come unto me”.  Then, without any commandment from God he took the tent and pitched it outside the camp, afar off from it, and called it the tent of meeting, indicating that it was due to God that there should be absolute repudiation of every form of idolatry; and those who sought the Lord went out to him outside the camp.  So there is this great feature of this leader in the wilderness, that he was faithful in all God’s house.  Christ is Son over God’s house now; Hebrews 3 takes up this very scripture and says that Moses was faithful in all God’s house as a ministering servant for a testimony of the things to be spoken after, but Christ, as Son over God’s house, over it in the dignity of His Person as Son, with all the feelings Godward which mark Him, and He would promote in us holy jealousy as to what is due to God in His house.

Along with this feature of faithfulness to God in all His house, the Spirit of God mentions parenthetically that “Moses was very meek, above all the men which were upon the face of the earth”.  What a thing that is!  Meekness is not natural to any one of us; it has to be learned.  The Lord could say, “Learn of me, for I am meek and lowly in heart”.  Paul says, “I myself, Paul, entreat you by the meekness and gentleness of the Christ”.  He was a true leader.  So it says of Moses that he was “very meek, above all the men which were upon the face of the earth”.  If I may venture to suggest it, I believe this is one of the results of his faithfulness in all God’s house.  It would result from his giving his mind diligently to the different features proper to God’s house, the central feature in which was, of course, the ark, typifying Christ.  God’s house is a great system built up around Christ, and all taking character from Him.  Moses was in the mountain with God forty days and forty nights, twice over, and God showed him the pattern of the tabernacle.  I can well understand God speaking to Moses about Christ, showing him what the ark really typified, saying, I have in mind to have a system in which I will dwell, which is all to take character from that Man, the Man of My good pleasure.  How different from every other man—not asserting His own rights, or seeking His glory, but considering for God, doing His will, and “meek and lowly in heart!” I can well understand God giving Moses an impression of Christ, and as Moses received this impression in the presence of God, I can well understand his becoming meek himself.  He would see, as he began to get God’s view as to Christ, a system of things which was to be brought in in which there should be no room for any save those who take character from Christ.  So he would learn to be meek.  This great leader in the wilderness was marked by those two features, faithfulness to God in all His house, and on the other hand, what I believe goes along with it, this great feature of meekness.

Such a one the Lord will vindicate; it was not necessary for Moses to justify himself, to vindicate himself.  Miriam and Aaron may say what they like, Moses could afford to be silent, for he was faithful to God.  One who is faithful to God, God will surely vindicate.  “No weapon that is formed against thee shall prosper; and every tongue that shall rise against thee in judgment thou shalt condemn.  This is the heritage of the servants of the Lord, and their righteousness is of me, saith the Lord”, Isa 54; 17.  Now that is what one who faithfully serves God can count upon, and that being so, he does not need to take up things on his own behalf, for the Lord will vindicate him in His own time and way, as He did in the case of Moses.

Now a word as to Joshua.  Moses shines in Numbers 27, for he had just been told by the Lord that he was to go up to mount Abarim and would be gathered to his people, because he had rebelled against God’s commandment.  He might have said, The people provoked me; but he did not, he accepted God’s governmental ways with him; he did not even ask, according to this scripture, to be allowed to go over.  In Deuteronomy we are told he did ask, and God said, “Speak no more unto me of this matter”, and Moses accepted.  But here he shines in a true shepherd spirit; he is not considering for himself although he is to be displaced, but he says, “Let the Lord, the God of the spirits of all flesh, set a man over the congregation which may go out before them, and which may come in before them, and which may lead them out, and which may bring them in, that the congregation of the Lord be not as sheep which have no shepherd”.  He beseeches for a leader, and one transparent in all his movements; all his movements are open—how important that is!

It says of David that the people loved him because he went out before them and came in before them.  All his movements are in the open, there is nothing hidden, there is simplicity and transparency, and how that wins the confidence of the people of God!  Moses besought for that, and also that he should be one who would lead them out and bring them in.  The thought of conflict is in mind; if conflict is necessary, he will lead out in conflict.  But he will not be engaging them always in conflict; he will “bring them in”.  So Moses asks for a true leader; that the people of God be not as sheep which have no shepherd.

Now what does God say? “Take thee Joshua, the son of Nun, a man in whom is the Spirit”.  That is important, especially in connection with the land—a man in whom is the Spirit.  We may say, We all have the Holy Spirit.  Well, if we have, we have; but this is spoken of Joshua as though it was evidently characteristic of him.  Many of us are made to feel often that, while we have the Holy Spirit, it perhaps is not always characteristic of us.  But here it says of Joshua, “a man in whom is the Spirit”.  That means that the things of the Spirit would be engaging Joshua constantly.  That good land into which God had in mind to bring His people was ever in his heart.  How important it is that those who lead should have divine things in their hearts in the power of the Holy Spirit!  It is essential if the saints are to be helped.  There is the position in the wilderness in relation to the service of God, and anyone who leads should be faithful in all God’s house; but in connection with the land, what is so important is the Spirit, the Spirit who loves to magnify Christ where He is—as the Lord says, “he shall take of mine and shall show it unto you”.  This is a most important matter—“a man in whom is the Spirit”!  So Joshua was chosen for that purpose.  It says in Joshua that God said to him, “Moses my servant is dead; now therefore arise, go over this Jordan, thou and all this people”.  He was to go over, he was to lead.  The best way we can help one another in relation to the things which lie in the Spirit, the things that are beyond death and are bound up with Christ where He is, is by being in them ourselves.  “A man in whom is the Spirit, is characteristically one whose mind and heart are engaged with heavenly things, so that the power to move into them is developed, and thus we can encourage the saints to move into them as well.

Then another important matter comes in, that is that Joshua was to “stand before Eleazar the priest, who shall inquire for him, by the judgment of the Urim before Jehovah: at his word shall they go out, and at his word they shall come in, both he, and all the children of Israel with him”.  A leader, however spiritual he may be, and Joshua is a type of a spiritual man, is always to be marked by that dependence which shows itself in inquiring of the Lord.  However spiritual a leader may become he is not to trust to his spirituality; he is to maintain the priestly feature of continually going into the presence of God and seeking the mind of God in His presence.  However spiritual a person may become, he does not rely upon his spirituality.  This is illustrated in the history of Joshua, for when the Gibeonites came up (Joshua 9) it says the men inquired not of the Lord, and they were deceived, and Joshua made peace with them; and that element of the Gibeonites had to be taken in among them, an element foreign to them, but they had to be brought in because of the oath.  That is just an illustration of how even a spiritual man like Joshua may find himself deceived if he does not maintain the feature of priestly conditions and inquiring of God.

The thought of leadership is seen supremely with the Lord Himself.  He is spoken of in the epistle to the Hebrews as “the leader of their salvation” (chap 2: 10), and also as “the leader and completer of faith” (chap 12: 2), but in both these scriptures the word used for “leader” is different from that used in connection with the saints; it is a word used entirely and only for the Lord, showing how in everything He stands pre-eminent.  It refers not only to one who goes before, but one who inaugurates and sets on a matter, and in that the Lord stands alone.  But among the saints a leader exemplifies the truth, sets it out before the saints, so that they can follow.

CROYDON 

5th February 1944

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Hebrews 13:7-24 (JND) [7] Remember your leaders who have spoken to you the word of God; and considering the issue of their conversation, imitate their faith. [8] Jesus Christ [is] the same yesterday, and to-day, and to the ages [to come]. [9] Be not carried away with various and strange doctrines; for [it is] good that the heart be confirmed with grace, not meats; those who have walked in which have not been profited by [them]. [10] We have an altar of which they have no right to eat who serve the tabernacle; [11] for of those beasts whose blood is carried [as sacrifices for sin] into the [holy of] holies by the high priest, of these the bodies are burned outside the camp. [12] Wherefore also Jesus, that he might sanctify the people by his own blood, suffered without the gate: [13] therefore let us go forth to him without the camp, bearing his reproach: [14] for we have not here an abiding city, but we seek the coming one. [15] By him therefore let us offer [the] sacrifice of praise continually to God, that is, [the] fruit of [the] lips confessing his name. [16] But of doing good and communicating [of your substance] be not forgetful, for with such sacrifices God is well pleased. [17] Obey your leaders, and be submissive; for *they* watch over your souls as those that shall give account; that they may do this with joy, and not groaning, for this [would be] unprofitable for you. [18] Pray for us: for we persuade ourselves that we have a good conscience, in all things desirous to walk rightly. …

Numbers 12:1-8 (JND) [1] And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Ethiopian woman whom he had taken; for he had taken a Cushite as wife. [2] And they said, Has Jehovah indeed spoken only to Moses? has he not spoken also to us? And Jehovah heard it. [3] But the man Moses was very meek, above all men that were upon the face of the earth. [4] Then Jehovah spoke suddenly to Moses, and to Aaron, and to Miriam, Come out ye three unto the tent of meeting. And they went out, they three. [5] And Jehovah came down in the pillar of the cloud, and stood at the entrance of the tent, and called Aaron and Miriam; and they both came forth. [6] And he said, Hear now my words: If there be a prophet among you, I Jehovah will make myself known to him in a vision, I will speak to him in a dream. [7] Not so my servant Moses: he is faithful in all my house. [8] Mouth to mouth do I speak to him openly, and not in riddles; and the form of Jehovah doth he behold. Why then were ye not afraid to speak against my servant, against Moses?

Numbers 27:15-21 (JND) [15] And Moses spoke to Jehovah, saying, [16] Let Jehovah, the God of the spirits of all flesh, set a man over the assembly, [17] who may go out before them, and who may come in before them, and who may lead them out, and who may bring them in, that the assembly of Jehovah be not as sheep that have no shepherd. [18] And Jehovah said to Moses, Take Joshua the son of Nun, a man in whom is the Spirit, and thou shalt lay thy hand upon him; [19] and thou shalt set him before Eleazar the priest, and before the whole assembly; and give him commandment before their eyes. [20] And thou shalt put of thine honour upon him, that the whole assembly of the children of Israel may obey him. [21] And he shall stand before Eleazar the priest, who shall inquire for him, by the judgment of the Urim before Jehovah: at his word shall they go out, and at his word they shall come in, he, and all the children of Israel with him, even the whole assembly.

Hebrews 13 (JND) [1] Let brotherly love abide. [2] Be not forgetful of hospitality; for by it some have unawares entertained angels. [3] Remember prisoners, as bound with [them]; those that are evil-treated, as being yourselves also in [the] body. …

Romans 12 (JND) [1] I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the compassions of God, to present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, [which is] your intelligent service. [2] And be not conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of [your] mind, that ye may prove what [is] the good and acceptable and perfect will of God. [3] For I say, through the grace which has been given to me, to every one that is among you, not to have high thoughts above what he should think; but to think so as to be wise, as God has dealt to each a measure of faith. …

Ephesians 4 (JND) [1] *I*, the prisoner in [the] Lord, exhort you therefore to walk worthy of the calling wherewith ye have been called, [2] with all lowliness and meekness, with long-suffering, bearing with one another in love; [3] using diligence to keep the unity of the Spirit in the uniting bond of peace. …

Isaiah 56:7 (JND) [7] even them will I bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt-offerings and their sacrifices shall be accepted upon mine altar: for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all the peoples.

Hebrews 3 (JND) [1] Wherefore, holy brethren, partakers of [the] heavenly calling, consider the Apostle and High Priest of our confession, Jesus, [2] who is faithful to him that has constituted him, as Moses also in all his house. [3] For *he* has been counted worthy of greater glory than Moses, by how much he that has built it has more honour than the house. …

Isaiah 54 (JND) [1] Exult, thou barren, that didst not bear; break forth into singing, and shout for joy, thou that didst not travail with child: for more are the children of the desolate than the children of the married wife, saith Jehovah. [2] Enlarge the place of thy tent, and let them stretch forth the curtains of thy habitations: spare not, lengthen thy cords, and strengthen thy stakes. [3] For thou shalt spread abroad on the right hand and on the left; and thy seed shall possess nations, and they shall make desolate cities to be inhabited. …

Isaiah 17 (JND) [1] The burden of Damascus. Behold, Damascus is taken away from [being] a city, and it shall be a ruinous heap. [2] The cities of Aroer are forsaken: they shall be for flocks; and they shall lie down and there shall be none to make them afraid. [3] The fortress also shall cease from Ephraim, and the kingdom from Damascus, and the remnant of Syria: they shall be as the glory of the children of Israel, saith Jehovah of hosts. …

Numbers 27 (JND) [1] Then drew near the daughters of Zelophehad, the son of Hepher, the son of Gilead, the son of Machir, the son of Manasseh, of the families of Manasseh the son of Joseph; and these were the names of his daughters: Mahlah, Noah, and Hoglah, and Milcah, and Tirzah. [2] And they stood before Moses, and before Eleazar the priest, and before the princes and the whole assembly, at the entrance of the tent of meeting, saying, [3] Our father died in the wilderness, and he was not in the band of them that banded themselves together against Jehovah in the band of Korah; but he died in his own sin, and he had no sons. …

Joshua 9 (JND) [1] And it came to pass when all the kings who were on this side the Jordan, in the hill-country, and in the lowland, and along all the coast of the great sea as far as opposite to Lebanon, the Hittite, and the Amorite, the Canaanite, the Perizzite, the Hivite, and the Jebusite, heard [of it], [2] that they assembled together, to fight with Joshua and with Israel, with one accord. [3] And when the inhabitants of Gibeon heard what Joshua had done to Jericho and to Ai, …



SUBMISSION AND SACRIFICE


2 Chronicles 22: 10-12; 23: 1-5

We have heard of submission and sacrifice as essential with the wife and husband if the relationship is to be enjoyed according to God, and is to work out as God would have it worked out, and I have read this scripture because we have in it, as we have in the New Testament with Aquila and Priscilla, the case of a husband and wife, with whom we may safely assume the relations were as they should be, with whom submission and sacrifice were seen properly maintained; and as thus marked and as of one mind in the Lord, the scripture suggests what is possible for a husband and wife thus happily set together according to God in the marriage relationship.  It is of great interest from that standpoint that, just as we have Priscilla and Aquila in the New Testament, so we have Jehoshabeath and Jehoiada in the Old Testament thoroughly together in the maintenance of the interests of Christ—taking the scripture typically—mutually supporting one another in caring for His interests.  I am sure there is nothing which we, as gathered together in affection for our dear brother and sister, and gathered together too before God, would desire more for them than that they should be thoroughly together in mutual support in relation to the interests of Christ and what is due to His name in this world.  That is what comes to light in this scripture.  The days were critical, the true king was but a child, and there was an influence abroad, represented in this wicked woman Athaliah, that had in mind the destruction of all that was for God in Judah.  The parallel is easy to see in relation to our day, for, while the Lord Jesus Himself is not small, thank God, and there is no weakness attaching to the Lord Jesus personally, what is connected with His name and His rights in this world is indeed in much smallness and outward weakness, and there is in increasing degree an influence at work amongst men that has in mind the destruction of all that is pleasing to God, and the elimination of all recognition of the rights of our Lord Jesus Christ.

In that position Jehoshabeath comes forward first.  I have no doubt that she represents the subjective state which supports the public movements that subsequently come to light in her husband, and it is surely the privilege of every Christian wife in her own subjective exercises, in her faithfulness to her husband and her devotion to Christ by her influence and her prayers, to strengthen the hands of her husband in all that he may put them to outwardly in connection with the name of the Lord.

So it says that she “took Joash the son of Ahaziah, and stole him from among the king’s sons that were slain, and put him and his nurse in a bedchamber”.  Conditions were very restricted, but she was marked by a spirit of care for what was there that was precious to God, and this is open to our sister in the place where God has set her.  Conditions outwardly are very small, there are not many who really care for what is due to Christ in these days.  Paul said in his day that “All seek their own, not the things which are Jesus Christ’s”, Phil 2: 21.  But there are a few; God is seeing to it that the line is going through, that the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and all that is attached to it is held with affection by some.  The great point is to care for whatever is available in the locality or within the reach of our dear sister, the bed-chamber and the nurse suggesting such care in limited conditions.  It also says of Jehoshabeath that she was the daughter of the king; she was the wife of Jehoiada the priest; and she was the sister of Ahaziah.  She was a king’s daughter—that suggests her conscious dignity.  How dignified we are as entrusted in any little degree by God with the care of the name of our Lord Jesus Christ!  A sister can take it up from that standpoint.  What a dignity is put upon her; she does not need to be concerned about social things or anything on that line, she is the king’s daughter, so to speak, and is dignified as having brought within her reach the possibility of caring in her own measure for the interests of the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  And then she was the wife of Jehoiada the priest.  Our brother we can recognise as a priest, and she is to be his wife, the wife of a priest.  A priest considers for God, and the wife is to be with her husband in his interests.  In the first type in Scripture of the church the woman is builded from the rib of the man and brought to him, brought to one who had already been set over all the works of God’s hands; she was to be with him in the interests which had been committed to him.  So let our sister take up her position in this same light that the Lord has given to our dear brother a certain position, a certain responsibility, a certain service among the saints, both in his locality and in a wider way, and she is now to be with him in it.  Then Jehoshabeath is a sister, which would contribute to the influence that she may wield for the good of the saints in the sphere in which God has set her.

So, with the support of Jehoshabeath, in the seventh year Jehoiada moves in order to establish the rights of the true king, to give him his place amongst the people.  One need not go into the detail of that.  I would only say this, that while we can and do unfeignedly thank God for the mercy of married life, we have to remember that it is to be subordinate to the commanding interest of the moment, which is the testimony bound up with the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.  The Lord being in rejection, the marriage of the Lamb not yet having come, we have to see to it that we do not live in the mercies of God.  There is that which is more urgent, that is the crisis which is on us at the present time, which will increase more and more, and hence the need of a priestly, godly household in order to care as far as possible, for all that loves Christ, all that is due to His name, and so Jehoiada says: “A third part of you ... shall be porters ... and a third part shall be at the king’s house; and a third part at the gate of the foundation”.  All these are exercises which brothers and sisters alike, and our dear brother and sister together, can take on.  The thought of porters indicates watchfulness that nothing is brought in among the saints that would in any way bring in weakness, see chap 23: 9.  Then the king’s house brings in the thought of considering for the heart of Christ; and, as at “the gate of the foundation”, we watch that nothing which undermines the foundations of the truth is in any way introduced amongst us.

We would pray that our dear brother and sister, as helped of the Lord to take up this marriage relationship on the lines which have already been brought before us, may find great joy and encouragement and support from the Lord in being of one mind and one heart in caring for every interest that comes under the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, and for those who are devoted to those interests.

LONDON

18th November 1944

At a marriage meeting

From Words of Grace and Comfort

THE BLESSEDNESS OF GOD

Job 39: 1, 2

Matthew 10: 29-32

John 13: 27, 30-32; 5: 22, 23

Ephesians 3: 14-21

I have the desire, dear brethren, to speak of the blessedness of God, so that we might have enlarged thoughts in our souls as to the God with whom we have to do.  It is a marvellous thought that God should take pleasure in the thought of having us near Him, and that He should set value on having our affections, and that He should propose that we ourselves, among many others of the sons of men,  should eternally be before Him as able to be in the presence of His glory, and able to respond to Him not only affectionately but intelligently.  Nothing less than that is in the mind of the blessed God, not only in regard to eternity, but that He should secure the affections and response of His people even now.  James, in his epistle, tells us, “According to his own will begat he us by the word of truth, that we should be a certain firstfruits of his creatures”, chap 1: 15.  So that whatever may be the special portion in blessing which may belong to the assembly at the present time, we have also a place as His creatures.  We are creatures of His and as such have a link with all God’s creatures.  We are to be for God as a kind of firstfruits, and are able to express Godward, with the intelligence that belongs to us, the response that is due to Him as Creator.  We know Him as Father, but that does not negative the position that He has in relation to us in common with all His creatures as Creator.  But what God is in love enters into every light in which He is known.  In past time He was not revealed as now fully revealed, but God could never be any other than He is, even in His creatorial activities.

So here in Job we have a man who did not know God.  He was a God-fearing man, a godly man above many, one of whom God could say to Satan, “Hast thou considered my servant Job, that there is none like him on the earth, a perfect and an upright man”.  And yet what came to light was, that until God had perfected His work with Job, he did not know God.  There came a time as the result of God’s dealings with him that he says, “I had heard of thee by the hearing of the ear, but now mine eye seeth thee: wherefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes”.  He had arrived at a true knowledge of God.  God addresses to him these remarkable words that I have read in the first two verses of chapter 39.  God, as Creator, has tenderest feelings in regard to every one of His creatures, whatever they may be.  The wild goats of the rock Job knew very little about, but God as Creator took account of them, and with the tenderest feelings.  God has His eye on every one of His creatures and enters into every detail of their circumstances.  It may be that we have not sufficiently taken account of this.  In Matthew 10 the Lord speaks of a sparrow.  He refers to the worthlessness of a sparrow according to man’s estimation.  “Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing?” v 29.  That is the value man placed upon a sparrow.  But He says, “One of them shall not fall to the ground without your Father”.  Think of the minuteness of the interest God takes in regard to every one of His creatures!  In Psalm 104, which commences with “Bless Jehovah, O my soul”, he says, “Jehovah my God, thou art very great” and then goes on to speak of the living creatures which all look unto God, who gives them their food in its season and they are filled with good.  How marvellous, dear brethren, to take account of the blessed God in His creation!  Not one of His creatures escapes His notice and not one fails to be an object of His care.  Now God has begotten us that we should be a kind of firstfruits of His creatures.

I love to remember as drawing near to God in thanksgiving in the morning, “his compassions fail not; they are new every morning”, Lam 3: 22, 23.  They are not to be taken as a matter of course, but new every morning.  Every morning God would remind us of His compassions, His consideration for us.  As turning to God in thanksgiving one would not only thank Him on one’s own account, or on account of men who may not thank Him for themselves, but for all His creatures.  All His creatures may not know how to thank Him intelligently, but as brought into the position of sons, having the affection of sons, it is our privilege to take account of what God has in the whole of creation and see that He receives the praise and thanksgiving due to Him.  In Matthew 10 the Lord brings in this matter of the detailed knowledge God has of every one of His creatures and the detailed way in which He takes account of them, to be substance in our souls that we may be strengthened to be here in His testimony.  He refers to His disciples as those in the testimony and He says, “even the hairs of the head are all numbered”.  What minuteness of knowledge that entails!  If it were possible to number the hairs of our heads we might find every one may have a different number.  You may say, Is it possible?  It is possible.  God intends we should be impressed with His knowledge of each one of us and His care for each one.  The Lord brings that forward here, so that as having to do with such a God we should be strengthened to stand here in His testimony without fear.  So He says, “Ye are better than many sparrows”.  “Every one therefore who shall confess me before men, I also will confess him before my Father who is in the heavens”.  In the light of that, dear brethren, we can well count it a privilege to have some little part in the testimony of God in this world.  Whether we be brother or sister, every time we confess the Lord’s Name He will be true to His word.  “I also will confess him before my Father”.  It is well worthwhile for us to have our part in the testimony of the Lord.  It is brought forth that we might be strengthened to fill our part in the testimony without fear of man.

I pass on to John 13.  The Lord speaks these words I have read as about to go to the cross.  The whole question of good and evil was coming to a head.  There are two men—I speak of our Lord Jesus Christ with reverence—there are two men in sharp contrast.  One is Judas Iscariot, the other our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of man.  As to one, Satan had entered into him.  Satan had now a man in whom evil at its height could find expression.  The evil that the heart of man has proved himself capable of came into full expression at the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Judas Iscariot had moved for three years or more in the presence of perfect goodness, God Himself shining out in the Person of the Son.  After this experience he sold Him for thirty pieces of silver in order that He might be put to death.  At the cross all that man is capable of in wickedness came into expression, every kind of man was exposed there.  But then at the same point something else came into expression, and that is what God is in His nature.  It is a wonderful thing, at the very point at which the evil that man is capable of came into expression, there God Himself was glorified in that His love in redemption came into glorious display.  At the point where the hatred of man showed itself, redemption was accomplished, sin was judged, and God was left free to come out as a Saviour God, every righteous claim of His throne being met in the death of Jesus, and God could come out as just and the justifier of him that is of the faith of Jesus”, Rom 3: 26.

This is a wonderful scene.  “When therefore he was gone out, Jesus says, Now is the Son of man glorified, and God is glorified in him”. Jesus had said to him to do quickly what he did, and he went out to do his work, and then Jesus said, “Now is the Son of man glorified”, that is in a moral sense.  He was there to give full expression to what God is as hating evil and yet finding a way by which His people could be blessed.  Let us contemplate the scene.  On the one hand a man in whom all evil could come into the greatest expression, and on the other hand, a Man, our Lord Jesus Christ, in whom God was glorified.  It brought out the moral glory of our Lord Jesus Christ, He was wholly devoted to God’s will and glory and was prepared to go any length in self-sacrifice to put away sin and leave God free, having vindicated every claim of His throne, to come out as a Saviour God.  How good to know such a God!  It is well to know Him as One who has not been overcome by the incoming and development of evil, but by that very means He has been displayed as He could not have been otherwise.

Now I pass on to the other two scriptures in John 5 and Ephesians 3.  In referring to these scriptures I have in mind that we should have some apprehension of God as known in the way He has been revealed in relation to His purpose.  So it says in chapter 5 (they are our Lord’s own words), “Neither does the Father judge any one, but has given all judgment to the Son”.  The object is that all should honour the Son even as they honour the Father.  That is important, but to my mind it is an illustration of the wonderful way in which different features of the truth dovetail into one another.  God will judge, He will bring every work into judgment according to Ecclesiastes 12: 14.  It is essential that He should do so.  But when it comes to the execution of judgment, He delegates it to the Son.  It ensures that all should honour the Son as they honour the Father.  The Son having become Man, taking the place of service, there was the possibility that He should not receive the honour due, so the Father commits all judgment into His hand; but then there is another thing, in the economy in which God is known, the Father retains the supreme place.  To us, there is one God, the Father (1 Cor 8: 6), and the Father judges no one.  Moreover, of the Father “every family in the heavens and on earth is named”.  He is pleased to bring in a system of glory comprising many families, enjoying differing degrees of blessing, but all in relation to God known as Father.  The light in which God is to be known and enjoyed is the light of pure grace.  The blessedness of the name of Father in the grace and affection which that name implies is to be the prevailing feature throughout the world of bliss that God has in mind for His pleasure.  God loves that it should be known in every soul.

So I come to Ephesians 3, where the apostle places on record for us the great thoughts of God.  He turns to God in prayer, “I bow my knees to the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”.  In another scripture we read,  “The Father loves the Son, and has given all things to be in his hand”, John 3: 36.  It seems to me, beloved brethren, that there we have the wonderful light as to what God is bringing in for His own pleasure.  He already has Jesus in glory as the beloved Son.  In that position He is given all things.  God will secure a vast expanse of blessing where many families are all held under One Himself in the position of love.  That is the divine idea.  It is marvellous.  We as of the assembly have a remarkable place in it.  We are His body, His fulness, we are to be with Him in every position that He fills as Man.  That is what it has pleased God to do, to give us to Christ.  We are to be brought into every position that Christ fills as Man, including the position in which He stands as the beloved Son.  So the Lord Jesus says, “My Father, and your Father ... my God and your God”, John 20: 17.  Do we learn our position in Christ?  Have we the light of the position in which He is?  God should be known by us in that wonderful way, that is our portion, but then there are also other families.  We read of one or two of them in the Scriptures.  In Revelation 14 we read of a company of 144,000 standing on mount Zion having His name and the name of His Father on their foreheads, the Lamb’s Father’s name.  As following the Lamb wherever He leads them, they get some impression of the Father of the Lamb.  They, as committed to the Lamb, have to do with the Lamb’s Father.  That is a wonderful thing, that the name of the Father in some degree is to be known by every family in the universe.  In Matthew we read of another family.  There shall be gathered together all nations, and He shall separate them one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats.  “Then shall the King say to those on his right hand, Come, blessed of my Father”, Matt 25: 34.  It is as though the Lord, as giving the saved of the nations their allotted place in the world to come, says, You owe all your blessing to My Father.  The final impression left on them is not to be an impression of the official glory of the King of kings, but that they owe their blessing to God known in the name of Father.  Something of the tenderness and affection implied in that name is to be conveyed to that family also.

The apostle desires that the Christ should dwell through faith in our hearts.  That is the Lord Jesus viewed officially as the One who is the anointed Head of the great system of blessing that the Father has in mind to bring in.  Are we interested in it?  How much do we know of it? Are we concerned to get an impression of these things?  If the Christ, Christ as He stands in relation to all that God has committed into His hands, dwells in our hearts, we shall be enlarged to take in the whole of His interests.  We are not only interested in what is our own portion but interested in all that is Christ’s.  The more we are enlarged to see Christ as the Centre of all God’s thoughts, the more we shall see the system of glory that God will bring in.

So he says, “that the Christ may dwell, through faith, in your hearts, being rooted and founded in love”.  Love is the spring of all that God does, for God is love.  It is said so in Scripture, but we believe it.  It is a great thing to come to it in our souls that God is absolutely love.  So we are to be rooted and founded in love, and thus able “to apprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length an depth and height; and to know the love of Christ”.  How essential that is!  It is in the knowledge and enjoyment of the love of Christ that we find entrance into these things.  “To know the love of the Christ which surpasses knowledge”.  What is entailed in that, dear brethren?  To “be filled even to all the fulness of God”.  How blessed to see that the Father judges no one, and to see the Son coming in to establish God’s thoughts that we may have part in His love, and the Spirit of God taking His part, producing in us the affections suitable to the position, and becoming the power in the saints by which God is responded to.  As we get these impressions of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, our hearts become filled even to all the fulness of God.  We understand God’s love.  It is the way God has taken that He should be known by His creatures, and that they should be able to celebrate His glory.  Love shines in all His activities.  But we need to know Him in the sphere where no moral issues are raised, but love is free to find its satisfaction in those who are blessed.  May God bless His word and give us enlargement in the knowledge of Himself for His Name’s sake!

 

BIRMINGHAM 

24th February 1945

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

2 Chronicles 22:10-12 (JND) [10] And when Athaliah the mother of Ahaziah saw that her son was dead, she rose up and exterminated all the royal seed of the house of Judah. [11] But Jehoshabeath the daughter of the king took Joash the son of Ahaziah and stole him from among the king's sons that were slain, and put him and his nurse in the bedchamber. So Jehoshabeath, the daughter of king Jehoram, the wife of Jehoiada the priest (for she was the sister of Ahaziah), hid him from Athaliah, so that she did not slay him; [12] and he was with them hid in the house of God six years. And Athaliah reigned over the land.

2 Chronicles 23:1-5 (JND) [1] And in the seventh year Jehoiada strengthened himself, and took the captains of the hundreds, Azariah the son of Jeroham, and Ishmael the son of Jehohanan, and Azariah the son of Obed, and Maaseiah the son of Adaiah, and Elishaphat the son of Zichri, into covenant with him. [2] And they went about in Judah and gathered together the Levites out of all the cities of Judah, and the chief fathers of Israel; and they came to Jerusalem. [3] And all the congregation made a covenant with the king in the house of God. And he said to them, Behold, the king's son shall reign, as Jehovah has said of the sons of David. [4] This is the thing which ye shall do: a third part of you that come in on the sabbath, of the priests and of the Levites, shall be keepers of the doors; [5] and a third part shall be at the king's house; and a third part at the gate of the foundation; and all the people shall be in the courts of the house of Jehovah.

Philippians 2:21 (JND) [21] For all seek their own things, not the things of Jesus Christ.

Job 39:1-2 (JND) [1] Knowest thou the time when the wild goats of the rock bring forth? dost thou mark the calving of the hinds? [2] Dost thou number the months that they fulfil? and knowest thou the time when they bring forth?

Matthew 10:29-32 (JND) [29] Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing? and one of them shall not fall to the ground without your Father; [30] but of you even the hairs of the head are all numbered. [31] Fear not therefore; *ye* are better than many sparrows. [32] Every one therefore who shall confess me before men, *I* also will confess him before my Father who is in [the] heavens.

John 13:27-32 (JND) [27] And, after the morsel, then entered Satan into him. Jesus therefore says to him, What thou doest, do quickly. [28] But none of those at table knew why he said this to him; [29] for some supposed, because Judas had the bag, that Jesus was saying to him, Buy the things of which we have need for the feast; or that he should give something to the poor. [30] Having therefore received the morsel, he went out immediately; and it was night. [31] When therefore he was gone out Jesus says, Now is the Son of man glorified, and God is glorified in him. [32] If God be glorified in him, God also shall glorify him in himself, and shall glorify him immediately.

John 5:22-23 (JND) [22] for neither does the Father judge any one, but has given all judgment to the Son; [23] that all may honour the Son, even as they honour the Father. He who honours not the Son, honours not the Father who has sent him.

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

Matthew 10 (JND) [1] And having called to [him] his twelve disciples, he gave them power over unclean spirits, so that they should cast them out, and heal every disease and every bodily weakness. [2] Now the names of the twelve apostles are these: first, Simon, who was called Peter, and Andrew his brother; James the [son] of Zebedee, and John his brother; [3] Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas, and Matthew the tax-gatherer; James the [son] of Alphaeus, and Lebbaeus, who was surnamed Thaddaeus; …

Psalms 104 (JND) [1] Bless Jehovah, O my soul! Jehovah my God, thou art very great; thou art clothed with majesty and splendour; [2] Covering thyself with light as with a garment, stretching out the heavens like a tent-curtain; [3] Who layeth the beams of his upper chambers in the waters, who maketh clouds his chariot, who walketh upon the wings of the wind; …

Lamentations 3:22-23 (JND) [22] It is of Jehovah's loving-kindness we are not consumed, because his compassions fail not; [23] they are new every morning: great is thy faithfulness.

Matthew 10 (JND) [1] And having called to [him] his twelve disciples, he gave them power over unclean spirits, so that they should cast them out, and heal every disease and every bodily weakness. [2] Now the names of the twelve apostles are these: first, Simon, who was called Peter, and Andrew his brother; James the [son] of Zebedee, and John his brother; [3] Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas, and Matthew the tax-gatherer; James the [son] of Alphaeus, and Lebbaeus, who was surnamed Thaddaeus; …

John 13 (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. [2] And during supper, the devil having already put it into the heart of Judas [son] of Simon, Iscariote, that he should deliver him up, [3] [Jesus,] knowing that the Father had given him all things into his hands, and that he came out from God and was going to God, …

Romans 3:26 (JND) [26] for [the] shewing forth of his righteousness in the present time, so that he should be just, and justify him that is of [the] faith of Jesus.

John 5 (JND) [1] After these things was a feast of the Jews, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. [2] Now there is in Jerusalem, at the sheepgate, a pool, which is called in Hebrew, Bethesda, having five porches. [3] In these lay a multitude of sick, blind, lame, withered, [awaiting the moving of the water. …

Ephesians 3 (JND) [1] For this reason *I* Paul, prisoner of the Christ Jesus for you nations, [2] (if indeed ye have heard of the administration of the grace of God which has been given to me towards you, [3] that by revelation the mystery has been made known to me, (according as I have written before briefly, …

Ecclesiastes 12:14 (JND) [14] For God shall bring every work into judgment, with every secret thing, whether it be good or whether it be evil.

1 Corinthians 8:6 (JND) [6] yet to us [there is] one God, the Father, of whom all things, and *we* for him; and one Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom [are] all things, and *we* by him.

Ephesians 3 (JND) [1] For this reason *I* Paul, prisoner of the Christ Jesus for you nations, [2] (if indeed ye have heard of the administration of the grace of God which has been given to me towards you, [3] that by revelation the mystery has been made known to me, (according as I have written before briefly, …

John 3:36 (JND) [36] He that believes on the Son has life eternal, and he that is not subject to the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides upon him.

John 20:17 (JND) [17] Jesus says to her, Touch me not, for I have not yet ascended to my Father; but go to my brethren and say to them, I ascend to my Father and your Father, and [to] my God and your God.

Revelation 14 (JND) [1] And I saw, and behold, the Lamb standing upon mount Zion, and with him a hundred [and] forty-four thousand, having his name and the name of his Father written upon their foreheads. [2] And I heard a voice out of the heaven as a voice of many waters, and as a voice of great thunder. And the voice which I heard [was] as of harp-singers harping with their harps; [3] and they sing a new song before the throne, and before the four living creatures and the elders. And no one could learn that song save the hundred [and] forty-four thousand who were bought from the earth. …

Matthew 25:34 (JND) [34] Then shall the King say to those on his right hand, Come, blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from [the] world's foundation:



DISCIPLESHIP


Luke 9: 18-26

I have in mind to say a word as to discipleship, and as to the importance of being renewed in it daily.  That is what the Lord says in this passage we have read, that “If any one will come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily, and follow me”.  From time to time we have to mourn over those who become deflected, who, it may be, have had right beginnings with the Lord, and the question arises as to how it is that deflection comes in.  Every heart, of course, knows the answer, but I would suggest that this word of the Lord’s as to being renewed in the path, and attitude of mind, of discipleship every day provides the safeguard.  The Lord asked the disciples who men said that He was, and there were various ideas as to the Person of Christ, and then He says: “Whom say ye that I am?” and Peter answers, “The Christ of God”. What made the difference between Peter and the others, who had various ideas as to Christ, was that God had given Peter light, God had wrought in His soul.  We stand in this privileged position that God has wrought in our souls, and He has in mind that every one of us should appreciate Jesus, not only as the Christ, but as the Christ of God.  If any one feels that he has no definite appreciation of Jesus in this light, I would suggest that it would be well to get to God about it, for He loves to give us enhanced views as to Christ.  He will not fail to answer any desire on the part of His own in that direction.  One thing involved in the thought of the Christ of God, among much else, is that He is God’s chosen One, and I think if we weigh that over for a moment we shall realise that if God makes known what His choice is, every rival must go.  God will not fail to make good the choice that He has made.  In the book of Esther, when once the king had intimated who it was that he delighted to honour, Haman and every rival had to go, and once we get in our souls that Jesus is the Christ of God it involves: among other things, that every other man has to disappear.  Once we lay hold of that as something that is sure to come to pass, it will help us to have a true appraisement of what may otherwise tend to loom largely before our eyes as we pass through this world.

When Peter had confessed Jesus as the Christ of God, the Lord immediately “straitly charged them and commanded them to tell no man that thing; Saying, The Son of man must suffer many things, and be rejected of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be slain, and be raised the third day”.  It is striking that He was not to be announced as the Christ of God until He had suffered, and died, and been raised again.  He was made known as the Christ on the day of Pentecost; “God hath made that same Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ”, Acts 2: 36.  God has done it, but the importance lies in this, that in the first place He is not made the Christ in relation to this present world, He is made the Christ in relation to a world that is to come.  In the second place, the One whom God has made Christ is identified as the One whom the world has cast out.  I believe that is why the Lord would not allow Himself to be announced as the Christ until He had suffered and died and been raised again.  He is to be apprehended as cast out as worthless by men, but chosen of God and precious, and completely victorious, and hence there is a clear issue that if we are committed to the Christ of God, it involves that we are cut off from the world.  The two cannot go on together.

Now the Lord counts upon there being those who would desire to come after Him.  He found it in Peter, He found it in ten others of the twelve, and in many others like Mary Magdalene whom God attracted to Him.  On one occasion when some who had been disciples of His left Him and walked no more with Him, the Lord turned to the twelve and asked: “Will ye also go away?” and Peter said, Lord, to whom shall we go? thou hast the words of eternal life”.  Where else can we get words of eternal life, if we turn away from Him There are no words of eternal life in the world, or in the religious systems of men.  If we turn away from Christ we shall lose the value of words of life eternal, lose the present gain of what life eternal is.  And so the Lord contemplates that there will be those who desire to come after Him, and says: “If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me”.  If we are to understand what it is to take up our cross we must first understand the bearing of the cross of Christ.  The Lord has passed out of this world by way of the cross.  He was rejected and crucified.  “Crucify him”, was said twice over.  Now, the cross on the one hand represents the absolute contempt for Christ that the world has felt and expressed.  It is a death of ignominy and shame, and expressed what the world’s attitude has been and still is in regard of the Christ of God.  On the other hand the cross has expressed God’s complete judgment of man in flesh.  When Christ took our place on the cross that man was judged by God, and judged ignominiously.  His death was not an honourable death, it was an ignominious death.  It is written, “Cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree”, Gal 3: 13.  So there was in the cross of Christ the expression in the most unequivocal way of God’s estimate of man in the flesh.  His history had to be ended judicially by unsparing judgment, judgment that expressed God’s holy abhorrence of that man who could only be sinful in all his activities.

If I take up my cross it means, on the one hand, that I am prepared to be identified by the world as one who desires to be true to Christ.  When one came out of the country as Jesus was being led to the cross, they laid the cross of Jesus on him.  Every one would understand that he was identified with the Nazarene who was about to be crucified, and if I take up my cross daily, it means I desire to be identified in the world as one who belongs to the One whom the world has cast out, but whom God has chosen.

What will greatly help in regard of that is, on the other hand, that I maintain in my soul in power the other side of the truth of the cross of Christ.  If I recognise how God has judged the first man, I maintain by the Spirit that same judgment as it applies to myself, and that will affect my whole bearing in the world.  Without attempting to be so, I shall become different from men in the world, because I have judged in myself the man who looms so large in the world, but I have also an appreciation by the Spirit of the Man in whom God has given my life, so that as taking this up every day—“let him take up his cross daily”—I am afresh brought into the light that the day now being entered upon is to be filled out for the will and pleasure of God, and as desiring through grace to move in newness of life, and to be here pleasing to God, all the grace of Christ and the power of the Spirit are available for support.

So the Lord says: “if any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow me”.  It is a question of having the Lord before us, and having His word continually before us, for He will indicate by a living word from Himself continually the way in which He is leading.  Then the Lord adds: “Whosoever will save his life, shall lose it”.  What an important word for us!

We all know the tendency when among men, to save our lives, to evade the reproach of being identified with the rejected One, but the Lord says, If you are on that line, you are on the line of losing your life.  What compensation there is as we are helped of the Lord to move on the line of taking up our cross daily.  “What is a man advantaged?” The Lord asks us to weigh things up.  He does not give the answer, but raises the question, so that we may soberly weigh things up.  “What is a man advantaged, if he gain the whole world, and lose himself, or be cast away?”  And then He adds: “Whosoever shall be ashamed of me and of my words, of him shall the Son of man be ashamed, when he shall come in his own glory, and in his Father’s, and of the holy angels”.  A three-fold glory is in view.  And then, in contrast with that there is a verse in chapter 12, verse 8, where the Lord, after enlarging with minuteness on the care of the blessed God in regard of each one of us, says, “Also I say unto you, Whosoever shall confess me before men, him shall the Son of man confess before the angels of God”.  Think of the privilege of having the Lord Himself confess our names before the angels of God, for the simple reason that we have confessed Him before men.

May the Lord grant that the path of discipleship may become more attractive to us, and that we may seek, as taking it up freshly every day in the appreciation of the cross, to be true in it until the end!

 

LONDON

10th April 1945

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Luke 9:18-26 (JND) [18] And it came to pass as he was praying alone, his disciples were with him, and he asked them saying, Who do the crowds say that I am? [19] But they answering said, John the baptist; but others, Elias; and others, that one of the old prophets has risen again. [20] And he said to them, But *ye*, who do ye say that I am? And Peter answering said, The Christ of God. [21] But, earnestly charging them, he enjoined [them] to say this to no man, [22] saying, The Son of man must suffer many things, and be rejected of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and the third day be raised up. [23] And he said to [them] all, If any one will come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me; [24] for whosoever shall desire to save his life shall lose it, but whosoever shall lose his life for my sake, *he* shall save it. [25] For what shall a man profit if he shall have gained the whole world, and have destroyed, or come under the penalty of the loss of himself? [26] For whosoever shall have been ashamed of me and of my words, of him will the Son of man be ashamed when he shall come in his glory, and [in that] of the Father, and of the holy angels.

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.

Galatians 3:13 (JND) [13] Christ has redeemed us out of the curse of the law, having become a curse for us, (for it is written, Cursed [is] every one hanged upon a tree,)



AS HIS TEACHER


Matthew 10: 25

Luke 6: 40

These Scriptures have been in my mind in relation to our beloved brother.  The one in Matthew has for many years hung in his room, indicating to us what our brother’s outlook has been, and we can see how the truth of it has been worked out in Christ being magnified in him.  It is calculated to impress us, I think, with the greatness of Christ, that He is great enough to obtain a place and hold it in the affections of millions, and great enough in His moral excellence to become attractive to all in whom God has wrought.  In a large measure that was so with our beloved brother.  We do not need to say much as to what has shone out in him, for it is well known.  The wonderful lowliness and simplicity of mind and spirit—where had it come from?  It was all derived from Christ, and, every time we saw it, it was a reminder of Christ.  How blessed the Lord Jesus is beloved brethren! How great His glory when all will shine out in the world to come, when we shall be conformed to His image!

And in that day our dear brother will have his own distinctive place.  There is no question about that.  One has marvelled at the ways of God with our dear brother.  In a remarkable way having zeal in the glad tidings, and yet his health failed at an early age and, in God’s ways with him, he was restricted as to his movements.

But even in all this, I venture to suggest that he was brought into correspondence with Christ, for even the Lord Jesus Himself, great though He was, in His service here was restricted in the ways of God to the nation of Israel, saying He was not sent save to the lost sheep of the house of Israel; fully conscious of His own greatness, yet moving in contentment in limited conditions, in accord with the will of God.

And our beloved brother was marked by the same spirit; although gifted in a great degree, he was content to accept the circumscribed conditions which the will of God was pleased to order for him.  I believe that in his spirit, as well as in his counsel, he will be specially remembered and specially loved; and in his prayers too.  I believe that in his prayers he had learned from Christ and was enlarged to keep in view the great width of divine interest universally.  

No one could be in touch with him without being impressed with the width of his outlook in regard to divine interests, and his prayers must have gone up continually as a sweet incense to God.  And then the closing moments, dear brethren.  We may have wondered why he was allowed to pass through great sufferings, as he was, but I venture to think that it was that the Lord was bringing His beloved servant into final correspondence with Himself—“Every one that is perfected shall be as his teacher”.  There is nothing that our dear brother would have cherished more and, subject as he was to extreme suffering, he would be reminded that the Lord Jesus had great suffering at the end.  I do not speak of the atoning sufferings, but the sufferings which He endured at the hands of men.  And I have no doubt that the grace of Christ was realised by our dear brother while he himself passed through the suffering as wholly submissive to the will of God for him.

“Every one that is perfected shall be as his teacher”.  Our dear brother has been perfected.  We rejoice in it.  It leaves us an example, dear brethren.  It is not a question of our service or our gift; it is not a question whether we have a wide sphere of service or a lowly one; the whole point is that “It is sufficient for the disciple that he should become as his teacher, and the bondman as his Lord”.

May the Lord graciously help us, dear brethren.  May we keep Christ Himself before our hearts.  He is the heavenly One, every moral excellence is inherent in Him, and all that will shine out in the saints in the coming day has been derived for Christ and Christ alone.

 

TEIGNMOUTH

11th October 1945

At the burial meeting for Mr Charles A Coates

_____________________

 

SOBRIETY

1 Peter 4: 7, 8

Titus 2: 1, 2

2 Timothy 4: 5

I desire to say a word as to the need of sobriety.  In Peter’s epistle the exhortation to be sober is addressed to us all; in the epistle to Titus it has reference to the older brothers; and in the epistle to Timothy it is addressed to a young man who had in a special way a service entrusted to him.  I had in mind especially the word in Peter, because not only is it addressed to us all, but it is based on the fact that the end of all things is at hand, and therefore we are enjoined to be sober.  I believe the secret of sobriety is that we have God’s thoughts about everything.  People in the world are not sober; they are either hopeful without any basis for their hope, or they are depressed and despondent, but the Christian is not deceived by hopes that have no basis.  On the other hand he is not despondent.  We may be cast down at times, as Paul said, “Cast down, but not destroyed”, 2 Cor 4: 9, and as Hannah said, “He bringeth low, and lifteth up”, 1 Sam 2: 7.  The times of being cast down become occasions for proving the gracious service of Christ in lifting us up, but we are to be sober in the light of the fact that the end of all things is at hand.  

On the one side the end of all things, that is, the present order of things, means for us much that is most blessed; I need not say that, but it is well to be reminded of it.  The beginning for us of the end of the present state of things will be the movement of our Lord Jesus Christ to take us to be with Himself.  That is one of the things that is at hand; it is at hand, and we are to have it before us.  In the first epistle to the Thessalonians the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ is presented as a hope, in the way of comfort for us.  “Wherefore comfort one another with these words”.  The Thessalonians being distressed at some of their number having fallen asleep, the Lord took occasion to give light as to the fact that He Himself would “descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trump of God: and the dead in Christ shall rise first: then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with the Lord”.  In Revelation 3: 10 the Lord gives a promise to those who keep the word of His patience, that He also will keep them out of the hour of trial which is about to come upon the whole world, to try them that dwell upon the earth.  The hope we have of seeing the Lord and being with Him is not merely a matter of comfort, it is presented as an answer to the affection that shows itself at the present time by keeping the word of His patience.  In John 14 it is presented as something that the Lord’s own heart is waiting for.  In that chapter He is full of the thoughts of His Father’s house.  He has cherished the whole extent of the will of God, and devoted Himself even to death to secure it, and He says: “In my Father’s house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you.  I go to prepare a place for you”, v 2, immediately passing on to the distinctive place which the assembly has in His own affections and in the thoughts of God.  But then He says, “I am coming again and will receive you to myself”, showing that the Lord is viewing the matter from His own standpoint, and the joy it will mean to Him to receive the saints to Himself.  I only mention that as one of the things that is at hand.  The end of all things is at hand, and what will usher in the closing stages of all things here for the saints is the Lord coming to assert the rights of His love to take us to be with Himself.

But then the next thing in connection with the end of all things is the coming in of our Lord Jesus Christ in power and glory, and us with Him.  He is coming to be “glorified in his saints, and to be admired in all them that believe”, 2 Thess 1: 10.  Think of that!  The Lord Jesus will be admired, and admired in us.  These things are at hand, and so in Revelation 22: 16 He presents Himself as the “bright and morning star”.  He would speak to our hearts in that light in the presence of the surrounding darkness—the bright Morning Star.  In the light of these things we are to be balanced, we can be comforted, we can rejoice, as it says, “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing”.  The idea of being sober is that we are balanced, having God’s thoughts both of good and of evil, and while not indifferent to the evil we are in the light of the fact that good is going to prevail.  “Be ye therefore sober, and watch unto prayer”, because with the light of what is cherished in our hearts as at hand there comes the need of persevering in prayer.  If it is a question of our cherishing the thought of being caught up to meet the Lord, prayer is needed on our part that the necessary watchfulness and moral suitability may be found with us.  It says in 1 John 3, “we know that if he is manifested”, referring to the appearing, “we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.  And every one that has this hope in him”, that is, in Christ, “purifies himself, even as he is pure”, v 2, 3.  So that the balanced hope of some of the things that are at hand will have the effect of producing in us the exercise to be like Him, and to sanctify ourselves, and prayer will enter into that.  We are to watch unto prayer.  There is nothing that Satan seeks so much to hinder as prayer.  He would bring all kinds of distractions and discouragements to bear upon us to hinder us from prayer, or to make our prayers perfunctory.

The apostle, realising the great effect upon our own spirits, and the great power there is too in prayer, enjoins upon us to watch unto prayer, and to see that nothing is allowed to hinder our making time for prayer, and nothing allowed to hinder the liberty of our spirits in access to God in prayer.  Thank God, whatever comes in to hinder, there is a way by which it may be removed, there are always the ashes of the red heifer in regard to the defilement that is so easily contracted in going through this evil scene, and there is always the abiding efficacy of the blood of Christ, so there is every reason why we should continue in prayer.  The apostle Paul in his epistle to the Ephesians tells us twice over how he prayed, and what he prayed, and how he bowed his knees, and in the last chapter he enjoins to persevere in prayer and supplication for all the saints; “and for me”—that is for the ministry—and so we are to watch unto prayer.

But there is another side that enters into sobriety in relation to the end of all things, that is that we are fully acquainted, as instructed in the mind of God, with what will characterise this world and the testimony in the closing days.  There is no doubt that we have reached the closing days and that the power of the enemy is being wielded in a subtle form, and it may be in a violent form too, to bear upon the saints in an endeavour to hinder us from entering into all that is in the mind of God for us now.  The greatest things are being opened up to us in the ministry, and it is a question of whether we can take them on.  We may rest assured the enemy in every way open to him will do his best to oppose, and hence the need of giving ourselves to prayer.  We are not unaware of the lawlessness and unrest that prevail in the world, and there is great need of constant prayer that God would keep His hand over all that obtains, He has established government; it is very unstable in the hands of man, but it is of God abstractly and characteristically, and God uses it to enforce what is right.  Never was there a day when the saints needed more to plead with God that He would support government and restrain the workings of lawlessness in the world.  Men are active in banding together in ways which, from their own point of view, appear to be necessary and wise, but behind the scenes, are the activities of Satan to make it impossible for the saints to go through.  In the presence of these things we must watch unto prayer and be sober, understanding that suffering is called for in the closing days if the truth is to go forward.  Suffering will be called for.  God is using the conditions of evil to develop in the saints that faithfulness to the truth which will fit us to stand alongside of Christ in the day of His glory.  It says in Revelation 19: 7, “the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife hath made herself ready”.  The Lamb is the One who suffered rather than surrender the rights of God, who was slain in outward defencelessness and apparent weakness, and if the saints are called to suffer it is in order that that feature may be developed in us, so that when the moment comes for the Lamb to enter into His glory we may stand alongside of Him with no moral disparity, as those who have themselves suffered rather than surrender anything that is due to God.

We are not to be distressed by the trend of things; we are to face them spiritually, understanding the devices of Satan that lie behind them.  At the same time we are to be sober, recognising that God is in complete control of evil as well as of good, and there is not a single condition that can arise in the world but will work out for the perfecting of the saints as they go through with Him.  And before all things, we are to have fervent love among ourselves.  How valuable that is.  In these days we know something of the comfort and support of the circle of the brethren.  “We know that we have passed from death unto life, because we love the brethren”, 1 John 3: 14.  We know the comfort of it.  We need the support of the circle of the brethren, as in Acts 4; when the apostles were let go they went to their own company, and we know the value of it too.  But then it is to be preserved, because if there is anything of God, Satan will seek to spoil and corrupt it by introducing what will mar it, so we are to have fervent love among ourselves, “because love covers a multitude of sins”.  Love does not uncover, it covers, it thinks no evil, hopes all things.  If anything is suggested to our minds in regard of the action of a brother or a sister that implies evil on their part, we look around first of all and examine the matter carefully and see whether it is possible righteously to put some other construction on whatever he or she has done.

In Titus 2, we have a word to the older brothers; they are to be sober, and that is an important matter.  It says “that the elder men be sober, grave, discreet, sound in faith, in love, in patience”.  The older brothers in every meeting may take this up.  It is not a question of everyone being gifted, being able to preach or teach, but they are to be sober.  We are to remember that we all exercise an influence either for good or for evil, and particularly those who are older.  There is also a word to the elder sisters.  It is well to bear in mind that the elder brothers are specially enjoined to carry features suited to those who have had long experience with God, and that they exert an influence, the younger men looking at them and taking notice how they comport themselves.  All these things are looked for in those who are older, and therefore as we become older we are to accept the responsibility, to be sober and to exercise ourselves before God to have our thoughts formed by divine thoughts, and to hold the truth in a balanced way, so that all who are in contact with us may recognise the sobriety which befits those who have had much experience with God.

Then finally the apostle says to Timothy, who was a young man on whom he relied for the carrying on of the truth, “But watch thou in all things (or, sober in all things), endure afflictions, do the work of an evangelist, make full proof of thy ministry”.  Sobriety will involve enduring afflictions.  Endurance is a feature of the testimony.  It says in Hebrews 12: 3, in regard of our Lord Jesus Christ, “Consider well him who endured so great contradiction from sinners against himself”. We are to consider it well, how much He had to endure in the way of contradiction from sinners, and we are to endure.  Endurance is a feature of moral worth derived from Christ, and formed in us by the Spirit.  Timothy is enjoined to endure afflictions.  If we are to endure afflictions we must have God’s view of them, and understand what He effects by means of them.  If we are sober in all things we shall be strengthened to endure afflictions.  However evil men in the world may become we must ever remember that this is the dispensation of the grace of God, and we are to see to it that we are preserved in the current of the dispensation, and to remember to do the work of an evangelist.  In Luke’s gospel we are privileged to see how the Lord carried the spirit of grace right through, even healing the ear of the one whom a misguided disciple smote with the sword.  In all these things the Lord preserved the character of the dispensation right through the darkest hours of His testimony here.  So Timothy is to make full proof of his ministry.

That was what I had in mind, the need of sobriety, and the exhortation, the incentive to be sober, arising out of the fact that the end of all things is at hand, and the urgent need that we should watch unto prayer.

 

LONDON

9th October 1946

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Matthew 10:25 (JND) [25] [It is] sufficient for the disciple that he should become as his teacher, and the bondman as his lord. If they have called the master of the house Beelzebub, how much more those of his household?

Luke 6:40 (JND) [40] The disciple is not above his teacher, but every one that is perfected shall be as his teacher.

1 Peter 4:7-8 (JND) [7] But the end of all things is drawn nigh: be sober therefore, and be watchful unto prayers; [8] but before all things having fervent love among yourselves, because love covers a multitude of sins;

Titus 2:1-2 (JND) [1] But do *thou* speak the things that become sound teaching; [2] that the elder men be sober, grave, discreet, sound in faith, in love, in patience;

2 Timothy 4:5 (JND) [5] But *thou*, be sober in all things, bear evils, do [the] work of an evangelist, fill up the full measure of thy ministry.

2 Corinthians 4:9 (JND) [9] persecuted, but not abandoned; cast down, but not destroyed;

1 Samuel 2:7 (JND) [7] Jehovah maketh poor, and maketh rich, he bringeth low, also he lifteth up:

Revelation 3:10 (JND) [10] Because thou hast kept the word of my patience, *I* also will keep thee out of the hour of trial, which is about to come upon the whole habitable world, to try them that dwell upon the earth.

John 14 (JND) [1] Let not your heart be troubled; ye believe on God, believe also on me. [2] In my Father's house there are many abodes; were it not so, I had told you: for I go to prepare you a place; [3] and if I go and shall prepare you a place, I am coming again and shall receive you to myself, that where I am ye also may be. …

2 Thessalonians 1:10 (JND) [10] when he shall have come to be glorified in his saints, and wondered at in all that have believed, (for our testimony to you has been believed,) in that day.

Revelation 22:16 (JND) [16] *I* Jesus have sent mine angel to testify these things to you in the assemblies. *I* am the root and offspring of David, the bright [and] morning star.

1 John 3 (JND) [1] See what love the Father has given to us, that we should be called [the] children of God. For this reason the world knows us not, because it knew him not. [2] Beloved, now are we children of God, and what we shall be has not yet been manifested; we know that if it is manifested we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. [3] And every one that has this hope in him purifies himself, even as *he* is pure. …

Revelation 19:7 (JND) [7] Let us rejoice and exult, and give him glory; for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife has made herself ready.

1 John 3:14 (JND) [14] *We* know that we have passed from death to life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love [his] brother abides in death.

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

Titus 2 (JND) [1] But do *thou* speak the things that become sound teaching; [2] that the elder men be sober, grave, discreet, sound in faith, in love, in patience; [3] that the elder women in like manner be in deportment as becoming those who have to say to sacred things, not slanderers, not enslaved to much wine, teachers of what is right; …

Hebrews 12:3 (JND) [3] For consider well him who endured so great contradiction from sinners against himself, that ye be not weary, fainting in your minds.



PROSPERITY


Proverbs 1: 10-16

Psalms 1: 3; 122: 6-9

Joshua 1: 7-8

It is the thought of prosperity and what makes for it that is in mind.  It is significant that at the beginning of the Psalms we should have portrayed to us the account of the man as to whom it can be said that “whatsoever he doeth shall prosper”.  The books of Psalms are of particular interest and help to us because, among other things, they give us the exercises of the godly in a world of ungodly, the godly having their outlook towards Christ and His coming kingdom, the end of the five books giving the establishment of that kingdom and all the joy and spiritual exhilaration that it occasions.  Through the books of the Psalms we get constant references to the experiences and testings and sufferings of the godly, often persecuted by the ungodly, and hence in that setting it is of particular importance that the first psalm should begin by pointing out that there are certain lines on which we may count on prosperity, for verse 3 says: “He”, that is the one depicted, “shall be like a tree planted by the rivers of water, that bringeth forth his fruit in his season: his leaf also shall not wither; and whatsoever he doeth shall prosper”, a very wonderful scope of encouraging promise.  He brings forth his fruit in his season; involving that there is continual fruitfulness for God in every circumstance, in the winter seasons as well as the summer seasons, in testing and trying conditions as well as in favourable conditions.  And then the leaf does not wither, which would refer to the thought of testimony.  On the one hand there is fruitfulness for God, and on the other there is testimony which is maintained in freshness.  And then, finally, it adds in a most comprehensive way, “whatsoever he doeth shall prosper”.  The end of the psalm indicates the end of the wicked, the ungodly, saying, verse 6, “The Lord knoweth the way of the righteous: but the way of the ungodly shall perish”.  So before the exercises and testings that confront the godly in a world of ungodly are entered upon there is this indication of the lines upon which prosperity will be enjoyed, in which there will be fruit for God continually, and also of the two ways in the world, the way of the righteous, which the Lord knows, and the way of the wicked, which shall perish.  Whatever may follow in the way of practical exercises and testings, this psalm stands out as a beacon light for us, that whatever may come in, these are the lines upon which prosperity will be enjoyed.

The first thing is negative, “Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth in the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of the scornful”.  That is, there is to be from the very outset a determination that by the grace of God there will be no walking whatever in the way of the ungodly.

I read the verses in Proverbs because they throw a rather striking light on what is the outstanding feature of this time, and the way of the ungodly.  Solomon is addressing his son in all the affections of a son.  He knew himself what it was to be a beloved son, indeed he had the distinction of being beloved of Jehovah, and was named by Jehovah as such (Jedidiah), and so his words to his son have particular force for us, because they are not only the affectionate words of a spiritual man, but they contemplate that we are sons and that we will value being sons, and that there is something that befits us as sons.  Chapters 1-7 of Proverbs are full of most valuable instruction for sons, especially young believers, but for all of us, and in the course of this instruction Solomon says: “My son, if sinners entice thee, consent thou not”, and he goes on to say that one form that enticement ·will take is that we should all have one purse.  What is in mind is in principle murderous—“If they say, Come with us, let us lay wait for blood, let us lurk privily for the innocent without cause ... Let us swallow them up alive as the grave”.  One of the things that is coming to the fore at the present time is the claim of associations of men who seek not only to entice, but to compel all to join them, to have one purse with them, for that is what is involved in it.  It means that there is association with ungodly men taking the form of having one purse with a view to carrying out their designs, which in the principle of them are in some cases murderous.  If need be they will not hesitate to deprive of the means of living, so far as they can, those who will not fall in with their desires.  And so the Spirit of God, through Solomon, says: “My son, if sinners entice thee, consent thou not”, under no circumstances consent.  “My son, walk not thou in the way with them; refrain thy foot from their path”.  I only allude to it to draw attention to one feature that is particularly prominent at the present time of the way of the ungodly.  Psalm 1 pronounces blessed the man that does not walk in the counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth in the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of the scornful.

On the other hand, there is the positive side, “His delight is in the law of the Lord; and in his law doth he meditate day and night”.  That is, I need not say, a most important thing for us, involving that our thoughts become formed, not by the way that men look at things, but how God looks at them, and that we become formed in the light of another world and become increasingly assured as to the faithfulness of God, and the faithfulness of Christ, and the power of Christ and of God to carry us through in the truth whatever may arise, and so it says, “His delight is in the law of the Lord; and in his law doth he meditate day and night”.  This psalm indicates the lines of practical righteousness, and one who pursues these lines will prosper—“Whatsoever he doeth shall prosper”.

In Psalm 122 we get another feature of prosperity, which is connected with the assembly, for the psalm has the assembly distinctly in mind.  It says, “I was glad when they said unto me, Let us go into the house of the Lord.  Our feet shall stand within thy gates, O Jerusalem ... Whither the tribes go up ... to give thanks unto the name of the Lord”.  There is the thought of the house of God where the service of God is maintained, and there is the thought of Jerusalem which really includes the house and suggests the principles of rule and government by which are ensured the conditions under which the service of God in the house can be maintained.  Jerusalem, as I understand it, is not so much the assembly from the point of view of divine purpose looked at abstractly, which is Zion, but the answer to that, in so far as there is an answer to it, in reality in the saints.  “Jerusalem is builded as a city that is compact together”, involving that the saints are going on together in unity and in love, and then that judgment is maintained: “For there are set thrones of judgment, the thrones of the house of David”.  Matters that arise among the saints are dealt with according to divine principles, divine standards are maintained, divine care is exercised, rule is maintained.  There are set thrones for judgment, showing that things are judged in a dignified way according to God.  Then it says, “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: they shall prosper that love thee”.  This is in view of prosperity.  I believe that morally Psalm 1 comes first: if we are not characterised by practical righteousness and piety, we shall not know much about the prosperity of Psalm 122.  But experiencing the prosperity of Psalm 1, based on righteousness and piety there is the further thought as to having all our interests in the assembly of God, and watching in relation to everything that tends to disturb the peace of Jerusalem, and praying unceasingly in relation to it.  What an encouragement it is to have the assembly at heart, and have it continually in our prayers, praying for the peace of it, watching in relation to everything that would disturb the peace, whether from within or without.  “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: they shall prosper that love thee.  Peace be within thy walls, and prosperity within thy palaces”.  Prosperity is brought in again.  How God loves prosperity within the palaces! The walls speak of the principles of fellowship by which all that is of spiritual value is preserved.  The palaces speak of the inner thought of privilege and dignity, the royal portion that belongs to the saints of the assembly, as they learn their portion with Christ, and their portion before the Father.  There is to be prosperity in the palaces, no lack of substance or freshness among the saints.  “Because of the house of the Lord our God I will seek thy good”.  That is the incentive for seeking the good of the assembly, “the house of the Lord our God”, the privilege of maintaining the service of God in freshness and constancy, and with the highest thoughts of God; it is all in view of the service of God being maintained in freshness and power and substance.  Prosperity to the one who prays for the peace of Jerusalem, and then prosperity for the saints is found on these lines.  

Finally in Joshua we have prosperity in the case of any who have the responsibility in any degree of a place of leadership among the saints, especially leadership having the land in view.  Moses is the great leader for the wilderness, Joshua the great leader having the land in view, one who can help the saints into all that divine love has prepared for them, and to such a one the Lord indicates that there are certain conditions on which he will prosper.  He would have good success by strict adherence to the word of God, the law of Moses, meditating therein day and night and observing to do according to all that is written therein.  It might be thought that this is similar to the first psalm, but I believe that psalm is more a question of individual piety, understanding God’s thoughts as to all we have to contend with.  Joshua 1 is a question of the thoughts of God particularly for His people, and seeing to it that everything is regulated by the truth.  Whatever we may have in the way of ministry as to God’s thoughts for us at the present time is to be tested by the Scriptures.  Lately we have had brought to our notice the importance of the pattern, and we should examine, thoughtfully and carefully, what is put out in ministry to see that we follow it.  By that means we shall become established in the mind of God in an authoritative way.  How important it is that any who seek to serve the saints should not only have the right objective, but understand the authoritative basis of these thoughts in the Scriptures, and as meditating on them be formed by them.  So the Lord says, “That thou mayest observe to do according to all that is written therein: for then thou shalt make thy way prosperous, and then thou shalt have good success”.

These are just the thoughts that were in mind, the great importance of spiritual prosperity for us all in these different settings in which these scriptures present them.

 

LONDON

13th November 1946

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Proverbs 1:10-16 (JND) [10] My son, if sinners entice thee, consent not. [11] If they say, Come with us, let us lay wait for blood, let us lurk secretly for the innocent without cause; [12] let us swallow them up alive as Sheol, and whole, as those that go down into the pit; [13] we shall find all precious substance, we shall fill our houses with spoil: [14] cast in thy lot among us; we will all have one purse: [15] my son, walk not in the way with them, keep back thy foot from their path; [16] for their feet run to evil, and they make haste to shed blood.

Psalms 1:3 (JND) [3] And he [is] as a tree planted by brooks of water, which giveth its fruit in its season, and whose leaf fadeth not; and all that he doeth prospereth.

Psalms 122:6-9 (JND) [6] Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: they shall prosper that love thee. [7] Peace be within thy bulwarks, prosperity within thy palaces. [8] For my brethren and companions' sakes I will say, Peace be within thee! [9] Because of the house of Jehovah our God I will seek thy good.

Joshua 1:7-8 (JND) [7] Only be strong and very courageous, that thou mayest take heed to do according to all the law that Moses my servant commanded thee. Turn not from it to the right or to the left, that thou mayest prosper whithersoever thou goest. [8] This book of the law shall not depart from thy mouth; and thou shalt meditate upon it day and night, that thou mayest take heed to do according to all that is written therein; for then shalt thou have good success in thy ways, and then shalt thou prosper.

Psalms 1 (JND) [1] Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the wicked, and standeth not in the way of sinners, and sitteth not in the seat of scorners; [2] But his delight is in Jehovah's law, and in his law doth he meditate day and night. [3] And he [is] as a tree planted by brooks of water, which giveth its fruit in its season, and whose leaf fadeth not; and all that he doeth prospereth. …

Psalms 122 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees. Of David.} I rejoiced when they said unto me, Let us go into the house of Jehovah. [2] Our feet shall stand within thy gates, O Jerusalem. [3] Jerusalem, which art built as a city that is compact together, …

Psalms 1 (JND) [1] Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the wicked, and standeth not in the way of sinners, and sitteth not in the seat of scorners; [2] But his delight is in Jehovah's law, and in his law doth he meditate day and night. [3] And he [is] as a tree planted by brooks of water, which giveth its fruit in its season, and whose leaf fadeth not; and all that he doeth prospereth. …

Psalms 122 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees. Of David.} I rejoiced when they said unto me, Let us go into the house of Jehovah. [2] Our feet shall stand within thy gates, O Jerusalem. [3] Jerusalem, which art built as a city that is compact together, …

Psalms 1 (JND) [1] Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the wicked, and standeth not in the way of sinners, and sitteth not in the seat of scorners; [2] But his delight is in Jehovah's law, and in his law doth he meditate day and night. [3] And he [is] as a tree planted by brooks of water, which giveth its fruit in its season, and whose leaf fadeth not; and all that he doeth prospereth. …

Joshua 1 (JND) [1] And it came to pass after the death of Moses the servant of Jehovah, that Jehovah spoke to Joshua the son of Nun, Moses' attendant, saying, [2] Moses my servant is dead; and now, rise up, go over this Jordan, thou and all this people, into the land which I give unto them, to the children of Israel. [3] Every place whereon the sole of your foot shall tread have I given to you, as I said unto Moses. …



THE REALITY OF CHRISTIANITY


Acts 9: 1-21

This chapter, so far as I have read it, shows us how real a thing Christianity is.  It lies in the fact that there are certain people on earth who are disciples of the Lord Jesus, who is in heaven, and there is also connected with it a well-defined way that is spoken of in this passage as this way or the way.  Also what comes to light is that the lordship of Jesus is a very real thing, so that those who are truly disciples of His are available to Him for any service that He wishes them to perform.  He knows them by name and speaks to them, and they call Him Lord; they call Him Lord genuinely as loving Him.  There are persons of whom the Lord Jesus speaks who say ‘Lord, Lord’ but do not the things that He says, and He tells us, that as to them, He will say, “I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity”.  It is of no value at all to speak of Jesus as Lord, to say, our Lord, as people do, if in fact He is not Lord to you.

Christianity in the eyes of many people is just a religion, a religion which they compare or contrast with the religion of the Jews, and Mohammedanism, and Buddhism, and other things.  They will tell you that it consists in the teachings of Jesus Christ and it has a large place in the world, and they will perhaps claim that it has been an influence for good in the world; but I think you will agree, if we are honest about these things, that in its public aspect as a profession it covers a great deal that is certainly not pleasing to God.  It reprobates anything that is grossly immoral or evil, manifestly so, but it makes room for almost every conceivable variation of teaching and doctrine, and it accommodates itself very easily to the ways of the world.  That is what Christianity is in the eyes of most people, but that is not what Christianity is in God’s sight.  Christianity according to God is found only among those who personally know the Lord Jesus in heaven and own Him as their Lord.  

Now there are many already in this position of disciples of the Lord.  It was so when Saul of Tarsus was converted.  The conversion of Saul of Tarsus is of great interest, because Scripture tells us; indeed, he himself tells us, writing by the Spirit of God that he was the chief of sinners, the chief of them.  Therefore the conversion of the chief of sinners is obviously a matter of great interest, and it was very real.  That is why I did not stop at the end of verse 20 but read verse 21, because it shows how very real his conversion was.  It was a complete change round, and conversion is an essential if we are to have part in a living way in Christianity.  You may say, ‘We have not been persecutors’.  That may be, but the Lord Jesus said, “Except ye be converted, and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven”.  There must be a change round, a yielding of the heart to the Lord Jesus Christ in glory, if there is to be any part vitally in Christianity. 

Well now, as I say, it is a very interesting matter that, when the chief of sinners was converted, there were ready a large number of disciples of the Lord.  He himself on conversion became another disciple of the Lord.  He was just added to what was there.  There was a company of disciples of the Lord.  There were some in Jerusalem, some in Damascus and many other places, and as Saul was converted and yielded himself to the Lord Jesus he was added to the disciples of the Lord; and the position is still the same.  As a kind of background to the preaching of the gospel there is the company of the disciples of the Lord and, if you are in touch with them, you will find in so far as they know the Lord Jesus and are subject to Him, that they are moving together in a well-defined way, and that they know what it is to have to do with the Lord Jesus personally, and the Lord Jesus knows what it is to have do to with them.  You will find, also, that they carry in this world a testimony to His name.  All these things enter into this chapter.

Well now, Saul, it says, was “breathing out threatenings and slaughter against the disciples of the Lord”; I have no doubt that behind the energy of animosity against the disciples of the Lord that marked this man was the energy and power of Satan, though he himself was unaware of it.  He was “breathing out threatenings and slaughter against the disciples of the Lord”, and as thus marked had obtained letters to Damascus to the synagogues from the high priest, that if he found any of the Christian way, the way that is trodden by true disciples of the Lord, he should bring them bound to Jerusalem.  As he journeyed, he was suddenly arrested by a light from heaven and he fell to the earth and heard a voice.  I am not suggesting that the way Saul of Tarsus was converted is necessarily the way that everyone is converted, for it is not so in detail.  Indeed, I suppose that everyone who is converted is converted in a different way, for God loves variety.  Even in the physical creation you will see endless variety in God’s creation; it is stamped with wonderful variety.  So in the spiritual realm, the reality of the work of God in the souls of people, there is endless variety in the way souls are converted, but there is no difference as regards the One to whom they yield themselves.  They are all brought to the same Lord Jesus, to the same God.

So Saul heard a voice.  Behind that voice was a person.  He “heard a voice saying unto him, Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me?” There was a living Person, having a personal interest in Saul and addressing Himself to his conscience, and asking him a simple question which he must have found extremely difficult to answer.  “Why persecutest thou me?”  It was a voice from heaven.  There was irresistible power in the hands of the Lord Jesus.  It says in the end of the gospel of Mark, that when He had said certain things to His disciples He went up into heaven, and sat down at the right hand of God.  “After the Lord had spoken unto them, he was received up into heaven, and sat on the right hand of God”.  That is a place of power.  The right hand always speaks of power in Scripture, and the right hand of God means irresistible power, and Jesus is sitting there.  He was received up into heaven and sat down.  It is an established position which is being filled out now by the Lord Jesus, and irresistible power is in His hands.  He could have struck that chief of sinners dead, and who would have said it was undeserved, for he was persecuting those whose only offence was that they loved the Lord Jesus, and they loved the Lord Jesus for this reason, that they knew Him as their Saviour, but the Lord did not speak in judgment to Saul.

This is not a day of judgment; not that God has not the right to exercise judgment; He has.  There are times when He does come in in judgment, but in the main the character of this present dispensation which has extended now for nigh two thousand years is one of grace and salvation.  It says, “not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance”.  That is the attitude of God at the present time.  He is longsuffering and the Lord Jesus is longsuffering.  He has not yet taken up His rights or been vindicated; the last this world saw of Him was when He, the Son of God, was crucified.  The day is coming when He is going to be vindicated publicly, and He is waiting for that day patiently, because there may be someone here who has not turned to the Lord and come into salvation.  That is what He is waiting for.  So with Saul He says, “Why persecutest thou me?”  Saul said, “Who art thou, Lord?” Who taught him to say Lord?  He was constrained to say it.  The light shone from heaven.  We are told from the Scripture that follows, that he actually saw the Lord Jesus.  He did not know who it was.  The last that had been seen of Jesus by those who were not disciples was a Man crucified as a malefactor, a Man whose visage was marred more than the visage of any man.  The Lord Jesus is not like that now, but He is still a Man.  Scripture speaks of His body of glory.  He is in a condition suited to the exalted position He is filling at the right hand of God, and Saul saw Him (we are told that) but he did not know who He was, but the glory in which he saw Him, constrained him to say Lord.  “Who art thou, Lord?”  The Lord says, “I am Jesus whom thou persecutest”.  Jesus—the very One whom he was persecuting.  He was persecuting the disciples of the Lord, everyone who called on the name of the Lord Jesus, and.  now as the Lord spoke to him from heaven He said, “I am Jesus whom thou persecutest”.  

There is a great deal of meaning in the name of Jesus.  If anyone here is unaware of the fact, I would say that the meaning of the name Jesus is ‘Jehovah, the Saviour’; that is, God Himself, the Saviour of mankind.  God must become Man in order to become the Saviour of mankind.  That is the glory attaching to the name of Jesus.  In the first chapter of Matthew when an angel came to Joseph and said Jesus was to be born, he said, “thou shalt call his name Jesus”.  Why? “For he shall save his people from their sins”.  Why did he tell Joseph to call His name Jesus?  Joseph was a man, and represented the side of responsibility, and every one of us has to face up to the question of our responsibility.  If we do, we will find that the question of our sins is sure to arise.  The question of our responsibility before God has to be faced by everyone of us and results in the question of our sins being raised; and when you are facing the question of your responsibility before God what you want to know is someone who saves His people from their sins, and that is Jesus.  “Thou shalt call his name Jesus; for he shall save his people from their sins”.  You learn to know the Lord Jesus in that light.  Of Him Scripture says, “who is over all God blessed for ever”, and yet become a Man and known by the name of Jesus, in order that He might become the Saviour of men.

You know, dear friends, saving from our sins is a very complete salvation.  He had to die in order to save us from our: sins, or how could the judgment attaching to our sins be lifted from us unless someone died for us? Who could do it save the Lord Jesus?  Who in heaven or earth? Thank God He has done it.  The very One who was crucified is now on the right hand of God, and while it was by the hands of wicked men that He was slain, it was by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God.  The men were only the instrument to carry out God’s own will that His Beloved Son, the Lord Jesus, should come into this world and die for sinners, giving Himself a ransom for all.  It is one thing to be cleared by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ from every imputation of guilt, “justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus”.  That is one very great blessing open to us now in the gospel through the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, but then you want more than that.  You want someone who can save you, save you completely from the power of sin, from wanting to go on in sin, doing your own will.  That is what God proposes.  In Proverbs 16 it says, “There is a way that seemeth right unto a man”; that is his own will, “but the end thereof are the ways of death”.  But there is one who can save us from our sins and that is the Lord Jesus.

There are thousands of disciples of the Lord Jesus on the earth who are saved from the kind of thing that previously marked them before they were converted, and they are saved by subjection to Jesus as Lord.  It is a great thing to come under the sway of the Lord Jesus.  It is more than coming into the gain of what He has effected in Christ.  “God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us”.  The blessing for everyone who believes does not depend on the depth of his repentance, nor on the strength of his faith but simply on the abiding value of what Christ has done and on the blessed grace of God that desires that we should be saved.  But this I say: to enter into the full gain of the gospel at the present time we need to be yielded to the Lord.

Then I was saying a moment ago that the angel spoke to Joseph and told him that she was to call His name Jesus for He should save His people from their sins.  In the first chapter of Luke’s gospel we read that the angel spoke also to Mary, and he told Mary that she was to call is name Jesus.  Now Mary does not represent the side of facing up to our responsibility, although of course every woman has to face her responsibility just as much as every man.  I am not suggesting that a woman has any less responsibility than a man has, but in Scripture a man usually represents the side of responsibility, and a woman usually represents the side of affection, and so the Lord Jesus is presented not only as the answer to our responsibility but also as the answer to affection which God Himself creates in the heart.  Think of it being possible for you or me to have as an object of affection one so great as the Lord Jesus Christ.  That is what is proposed in the gospel.  Christianity is a great system of affection, and that is why it holds genuine Christians.  It does not hold professing Christians because they do not know the Lord Jesus Christ personally.  What Christianity really is is a system of affection in which all those who are truly converted are bound in affection to the person of the Lord Jesus Christ.

So the angel speaking to Mary, in telling her that she was to call His name Jesus, did not say to her that He should save His people from their sins but “thou ... shalt call his name Jesus.  He shall be great, and shall be called the Son of the Highest”.  Think of the greatness of Jesus! The Highest is a title that applies to God, and refers to the exceeding moral excellence found in God.  It says, “God is love”, and He is “rich in mercy”, and He delights in grace, and now Jesus is the Son of the Highest.  The one who has come out from God is the perfect expression and representation of what God is as the Highest, the One who is supreme in every moral excellence, and Jesus has brought it all to light and made it available to the sons of men, even to sinners to the chief of sinners who was “breathing out threatenings and slaughter against the disciples of the Lord”.  The Lord Jesus brought to him all the moral excellence of righteous grace, with a view to his being brought through Jesus Christ into the reality of knowing God as He is revealed.  Scripture speaks, and it is known by those who are true believers in the Lord Jesus of the possibility of our dwelling in love and dwelling in God.  Having God Himself so blessedly known through our Lord Jesus Christ you find you can dwell in God.  That is possible, but yet before that can be known, this question of our sins must be settled, and there is no other way of its being settled save through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.  As Scripture says, “For there is none other name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved”, save the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Well now Saul said, “Who art thou, Lord?” and the Lord said “I am Jesus whom thou persecutest”.  I am sure Saul’s course of persecuting the disciples of the Lord must have risen up before his eyes as a most heinous thing.  The One whom he as persecuting was there at the right hand of God with all power in His hands, and there was a poor puny man daring to persecute the disciples of the Lord Jesus, and there was the Lord Jesus speaking to him in grace.  Already He had died for him.  The redemption in Christ Jesus was there waiting for Saul of Tarsus to claim it.  God’s right to show mercy to that dreadful sinner had already been established by Jesus dying for Saul of Tarsus and rising triumphant in order that Saul and every other sinner might understand that the work is absolutely finished and nothing needs to be added to it.

The Lord, as rightly representing God and expressing what is in His own heart, spoke tenderly to Saul and said, “Arise and go into the city, and 1t shall be told thee what thou must do”.  It is a question of the Lord.  The Lord Jesus is wonderfully gracious, but He is the Lord.  “What thou must do”: He says.  It is the King speaking.  He is the Lord.  It is not a question of our being free agents, it is a question of coming into subjection to the Lord.  There is no one on earth who is a free agent.  You are either, unknown to yourself, under the influence of Satan, or you are under the influence and control of the Lord Jesus and of God through Him.  That is not an extravagant statement for, in chapter 26 of this book we find Paul giving an account of his conversion to king Agrippa, and he said that the Lord Jesus sent him to open men’s eyes that they might turn from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God.  It is one or the other; a person is either in darkness under the power of Satan, or else in the light and knowledge of God.  There is no such thing as a free agent in this world, and the Lord Jesus is announced, in all the grace connected with His name and the graciousness of His administration, in order that souls might come through repentance and faith under His blessed control, and be found among the disciples of the Lord.

Now it says that there was a certain disciple at Damascus.  I invite attention to this for it is really the very root of the gospel as it is preached, that behind the preaching there is a background consisting of those who are already disciples of the Lord; there are such on earth, there are those in this place, at Rangiora, disciples of the Lord.  Saul, as yielding himself to the Lord Jesus had to identify himself with them, but first of all he had to learn that the disciples of the Lord were available as usable by the Lord to serve him, to serve Saul, and so for the moment we do not hear any more of Saul but we are introduced to a disciple of the Lord named Ananias.  “And there was a certain disciple at Damascus, named Ananias; and to him said the Lord in a vision, Ananias.  And he said, Behold, I am here, Lord”.  See how personal Christianity is!  The Lord called Saul by name and then He made Himself known to Saul by name.  He said, “I am Jesus”.  That is the distinctive feature of Christianity that it is a personal matter.  So here the Lord says “Ananias”, and he says “Behold, I am here, Lord”.  The name Jesus is cherished by every true believer in the Lord Jesus Christ, for it means so much to believers.  It enshrines the glory of His person and all that He has done.  You can understand those whose sins have been washed away by the precious blood of Christ, who have yielded themselves to Christ and who have come into the gain of complete salvation from the world around, being ready to say ‘Lord’. It is foolish to resist His rights as Lord.  God has made Him Lord, and Lord He is, and Lord He will be, but it is a great thing to say ‘Lord Jesus’ from the heart.  It is a very great thing.  It means that you yield yourself to Him and your affections now are free to embrace Him; and, on your part, as you call upon His name it means that all the power of that Name and the gracious administration of it too are available for your protection and support.  “Whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved”.

And so Ananias says, “I am here, Lord”, and the Lord said, “Arise, and go into the street which is called Straight, and enquire in the house of Judas for one called Saul, of Tarsus: for, behold, he prayeth”.  Every detail is known by the Lord Jesus: the street called Straight, the house belonging to one named Judas, and a man called Saul of Tarsus.  He was not then in Tarsus, but he came from Tarsus. The Lord knows all about him and He says, “Behold, he is praying”. How God loves to see a person praying!  Someone here perhaps wants to pray and does not know how to pray.  Scripture gives us an indication how to pray.  There was one man who smote upon his breast and would not lift up his eyes to heaven, and said, “God be merciful to me a sinner”.  There is a sample prayer!  Another young man is given us in the parable who is recorded as saying, “I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and before thee, and am no more worthy to be called thy son.” It is a great thing to speak like that to God.  In the last chapter of Hosea it says, “Take with you words”; not mere words, but words that speak the truth.  That is what God loves to hear.  “He that doeth truth cometh to the light”.  God loves to see a soul coming to the light and speaking words, committing himself to the truth.

So Saul was praying and Ananias raised his difficulties.  He says, “Lord, I have heard by many of this man, how much evil he hath done to thy saints at Jerusalem: and here he hath authority from the chief priests to bind all that call on thy name”.  Over against authority from the chief priests there is the authority of the Lord.  The Lord said to him “Go thy way”.  It is not a question of the chief priests; it is a question of the Lord.  The Lord said to Ananias, “Go thy way”.  No one else has authority in these matters.  The king and his ministers have authority from God in secular matters, and we recognise that and pray for them, too, but when it comes to spiritual matters it is a question of the Lord.  The chief priests had given Saul this authority, but now the Lord says to Ananias, “Go thy way”.  It is the Lord, and His authority.  “Go thy way: for he is a chosen vessel unto me, to bear my name before the Gentiles, and kings, and the children of Israel: For I will show him how great things he must suffer for my name’s sake”.  The name of the Lord Jesus is a great factor in the testimony of God in this world and disciples of the Lord Jesus have the great privilege of bearing the name of the Lord Jesus in this world.  That is what they are taken up for, among other things, to bear the name of the Lord Jesus in this world.

Ananias comes into the house and lays his hands upon him and says “Saul”, calling him by name.  What a personal matter Christianity is.  He says, “Brother Saul, the Lord, even Jesus, that appeared to thee in the way as thou camest hath sent me”.  The bond is established, and the bond is the Lord Jesus.  “The Lord, even Jesus”.  Ananias, so to speak, is saying, ‘I have known the Lord Jesus a good many years.  You have just come to know Him; and I can embrace you as a brother’.  He says, “Brother Saul, the Lord even Jesus”.  ‘He is Lord to me and now He is Lord to you’, that is what he is saying.  “Jesus that appeared unto thee in the way as thou camest, hath sent me, that thou mightest receive thy sight, and be filled with the Holy Spirit”.  That is the characteristic blessing of Christianity.  It is very important that that is brought in here.  What makes Christianity what it is, such a matter of real enjoyment to those who have believed on the Lord Jesus, is the gift of the Holy Spirit, and God has nothing less in mind for those who repent and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, than that they should receive the Holy Spirit.  That is what He has in mind.  Forgiveness of sins?  Yes.  Never to come into condemnation?  Yes indeed; but far above that is the gift of the Holy Spirit.

It says of Saul that he preached Jesus in the synagogue that He is the Son of God.  How great it is!  It is as though the Lord Jesus is becoming greater and greater before the heart of this man who has become converted.  Think of his preaching that He is the Son of God! Do you really apprehend that the Lord Jesus Christ your Saviour is the Son of God?  He answered to God for all that attached to you in your guilt, and by His precious death has taken out of God’s sight all your history as in flesh, as sinful.  That is what the Lord Jesus has done.

       There is marvellous depth in the death of Christ.  It is not only the means by which propitiation has made for our sins, but in His death there was the ending of each one of us as in the flesh.  As you receive the glad tidings it means that you are entirely free from all that to which condemnation attaches, and God, by the Holy Spirit, sets you up in life in the Man that is in His presence.  That is a delightful position of favour from which you can never be removed.  Taken into favour in the Beloved, and set up in it with the possession of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God’s Son in your heart.  Think of that!  Paul, in writing to the Galatians, said, “When the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons”.  God gives sonship to those who believe, gives it to them as a gift, brings them into a place of sonship before Himself.  “Because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba Father”.  It produces in you liberty with God, so that you call Him Father gladly as in the consciousness by the Spirit that His grace has set you in sonship before Him.

That is Christianity, dear friends.  Saul of Tarsus was brought into it thoroughly and brought into it happily.  He found his place among the disciples of the Lord and he preached Jesus in the synagogue that He is the Son of God, and there is no reason why everyone of us should not be brought into the same blessing, into a place of present salvation free from every influence of this world as subject to the Lord Jesus and as finding our life and portion among the disciples of the Lord.  You will find that there is a way in which the disciples of the Lord Jesus walk, a way of complete salvation from this poor world, a way of deep satisfaction in the things of God and in the fellowship of the love that is found in the circle of the disciples of the Lord, and, more than that, the glory of the Lord Jesus becomes greater and greater to you as the days go by.  As the angel said to Mary, “He shall be great”.  You may rest assured of that, that if you go on in the Spirit of God the Lord Jesus will become greater and greater to you as the time goes on.  May God grant it may be so.
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Scripture references

Acts 9:1-21 (JND) [1] But Saul, still breathing out threatenings and slaughter against the disciples of the Lord, came to the high priest [2] and asked of him letters to Damascus, to the synagogues, so that if he found any who were of the way, both men and women, he might bring [them] bound to Jerusalem. [3] But as he was journeying, it came to pass that he drew near to Damascus; and suddenly there shone round about him a light out of heaven, [4] and falling on the earth he heard a voice saying to him, Saul, Saul, why dost thou persecute me? [5] And he said, Who art thou, Lord? And he [said], *I* am Jesus, whom *thou* persecutest. [6] But rise up and enter into the city, and it shall be told thee what thou must do. [7] But the men who were travelling with him stood speechless, hearing the voice but beholding no one. [8] And Saul rose up from the earth, and his eyes being opened he saw no one. But leading [him] by the hand they brought him into Damascus. [9] And he was three days without seeing, and neither ate nor drank. [10] And there was a certain disciple in Damascus by name Ananias. And the Lord said to him in a vision, Ananias. And he said, Behold, [here am] I, Lord. [11] And the Lord [said] to him, Rise up and go into the street which is called Straight, and seek in the house of Judas one by name Saul, [he is] of Tarsus: for, behold, he is praying, [12] and has seen [in a vision] a man by name Ananias coming in and putting his hand on him, so that he should see. …

Proverbs 16 (JND) [1] The purposes of the heart are of man, but the answer of the tongue is from Jehovah. [2] All the ways of a man are clean in his own eyes; but Jehovah weigheth the spirits. [3] Commit thy works unto Jehovah, and thy thoughts shall be established. …



PEACE


Luke 11: 21, 22 

Romans 3: 17; 4: 23-25; 5: 1, 2 

Philippians 4: 6, 7

In reading these scriptures, dear friends, I wish to speak about “peace”; not peace among the nations, though that is greatly desired by everyone, but unattainable in any permanent way until the Prince of Peace comes; nor have I in mind to speak about peace which relates to conditions generally amongst men politically, the question of labour problems, and all these things which cause a good deal of disturbance and unrest.  I do not propose to speak about that; although, I might say, that if everyone had the knowledge of God which may be had through the gospel those problems and conditions would not exist.  What I want to speak about is individual peace of mind and heart.  I am sure that everyone will appreciate that is something to be desired, to be able to go through the world such as this is in peace; peace of mind and peace of heart are something worth having, and not only in this life, but beyond this life, to be able to face death in peace and not only death, but what comes after death, to be able to face that in peace is a very great thing.

One has heard of a man who when he was dying was found in great distress of mind although all his lifetime he had been accustomed to ridiculing religion and the gospel and everything of that kind, and when his friends expressed some surprise that he should be showing signs of fear, he said, ‘It is not death I fear.  What I fear is resurrection’.  That is what comes after death and, of course, anyone who is instructed in the truth of God and yet at the same time has not the knowledge of God, the knowledge of Christ, might well fear resurrection, because in resurrection you see there is the final severance of those who are acceptable to God from those who are not.  Thus the Lord Jesus says, “the hour is coming, in the which all that are in the graves shall hear His voice, and shall come forth; they that have done good, unto the resurrection of life; and they that have done evil, unto the resurrection of damnation”.  

Now while it is understandable that one who rejected the gospel and rejected Christ, or died it may be, not exactly rejecting but careless in regard of it, it is quite understandable that such an one should fear the resurrection, my object in speaking is that everyone here should have no occasion to fear either death or resurrection or what follows resurrection.  In the case of those who die without Christ, what follows their resurrection is judgment.  The scripture says, “It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment”, but the same scripture goes on to say, “so Christ was once offered to bear the sins of many; and unto them that look for him shall he appear the second time without sin unto salvation”.  That is, apart from any question of sin, “unto salvation”, so the same scripture that makes it abundantly clear that death is a certainty; subject, of course, to the possibility, and a very real possibility, of those who belong to Christ never having to pass through death; that same scripture points to the One through faith in whom you may avoid judgment and be brought into blessing at His coming.

The first two scriptures I have read are remarkable ones, the one in Romans 3 states the position as God sees it in regard of all who have not turned to the Lord Jesus.  It says, “The way of peace have they not known”.  It does not say in regard of all men that they are all murderers or something very dreadful morally, but it does say “the way of peace they have not known”; that is, they have not the secret.  There is a secret by means of which we may pursue what Scripture speaks of as “the way of peace”; a wonderful thing I am sure you will agree, but it is a secret.  It is known by some, but only on the principle of obeying the glad tidings, because God has come out in glad tidings of peace; but until we have turned to the Lord Jesus, receiving forgiveness of sins through His name and being justified by God from every charge brought against us; I say, until then, we do not know the “way of peace”.  That is how God states the matter and you may rest assured that God’s statement of the matter is accurate.

On the other hand, you may come across people who, if one said they did not know what peace was, would ridicule the idea.  They might say they enjoy life, and they do not fear death, they have no occasion to fear death.  They will say, perhaps, they have lived as good a life as most people and better than some, and they have no reason to fear anything.  There are such people around who will speak like that, and that is why I read this verse in Luke 11, for the Lord says, speaking in parabolical language, “When a strong man armed keepeth his palace, his goods are in peace; but when a stronger than he shall come upon him, and overcome him, he taketh from him all his armour wherein he trusted, and divideth his spoils”.  If you read the context I think you will agree with me that the strong man armed to whom the Lord is referring, is no other than Satan, the devil.  “That old serpent called the Devil and Satan”, he is called in Scripture, showing that God knows his character.  People speak flippantly about the devil in these days, but the devil is a creature into whose hands you and I cannot afford to play.

We cannot afford to.  No one can handle him but God.  He is stronger than any man.  No one can handle him but the Son of God.  “For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that he might destroy the works of the devil”.  The devil is a power to be reckoned with and not to be spoken about flippantly, and he is the enemy of God and the enemy of the souls of men, and he has very great strength, and he has his armour, and I will tell you what his armour is, the ability he has to make people imbibe wrong thoughts as to God.  That is his armour; it is the power he has by means of darkness, by what is darkness in contrast to light.  The true knowledge of God is spoken of as light.  “God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ”.  The light is the true knowledge of God, and Christ has come from God to give it to us, but darkness is ignorance of God.

Scripture speaks of the “authority of darkness”, the authority or power of darkness.  You might say where is it to be seen?  In every church and chapel where the truth of the atonement is denied, where the Deity of Christ is denied, where it is preached that there is no need for repentance or faith in our Lord Jesus Christ; in every place, I say, where things are put out contrary to the truth of God, especially in so-called places of worship, where those conducting the service are regarded by men as having a certain status and authority in these things, wherever that is, there you may see the authority of darkness.  These statements are contrary to the truth and they get authority over the minds of men, and so men are held by Satan in darkness.  If it is taught in church or chapel that you do not need to fear having to do with God, that all you have to do is to lead a good and respectable life, and do what you can for your fellow-men, and do the best you can.  and God cannot expect anything more than that; well, if that kind of thing is taught people may be in peace if they believe it, and alas, there are thousands who believe that kind of thing, and the very fact that they believe it is evidence that the strong man armed is keeping his palace, and his goods are in peace.  They are in peace believing what is a lie, and yet in peace, because they do not know that behind what they are believing to be true is the power of Satan himself.  Then the Lord goes on to say, “When a stronger than he shall come upon him”.  Thank God there is a stronger than Satan, and He is no less than the Son of God Himself, the One whom Christians delight to speak of as “our Lord Jesus Christ”, the Son of God.  He is stronger than Satan, thank God for that, and so the Lord says, “when a stronger than he shall come upon him, and overcome him, he taketh from him all his armour wherein he trusted”.  

Well, suppose you have wrong thoughts as to God, and suppose, as I trust you will, through paying attention to what God has to tell you regarding Christ, you get entirely new ideas as to God, light shines into your soul as to God, and you find God is in no way tolerant of evil, and yet although you find yourself to be a sinner you find God has come out with salvation for you, that which would exactly meet your case, and satisfy His every claim against you.  I say, when you begin to get the truth as to God, it means that all that which Satan has trusted in to keep you in his hands is disposed of; the darkness disappears when the light shines.  Let me tell you, if I can in what way the Lord Jesus has come into this matter.  It says in the epistle of John, putting it in the language of Christians; and when I say Christians, I mean true Christians, who have believed in the Lord Jesus, coming to Him as repenting sinners; for every one of us has had to come that way, make no mistake about that.  Do not think the preacher is claiming for himself that he is any better than the rest of men.  Everyone who is a true Christian, having believed in the Lord Jesus and received the gift of the Holy Spirit, has had to come to God as a repenting sinner.  We have all had to come that way, and we have all received mercy.  We have all received forgiveness of sins through the name of the Lord Jesus, and have received the gift of the Holy Spirit by means of which our hearts are filled with the love of God and we are kept in living touch with the Lord Jesus in glory; and all these things are ours simply because we have obeyed the glad tidings.  It is purely God’s mercy but, thank God, He has come out to us in mercy, and what He has done to us He is prepared to do to everyone else in the world.

In John’s epistle he says, “in this was manifested the love of God”.  You say, do you really mean that, God’s love?  You may say, “God is love”, and people will take that up and say, Yes, God is love and therefore He cannot possibly do such a thing as consign a sinner to hell.  Can He not?  I will tell you what He has done.  He has poured out unsparing judgment upon the head of His only-begotten Son.  That is what He has done, and done it in order that you might understand that He is holy, and cannot tolerate sin in any form, and yet at the same time that He is love, and wants you and everyone of us to be saved, and so in order that you might be saved He sent His only-begotten Son into the world that we might live through Him; not die, but live.  It says, “in this was manifested the love of God toward us, because that God sent his only begotten Son into the world, that we might live through him”, and then it says, “Herein is love, not that we loved God”.  You cannot say you love God if there is no love in your heart towards God, but God has come out so wonderfully and graciously towards you and me.  Think of all He has done, as John says, “Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins”.  That is to say, God is being made known in the gospel as One who must judge sin.  His holy nature is such that He cannot tolerate it and will not tolerate it, and if He did tolerate it there would be chaos in the universe.  Alas, we have a very superficial idea of what sin is, but every sin, whatever its character in detail, is the rising up of the will of the creature in opposition to the will of the Creator-God.

I think, if you will give it a moment’s thought, you will understand why it is that God must judge sin, because if He were to allow His creatures to rise up and assert their wills in opposition to His will there would be chaos in the universe.  There is plenty of chaos in the world at the present time, because God is not dealing with it at the moment, but He is going to deal with it.  At the present time He is making known the blessing for men which He has at His disposal through the death of our Lord Jesus Christ.  He has come out in mercy and grace and forgiveness and blessing to whosoever will, and so it says, “Jesus Christ the righteous”, who is in the presence of God, having first died for all, “is the propitiation for our sins; and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world”.  Not for ours only; that is, the sins of believers, but for the sins of the whole world.  That is the position that obtains at the moment, and it means that God is able, without compromising anything, to wait in patience upon men with forgiveness, love and blessing, if they will have it; but there is a day coming when the offer will be withdrawn and the opportunity will have ceased and then there will be no outlook but judgment.  Indeed, Scripture says of that day, “when the Lord Jesus shall be revealed from heaven with his mighty angels, in flaming fire taking vengeance on them that know not God, and that obey not the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ”.  That is, those who, as rejectors of God and Christ, will be alive on earth at that moment, and in regard to the dead the apostle John tells us in the vision given to him, “And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books were opened; and another book was opened, which is the book of life; and the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the books, according to their works”.  

Well, I do not enlarge on that.  I am not here to preach judgment.  I am here to preach grace, but I only warn any who might be in danger of frittering away their present opportunity, that in the background there is judgment to come, judgment to come which believers in Christ will never see, never face, never taste one drop of it, because every drop of divine judgment due to them has been tasted fully by the Son of God Himself.  And so, again I repeat those two verses, “In this was manifested the love of God toward us, because that God sent his only begotten Son into the world, that we might live through him.  Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins”.  God has in mind that we should live and not die.

Well, if that begins to gain a place in your mind and heart I think it will give you something of true light as to God and that is the way the One stronger than Satan binds the strong man and spoils his goods.  He takes his armour from him, for the armour which Satan employs to keep men under his control is darkness as to God.  It does not matter what form it takes as long as it is contrary to the truth, and keeps people in darkness as to God.  He has achieved his end in that case, but the stronger than the strong man is the Lord Jesus Christ Himself and He has come forth, “the Mediator between God and man, the Man Christ Jesus”, to bring us the truth, the truth as to God, and He has given Himself a ransom for all, and what is the significance of that action?  I will tell you what it signifies.  In the first place there was the admission on the part of the Lord Jesus that death and judgment were the proper portion of all men.  He admitted that, his action betokened that; it is the truth everyone should be brought to acknowledge, but then what did the Lord Jesus do?  He stepped into the breach.  If men were to be saved they must be relieved from the penalty of death.  They must have judgment taken away from them if they are to be brought into life and blessing; and so the Lord Jesus, the Mediator between God and men, stepped into the breach and gave Himself a ransom for all.  He endured God’s judgment on the cross, the judgment poured out without mitigation when He took up the whole question of sin and sins, as it says, “Christ ... hath once suffered for sins, the just for the unjust, that he might bring us to God”.  He went down into death because the penalty of death lay upon men, and now He is risen again from the dead.

He is risen from the dead, and that brings me to the third scripture read.  It speaks of the way righteousness was imputed to Abraham.  You know very well that if you were in business and I owed you £1,000 for goods delivered, there would be an entry in your ledger with myself shown as the debtor and the £1,000 the amount of the debt, and then if someone came on my behalf and paid £1,000 there would be a credit entry in the ledger and £1,000 put to my credit, and as the account was balanced off you would say to yourself ‘there is nothing to be charged against that man.  His account is absolutely clear’.  Well, that is exactly what God has done in regard to Abraham.  He believed God and it was put to his account for righteousness.  The account was squared; that is what God did, and now righteousness will be imputed to us, it will be put to our account “if we believe on him that raised up Jesus our Lord from the dead; who was delivered for our offences and was raised again for our justification”.  

Now look at this verse.  There is God Himself the great Creditor.  What a number of ledgers He has!  There is a page for every man and woman on earth in the ledgers of God, and He is the great Creditor and then there was the question of all these outstanding debts and He, the great Creditor, delivered up Jesus for our offences.  He delivered up the only Man who could possibly pay the debts and meet the liabilities.  He provided in the Person of His Son the only Man who could do it, and He has done it and “raised him again for our justification”; that means, the debt is paid, and for everyone who is prepared to embrace it there will be the credit entry in the ledger, so to speak, against his name; righteousness will be put to your account.  Now why not believe it? It is the way God has provided.  It says “if we believe on him that raised up Jesus our Lord from the dead; who was delivered for our offences and was raised again for our justification”.  Our offences, our guilt, necessitated that the Lord Jesus be delivered up, but He has been raised again, and that means that God is absolutely satisfied with the payment.  Not a single question remains unsettled.  The One who delivered Him has raised Him again in order that you and I as believing in Him might be justified.  God Himself will write you off as clear from every charge against you, accepting the righteous way He Himself has devised through His beloved Son in order that His claims against you might be met.

So it says in the first verse of chapter 5 of Romans, “Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ”; that is, we are justified on the principle of believing and accepting what God presents to us.  We do not attempt to justify or become justified on the principle of works that we could do, we are justified on the principle of faith, “Being justified by faith, we have peace with God”, or as it should read, “peace towards God”.  We have peace towards God.  Well, it must be so.  You will remember Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden, when they disobeyed God they knew they were naked and they heard the voice of the Lord God walking in the garden at the cool of the day, and they were conscious that they were guilty before God, and that their condition of guilt was manifest before God.  They were naked and they heard the voice of the Lord God.  They knew they had to meet God, and then that they had nothing they could do.  They did indeed do their best, they made themselves aprons of fig-leaves, but their best was not of the slightest avail.  They heard the voice of the Lord God and they went and hid themselves among the trees.  If their best was of any avail, if it is true you have only got to do your best, why should Adam and Eve have hid themselves?  They did their best.  No, dear friends, that sort of thing will not do, but then what did God do? It says, “Unto Adam also and to his wife did the Lord God make coats of skin, and clothed them”.  That is, God provided a covering for them, a covering based on the death of a victim on their behalf.  God provided it and clothed them.  Well, do you think Adam and Eve would be any longer afraid of God when they put on the clothing God provided?  They would say, God has provided these; He will not find fault with them.  They would have peace, there would be no doubt in their own minds of being justified in the sight of God, because they were covered with what God Himself provided.

Now, that is exactly the position.  “God has delivered up Jesus for our offences and raised him again for our justification”, and as we believe that, on the principle of faith we have “peace towards God through our Lord Jesus Christ”.  Then it goes on to say, “By whom also we have access by faith into this grace (or favour) wherein we stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of God”.  The Lord Jesus on the cross was there because we deserved the cross.  We deserved the judgment of God and He took our place on the cross and satisfied every claim of God against us there; and now the very One who was on the cross on our behalf is in the favour of God in heaven, and just as He was on the cross on our behalf, He is now in the favour of God in heaven on behalf of all who believe in Him.  The same favour in which Jesus stands is the favour in which God delights to bring all those who believe in Him, and so “we have access by faith into this favour wherein we stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of God”.  Coupled with the announcing in the name of the Lord Jesus remission of sins through repentance and faith in Him, God makes known that His desire is to give the Holy Spirit.  He gives the Holy Spirit to them who obey Him, and so later on in Romans 5 it says, “the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit which is given unto us”.  

Now, just one word in closing on the verse in Philippians, because that goes further than “peace with God” or “peace towards God”, and it completes the subject I had before me and that was “peace individually”, peace of mind and heart.  This is what belongs to Christians.  You will see that the great thing that souls need is the knowledge of God.  Peace is the result of knowing God.  What dispels Satan’s power over us is light as to God shining into our souls, As knowing God, the Christian can well afford to trust Him; he can well afford to trust God for everything.  If you know God who has taken up for you and settled for ever this greatest of all questions, this most difficult of all questions, this eternal question of our souls; if God has proved Himself able and willing to take up that question for us and solve it, we may surely rest in Him and trust Him that He will take up every other question for us.

Now Paul says, “Be careful for nothing (that is, be anxious for nothing); but in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God”.  Do not forget the thanksgiving, dear friends.  “With prayer and thanksgiving”.  And then it says, “And the peace of God ... shall keep your hearts”.  It is not now “peace with God” but the “peace of God”.  Can you ever suppose that God is disturbed; God, who inhabits eternity, who is far above all the small things, so to speak, in His sight, that are going on in this world; do you suppose God can ever be disturbed?  Could anything disturb the peace of God?  Far from it.  It says, “the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus”.  That is, the believer who knows God, if he has any difficulty or any concern, he makes it known to God.  He spreads it out before God and asks God to take notice of it, and it says, “the peace of God shall keep your hearts and minds: through Christ Jesus”.  

It does not say we shall necessarily get what we ask for, but the point is we make known the need and God will most certainly meet it in the best way.  What we might have asked for might not be the best way.  What God will do is surely the very best, and when I say His best, I do not mean it as we say, ‘I will do my best’.  We mean, ‘I cannot be sure I can do it, but I will do my best’, but when God does His best, you cannot improve on God’s best.  You will all remember the parable where it says the young man returned to his father and said, “I have sinned against heaven and in thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son”; but the father says, “Bring forth the best robe, and put it on him”.  That shows what God is like.  He has nothing less than the best for those who come to Him by Christ, and if He meets us with the very best in regard to the need of our souls, surely He will do the very best for us in the circumstances of life.  The more you know God, the more you trust Him.

The Psalmist, speaking of God, said, “My exceeding joy,” and “He is the Rock”.  You can depend upon a rock.  You can build anything on a rock.  You can be sure of it, and the Psalmist as knowing God says, “He is the Rock”.  It is a great thing to get to rockbottom and that is the knowledge of the blessed God known as the Saviour God in the Person of our Lord Jesus, God pledging Himself to be for all those who believe in Christ.  “If God be for us (and He is), who can be against us?” And it goes on, “He that spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also freely give us all things”.  That is the God we have to do with.  “Who shall lay anything to the charge of God’s elect”?  The gospel invites you to come in amongst the ranks of God’s elect.  “It is God who justifieth” “Who is he that condemneth?” Who can say any word if you are justified?  The devil must be silent.  The Judge has the last word.  If God says that one is justified it closes the whole matter and closes it for eternity.  “It is Christ that died, yea rather, that is risen again, who is even at the right hand of God, who also maketh intercession for us”.  

At the present time the Lord Jesus, who gave Himself for us, is engaged in heaven on behalf of all who belong to Him in this world.  So Paul could say, “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?”  He was the chief of sinners, so it shows that this is open to every one of us.  “I am persuaded”, Paul says, “that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord”.

Well, may every one here be brought to know God and enjoy not only peace towards God, but have the peace of God keep their hearts and minds as we go through life until we see the Lord, for His Name’s sake.
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Scripture references

Luke 11:21-22 (JND) [21] When the strong [man] armed keeps his own house, his goods are in peace; [22] but when the stronger than he coming upon [him] overcomes him, he takes away his panoply in which he trusted, and he will divide the spoil [he has taken] from him.

Romans 3:17 (JND) [17] and way of peace they have not known:

Romans 4:23-25 (JND) [23] Now it was not written on his account alone that it was reckoned to him, [24] but on ours also, to whom, believing on him who has raised from among [the] dead Jesus our Lord, [25] who has been delivered for our offences and has been raised for our justification, it will be reckoned.

Romans 5:1-2 (JND) [1] Therefore having been justified on the principle of faith, we have peace towards God through our Lord Jesus Christ; [2] by whom we have also access by faith into this favour in which we stand, and we boast in hope of the glory of God.

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

Romans 3 (JND) [1] What then [is] the superiority of the Jew? or what the profit of circumcision? [2] Much every way: and first, indeed, that to them were entrusted the oracles of God. [3] For what? if some have not believed, shall their unbelief make the faith of God of none effect? …

Luke 11 (JND) [1] And it came to pass as he was in a certain place praying, when he ceased, one of his disciples said to him, Lord, teach us to pray, even as John also taught his disciples. [2] And he said to them, When ye pray, say, Father, thy name be hallowed; thy kingdom come; [3] give us our needed bread for each day; …

Romans 5 (JND) [1] Therefore having been justified on the principle of faith, we have peace towards God through our Lord Jesus Christ; [2] by whom we have also access by faith into this favour in which we stand, and we boast in hope of the glory of God. [3] And not only [that], but we also boast in tribulations, knowing that tribulation works endurance; …



OUR OUTLOOK IN CLOSING DAYS


2 Timothy 4: 6-11

Ephesians 3: 8-21

Philippians 3: 12-14

I have read these three scriptures, dear brethren, because I wish to call attention to what was engaging the mind of the apostle Paul as he was approaching the end of his course here, for, as we know, he was the minister of the assembly, and I think it is right to say that what was engaging the mind of the apostle Paul, as he drew near to the close of his history, may fittingly occupy the minds of the saints who compose the assembly, as we draw near to the end of our history.

I have begun with the second epistle to Timothy, because that gives us the public position, that is to say the position of suffering.  There is the position of suffering, and it is likely not to get less, but rather to get more as we draw near to the close, so the second epistle to Timothy is characterised by the thought of suffering, that idea entering into each one of the four chapters of the epistle, but the fact that suffering enters into the position is in no way intended to discourage, for all through the epistle the apostle sounds a note of victory and triumph, and indeed, beloved brethren, if we will think of it for a moment, it is essential that some element of suffering should enter into our position here, however little we may feel some of us have touched it as yet.  It is essential that the element of suffering should enter into the assembly’s history, because we are to be the Lamb’s wife, and not only be that, but to be displayed as the Lamb’s wife, and to stand by the side of the Lamb in the day of His public glory.

So we read in Revelation 19: 7, “the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife has made herself ready”; that is, she is enhancing the occasion by her presence there.  She is in every way in keeping with the occasion, and the Lamb being the One who has suffered supremely in order to maintain the rights of God and the truth of God, it is fitting, and indeed essential, that the assembly should take on in some degree the same character of suffering, but what one wants to call attention to in connection with this passage in second Timothy is the way the apostle is looking forward to “that day”.  It is an expression which occurs twice in the first chapter, and appears again in the passage we have read: “That day” stands in contrast with this day.  This day has very nearly come to its end, and it is for us, dear brethren, as committed to the testimony in this day, to have definitely before our minds “that day”.  The apostle is triumphant in this fourth chapter of second Timothy.  He says, “I am already being poured out, and the time of my release is come.  I have combated the good combat, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith”.  He was conscious that he had come to the end of his course.  He was now just awaiting martyrdom, the completion of his course in faithfulness to the Lord and to the truth was close at hand.  Indeed so close at hand that he could say he had finished his course, and he was, as he says, already being offered.  But what a note of triumph, dear brethren, when he was at the close.  He says, “I have combated the good combat”; he is not saying, ‘I have fought a good fight’, as though to say that he had fought well.  The point was that the fight in which he had been engaged is “the good combat”, the only fight worth being engaged in.  “I have combated the good combat”, he says, “I have finished the race, I have kept the faith”, and so, dear brethren, there is constant conflict as we are set to maintain the truth.  He reminds Timothy, that God “has called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to his own purpose and grace, which was given to us in Christ Jesus before the ages of time, but has been made manifest now by the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who has annulled death, and brought to light life and incorruptibility by the glad tidings”, 2 Tim 1: 9-10.

What a note of triumph goes right through as the apostle speaks of these things to Timothy.  Let us think of our having been called with a holy calling, beloved brethren, and that according to God’s purpose and grace, given us in Christ Jesus before the world began, but now come into being.  Life and incorruptibility have come to light in Jesus risen from the dead, and it is available to us, so to speak, by the Spirit, so that there is no reason why we should not go on maintaining the truth in holiness right through to the end.  Whatever influences contrary to the truth the enemy may seek to introduce, whether it be in the religious sphere, or in the political sphere, or whatever it may be, we are encouraged to go through to the end maintaining the truth in all its features in holiness, and having power for it in “the grace which is in Christ Jesus”, chap 2: 1.  Paul went through to the end, and at the end he says, “I have combated the good combat, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith”, and now he is looking on to “that day”.  It is intended as a stimulus to us to see that we go through to the end, whatever it may cost, fighting the good fight, finishing our course, and keeping the faith, and he says, “Henceforth the crown of righteousness is laid up for me …”

Then he goes on to mention various individuals.  It is a serious matter to take account of, dear brethren, that when the testimony of our Lord is in question individuals come into view, and they are tested, and made manifest as to what they are, according to how they have stood in relation to the testimony of our Lord.  It is a question of the good fight, and whether we are going on in it to the end in faithfulness, or whether we are going to drop out of it.  Demas dropped out of it, “having loved”, it says, “the present age”, and there is his name in Scripture, and millions have read about it, showing what a serious thing it is, if once we have had part in the testimony of our Lord, to drop out of it as loving this present world.  God thinks so seriously of it, that He has caused millions to hear about Demas, a man named in Scripture, and named as having that character, that he gave up the conflict, the good fight, because he “loved the present age”.  Think of the seriousness of it, dear brethren, the seriousness of any such thing becoming true of any one of us just at these closing moments when it is a question of completion, and here is this man who, as the thing drew near to completion, so to speak, in his day, dropped out because he “loved the present age”.  But then, on the other hand, Paul can point to one who was with him.

He says, “Luke alone is with me”, and then he says, “Take Mark, and bring him with thyself, for he is serviceable to me for ministry”.  Why those two men, Luke and Mark?  Why are they singled out?  Why is it that those two men are so honourably mentioned?  Is it not significant, dear brethren, that they are two men who wrote gospels, two men who were qualified to become the vessels in the hands of the Spirit of God to write gospels?  What does that mean?  It means that they had studied Christ.  It must mean that.  No one who had not studied Christ could possibly become a vessel in the hands of the Spirit to write a gospel, and so these two men, the one who is with Paul, and the other who is serviceable to him for the ministry, are men, dear brethren, who have made Christ, so to speak, their study, and therefore they go through to the end, because they have a perfect standard before their hearts, and that is the idea.

Luke appreciates Jesus, the heavenly Man here on earth, the dependent Man, the Man whose influence always resulted in glory to God.  Wherever He went, whatever He said, whatever He did, according to Luke’s account, people glorified God as a result of it.  So Luke was with Paul, whose ministry, as we were reading in Ephesians 3, has in view the formation of the assembly, which is to be the great vessel throughout all ages for glory to God.  Then Mark was profitable for the ministry.  How is it that he was serviceable?  He had once been unserviceable, unprofitable, but now he is serviceable.  How is it he has become serviceable?

The ministry is to go on to the end, there can be no question about that, and if the ministry is to go on to the end and to be fruitful, it is urgent that those who have part in it should study Christ and take Him as their Model.  You remember how it says in Mark, “He does all things well”, chap 7: 37.  What a Model for those who serve in any degree, and so Mark, who, we might have thought, was one not particularly to be taken account of, especially when we think of his early history, is brought in here at the end as one who is serviceable.  Then there is the reference, as we are so often reminded at the present time, to Paul’s cloak, a reminder to Timothy that he is to have a true standard before him, for the cloak would be Paul’s measure, and Timothy is to be reminded of it.  Paul is about to disappear.  He is about to depart to be with Christ, and Timothy is to continue in the testimony, but he is to continue as having Paul’s cloak, so to speak, with him.  So, dear brethren, before I leave this passage, what one has in mind is that in the rigours and testings of the outward position what is needed is true manhood.

In reading this passage in Ephesians what I had in mind was to point out that, as nearing the end of his course, Paul tells us that he is concerned about the mystery and about enlightening all as to it, and then moreover, having said that, he tells us how he prays in relation to it.  We were hearing last night of Daniel as a praying man, and the importance and value of prayer, but here in this passage Paul comes before us as showing us how earnestly he prays.  But before that he speaks to us about the mystery, and the grace given to him to announce among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make all men see what is the administration of the mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things.  “That now”, he says, “to the principalities and authorities in the heavenlies might be made known through the assembly the all-various wisdom of God”.

Earlier in the chapter he tells us that he desired that the Ephesians might know his intelligence in the mystery; that is, he would have us understand that he, at any rate, had intelligence in the mystery, which, he says, “in other generations has not been made known to the sons of men, as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets in the power of the Spirit”, v 5.  It is now revealed, and Paul, at any rate, had remarkable intelligence as to it, intending to convey that there is no reason why we should not increase in understanding as to the mystery.  I do not say that we are likely to have Paul’s intelligence of it, but at the same time he wanted them to know the intelligence that he had, in order to show that it is not beyond the range of the saints.

Indeed, he was concerned to enlighten all as to the administration of the mystery, and that we might have our eyes opened to see what there is on earth in the assembly, through which principalities and powers in the heavenlies even now are learning the all-various wisdom of God, for, beloved brethren, it is God’s masterpiece, the assembly.  I am not speaking now of it abstractly or theoretically, but I am speaking of it as that which has concrete existence at this present time, and we ourselves are part of it.  There is here on earth—and I say again, we ourselves are part of it—that which is God’s masterpiece in wisdom and love, a company drawn out from the nations, knit together, bound together in the power of the Holy Spirit in love amongst ourselves, and united in affection towards Christ in glory, and held in relation to Christ, so that He can speak of it, as He does, as “my assembly”.

Whatever Satan may do contrary to the truth, there is that here as held under the influence of Christ, and deriving wisdom from Him in whom all the fulness of the Godhead dwells bodily, which Satan cannot overcome.  That is a great thing, beloved brethren, that there is a sphere here in which what is of God is maintained in living expression, and it is to be seen in various parts of the world, and in it the service of God is maintained in a unified way and in spiritual power.  Love amongst ourselves is seen there, and whatever Satan brings in, God turns it all to account to further this wonderful interest of His, which He has here on earth.  The war [1939-1945] and all the ravages of it, so to speak, all the testings of it, have just brought to light love amongst the saints in a universal way.  And it has resulted in the saints being enlarged in their apprehension of this great vessel that God has here on earth, and the links in the divine nature which bind us together have been strengthened and become more real.  God has used all the moral confusion in the world, brought in by the lawlessness of man, with Satan behind it, to further this great interest of His here on earth.

Whatever has happened, Satan has not been able to interfere with the service of God, but through all the testings the service of God has been enriched.  The saints are being delivered from earthly-mindedness and from having their interest in things here, and heavenly things and spiritual things are becoming more and more real as a consequence.  You can understand how angels are taking account of what is going on.  They are learning in it “the all-various wisdom of God”.

You might say, dear brethren, ‘Well, it looks as though Satan is having it all his own way in the world’, but it is not so.  God is using everything and turning everything to account to further this great interest of His on earth, the assembly which He is forming, and He is bringing it increasingly into view and making it more real to us all. After the apostle has spoken about this, and note, he was in a prison, though the conditions may not have been quite so rigorous when he wrote the epistle to the Ephesians as they were when he wrote the second epistle to Timothy, but he tells us he was a prisoner; in those conditions he was not praying to the Lord to take him to Himself or to release him from prison.

He is engaged with the saints, and the ministry of the assembly committed to him, and wanting to enlighten all as to the administration of the mystery; that is, how it works, and the present importance of it, that principalities and powers in the heavenlies are learning in it the all-various wisdom of God.  Surely, dear brethren, it is for us to have the assembly before us.  Having said all that, Paul tells us that he bows his knees.  Why does he say that?  Is it not that we should bow our knees?

Is it not that we should understand that however much is ministered to us, if we really want to get an impression of the mystery, what the assembly is to Christ, and what it is to God, it is a question of getting down on our knees, of bowing our knees?  That is to say, it is a matter of real exercise.  One is reminded of the incident regarding Othniel and Achsah, Caleb’s daughter.  Achsah is a type of the assembly, and Caleb says, “He that smites Kirjath-sepher and takes it, to him will I give Achsah my daughter as wife”, Josh 15: 16.  That is to say, he is really presenting the assembly in her attractiveness.  And Othniel goes and smites Kirjath-sepher, the city of the book, and overcomes it.  That is, we are not to suppose that we can get into the truth of the assembly merely by reading books.

Read the ministry by all means, beloved brethren.  If the Lord is giving ministry to the assembly, we ought to be diligent to follow it up.  Thank God for the ministry, for the books in which it is recorded and made available to us, but let us not think we shall get into it merely by reading books.  And so Othniel had to overcome the city of the book.  He moved in energy because he wanted to have Achsah, and if we want to have the assembly, so to speak, and the assembly as the wife, what she is to Christ, it is a question not simply of reading books, although we may get help as to the mind of God by reading books, but what is necessary is that there should be the energy of the Spirit, for Othniel no doubt represents one in the energy of the Spirit, to apprehend the truth, and if the energy of the Spirit is to come into evidence, what goes with it is that we should be marked by prayer.  This thought of prayer is amplified in the incident.  You remember that Othniel took Kirjath-sepher, and Caleb gave him Achsah his daughter as wife.  But then she urges him to ask of her father a field.  It is a question now of the influence that she exerts upon Othniel to ask of her father.  That is what Paul was doing, he was asking of the Father.  He said, “I bow my knees to the Father”.  The assembly was so great in his mind that it urged him, so to speak, to get on his knees to the Father.  Typically, that is what Achsah does; she urges Othniel to ask of her father.  Then it says, “she sprang down from the ass.  And Caleb said to her, What wouldest thou? And she said, Give me a blessing; for thou hast given me a southern land; give me also springs of water.  Then he gave her the upper springs and the lower springs”.  Some of us have been together these last three days, and I think we have had a taste of the southern land which God has given us, a good land indeed.

But now what is needed, beloved brethren, are the upper and the nether springs.  It is a question of the power of the Spirit operating in us both in relation to heavenly things and also in relation, you might say, to the responsible life here, because if we are not maintained fulfilling righteousness in the responsible life here, we shall not be able to rise to the spiritual level that God has in mind for us.  So Paul tells us that he bowed his knees to the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, “of whom every family in the heavens and on earth is named, in order that he may give you according to the riches of his glory, to be strengthened with power by his Spirit in the inner man; that the Christ may dwell, through faith, in your hearts”.  I know nothing more encouraging than this, beloved brethren, nothing more stimulating than that we should give ourselves to praying to the Father in relation to this great matter of the assembly and our apprehending it in a real way.  That the Father “may give you … to be strengthened with power by his Spirit in the inner man”.  It is the Father’s Spirit.  The Father is the Originator of these great thoughts of divine love, and in them, Christ Himself is the Centre.  And the Father in devising the assembly has been considering for Christ, providing something for the affections of Christ.  The more you think of it the more you see how everything dove-tails together in wonderful wisdom, but the Father is the Source of all, the One who has conceived it, and it is the Father’s Spirit which strengthens us with might in the inner man.  The Father’s Spirit will give us something of the Father’s thoughts, and the Father’s feelings in regard to Christ, and the Father’s intentions in relation to Christ in giving Him the assembly, and will give us to understand the portion that the assembly with Christ is to fill out in the whole range of glory of which the Father is the Source.  It says that every family in the heavens and on earth is named of the Father.  What an immensity of glory, of which the Father is the Source, lies before us! And we are nearing the actuality of it.  We are to get an impression of the immensity of it, “the breadth and length and depth and height”.  The Spirit of God uses these words to convey that there is an immense range that we are to take up, that we are to enter upon.  We are in the very centre of it, dear brethren, because we belong to Christ.  Christ is the Centre of it, and the assembly is with Him, in the very centre of it.  The assembly has the foremost place with Christ.  Wonderful thing!

And so the apostle prays that “the Christ may dwell, through faith, in your hearts”.  As He dwells in our hearts, the true wifely features proper to the assembly will develop at the present time: faithfulness as to His interests and consideration for His tastes.  There is plenty to do, dear brethren, at the present time.  Proverbs 31 shows us how much there is to do, how the assembly is to be marked by activity that is the result of her wifely affections for Christ, as the outcome of the Christ dwelling in her heart by faith.  All these things are open to us.

I would beg of you, dear brethren, as I would urge upon myself, not to allow these things to be just abstract thoughts in our minds, but to seek that we might get a greater view in a concrete way of what there is here among the saints.  The assembly is to be seen now representatively, and its features, in all that it is for the heart of Christ and for God, are more and more to come into expression.  But then the apostle gives us this wonderful example, he tells us that in the light of these great things, he bows his knees to the Father.  There is much wealth in the passage which one could not touch upon now, leading up to that which we so often speak of as to the assembly as the great vessel of praise to God throughout all generations of the age of ages.  “To him be glory in the assembly in Christ Jesus unto all generations of the age of ages”.  We are to be concerned as to the service of God now.  How shall we develop in ability to ascribe glory to God unto all generations of the age of ages, if we do not avail ourselves now of the Holy Spirit, as capable of developing us in spiritual intelligence and affections, so that we might be formed as the vessel of praise?

Just a word now in closing, on the third of Philippians, because there we find Paul also at the close of his course, for he is ready to be offered, or rather as he says in chapter 2, “if also I am poured out as a libation on the sacrifice and ministration of your faith, I rejoice, and rejoice in common with you all” (v 17); showing that he was contemplating martyrdom, and rejoicing in it.  He was now drawing near to the close of his history, and what impresses one in relation to Paul in this epistle, is that, wonderful man though he had been, with wonderful gift, and wonderfully devoted in service, and he still was devoted to the saints, as we see from Ephesians 3, the one thing that was before his heart was that he might win Christ, have Christ as his gain.  His one desire was to know Christ better.  He speaks of the “excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord”, chap 3: 8.  It is what a spiritual man has before him at the close of his career; not that he is giving up service, not that he is ceasing to pray for the saints or anything of that sort, but over and above all that, he is commanded by one thought, that he desires to know Christ and to have Him as his gain.  And not only that, but he has known that he has been apprehended by Christ Jesus, for a calling on high of God in Christ Jesus.  He is viewing Christ Jesus, Christ in glory, the Man of God’s purpose and good pleasure, and he sees that he, as an individual saint, and so with every individual saint, has been taken up to be found in Christ.  It is a wonderful thing, beloved brethren.  If we have it before us, I think it will help us to renounce everything that would attach any kind of importance to us as in the flesh, or minister to self-gratification in any form.

The more we get into our souls that we have been apprehended for a calling on high of God in Christ Jesus, Christ Himself where He is is the Pattern of it, the more we shall recognise that the one thing to do is to allow God to go on working in our souls to that end, bringing us increasingly at this present moment into conformity to the One to whom we are shortly to be conformed, even as to our bodily condition.  For that is what Paul had before him.

He said, “we await the Lord Jesus Christ as Saviour, who shall transform our body of humiliation into conformity to his body of glory, according to the working of the power which he has even to subdue all things to himself”, v 20-21.  Christ’s body of glory enshrines supreme moral excellence in a Man, and we ourselves are to be found in Him, and our bodies conformed to His body of glory.  We have been apprehended for that.  Paul understood that God was using everything in his circumstances to further the work in him of moral conformation to Christ.  He would accept everything with that in view.

We read from the first chapter what the circumstances were; he was in bonds, and that unrighteously.  And then certain brethren were seeking to add tribulation to his bonds by preaching Christ out of contention.  Think of what that would mean to the spirit of a man like Paul!  And now the question was, was he going to be overcome, or how was he going to meet it?  He says, “for I know that this shall turn out for me to salvation, through your supplication and the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ”, chap 1: 19.  He would not allow himself to be overcome by it.  He rejoiced that Christ was preached, and as to the circumstances, in the way they affected him, he would accept them and be with God in them, in the spirit of obedience It is set out in its blessedness in Christ in the second chapter; it has proved itself of such moral excellence in the sight of God, that He has ordained that the One marked by obedience supremely, shall be acknowledged by all, heavenly, earthly, and infernal beings, acknowledged by all as Lord.

God is going to exalt publicly the Man in whom obedience was supremely seen, and, beloved brethren, God will use every circumstance in our life, if we are with Him in it, and are in the light of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus, to promote further the features of Christ in us so that we may be found truly answering to our calling.  Paul says, “I do not count to have got possession myself; but one thing—forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, I pursue, looking towards the goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus”.  “One thing”—it is a good thing for us to have one thing before us.  If we have one thing before us, beloved brethren, we shall make a straight course; and if we allow ourselves to be diverted from the one thing that God would have governing us, we shall not make a straight course.  What a day it will be, when suddenly, in the twinkling of an eye, we find ourselves absolutely and for ever with Christ.  Not a trace left of what we have been, not a trace left of the flesh, nor of the poor, frail, mortal conditions that we are in at the moment; and yet it will be ourselves, in the full result of the work of God in us.  What more is there to be desired?  What glory to have it before us!  The apostle would urge us, so to speak, by his own example.  He is ranging himself alongside of us as one of the brethren and he tells us what is before him.  And if that was before a spiritual man like Paul, as he was nearing the end of his day, we, as conscious that we are nearing the end of our history here, may well have it before us also.

Well, that was what I had in mind, dear brethren, that what was governing the mind of Paul as he neared the end of his course, might be found governing us also.

May the Lord grant it for His Name’s sake.

 

AUCKLAND

27th November 1947

This date is uncertain: Mr Gardiner was in Auckland in December 1946 and March 1947, and it seems unlikely that he was there again in November 1947

_____________________

 






Scripture references

2 Timothy 4:6-11 (JND) [6] For *I* am already being poured out, and the time of my release is come. [7] I have combated the good combat, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. [8] Henceforth the crown of righteousness is laid up for me, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will render to me in that day; but not only to me, but also to all who love his appearing. [9] Use diligence to come to me quickly; [10] for Demas has forsaken me, having loved the present age, and is gone to Thessalonica; Crescens to Galatia, Titus to Dalmatia. [11] Luke alone is with me. Take Mark, and bring [him] with thyself, for he is serviceable to me for ministry.

Ephesians 3:8-21 (JND) [8] To me, less than the least of all saints, has this grace been given, to announce among the nations the glad tidings of the unsearchable riches of the Christ, [9] and to enlighten all [with the knowledge of] what is the administration of the mystery hidden throughout the ages in God, who has created all things, [10] in order that now to the principalities and authorities in the heavenlies might be made known through the assembly the all-various wisdom of God, [11] according to [the] purpose of the ages, which he purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord, [12] in whom we have boldness and access in confidence by the faith of him. [13] Wherefore I beseech [you] not to faint through my tribulations for you, which is your glory. [14] For this reason I bow my knees to the Father [of our Lord Jesus Christ], [15] of whom every family in [the] heavens and on earth is named, [16] in order that he may give you according to the riches of his glory, to be strengthened with power by his Spirit in the inner man; [17] that the Christ may dwell, through faith, in your hearts, being rooted and founded in love, [18] in order that ye may be fully able to apprehend with all the saints what [is] the breadth and length and depth and height; [19] and to know the love of the Christ which surpasses knowledge; that ye may be filled [even] to all the fulness of God. …

Philippians 3:12-14 (JND) [12] Not that I have already obtained [the prize], or am already perfected; but I pursue, if also I may get possession [of it], seeing that also I have been taken possession of by Christ [Jesus]. [13] Brethren, *I* do not count to have got possession myself; but one thing forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, [14] I pursue, [looking] towards [the] goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus.

Revelation 19:7 (JND) [7] Let us rejoice and exult, and give him glory; for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife has made herself ready.

2 Timothy 1:9-10 (JND) [9] who has saved us, and has called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to [his] own purpose and grace, which [was] given to us in Christ Jesus before [the] ages of time, [10] but has been made manifest now by the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who has annulled death, and brought to light life and incorruptibility by the glad tidings;

Ephesians 3 (JND) [1] For this reason *I* Paul, prisoner of the Christ Jesus for you nations, [2] (if indeed ye have heard of the administration of the grace of God which has been given to me towards you, [3] that by revelation the mystery has been made known to me, (according as I have written before briefly, …

Joshua 15:16 (JND) [16] And Caleb said, He that smites Kirjath-sepher and takes it, to him will I give Achsah my daughter as wife.

Proverbs 31 (JND) [1] The words of king Lemuel, the prophecy that his mother taught him: [2] What, my son? and what, O son of my womb? and what, O son of my vows? [3] Give not thy strength unto women, nor thy ways to them that destroy kings. …

Ephesians 3 (JND) [1] For this reason *I* Paul, prisoner of the Christ Jesus for you nations, [2] (if indeed ye have heard of the administration of the grace of God which has been given to me towards you, [3] that by revelation the mystery has been made known to me, (according as I have written before briefly, …



UNCHANGEABLE THINGS

Romans 12: 1, 2

1 John 3: 13, 14; 16-17; 5: 16-21

I have read these scriptures, dear brethren, with the desire to speak of two things: the will of God, and the circle of the brethren.  What leads me to speak of these two things is observation of the Lord’s actings among us, and enquiry as to what He has in mind in acting thus.  He has removed from among us very suddenly and unexpectedly a young brother of promise, and we know of young sisters suddenly taken with serious illnesses, and these occurrences raise questions, not only with those immediately affected, but with us all as to what the Lord has in mind to draw our attention to in them.  So I commend these two thoughts to us all, not only the young ones, because anyone of us might suddenly find himself brought by the Lord into a position in which the circumstances of life that we have been used to, and which perhaps we expected would more or less continue, become suddenly changed, and therefore it is of great importance for us definitely to embrace things that are not affected by unexpected changes that may arise in the detail of our life.  I believe that is one thing that the Lord would say to us at this time, to be prepared for unexpected changes, but to recognise that there is that which is intended to regulate and control and satisfy us, however circumstances may change in detail.  There is the will of God on the one hand and the circle of the brethren on the other.  I think it can be easily understood that the will of God will go through whatever happens in detail.  God would not be God if it were not so.  The will of God must go through, and therefore, if we ourselves are committed to the will of God, and are moving in the current of it, then we shall go through, whatever may arise in the way of detail.  Then also, thank God, the circle of the brethren remains.  Individual brothers and sisters may be removed, but the circle of the brethren remains, and will remain until the Lord comes.

The will of God is a very wide thought.  On the one hand it embraces the greatest and most glorious thoughts which God Himself is capable of devising; it says that He works all things after the counsel of His own will.  He would not be God if He did not and the more we know God, the more we are thankful that He works all things after the counsel of his own will.  That is something very extensive.  Even in the physical creation we get an impression of immensity of greatness and of glory as we take account of the heavens, but then on the other hand as we take account of creation we see that while God’s will and His power and wisdom are equal to the greatest and most glorious things as before our eyes in the heavens, He also is able to take account of the most minute detail.  The tiniest insect on the earth, so small that you can hardly see it save with a microscope, is the object of divine care, and provision; the life that that insect lives is given by God and is sustained by God.  These things are intended to impress us with the sense on the one hand that God is capable of what is infinitely great and extensive, and on the other hand that He is capable of giving attention to that which is most minute in detail.  Hence the will of God extends to what is glorious and extensive and eternal on the one hand, and yet has its bearing on the most minute detail of the life of every one of His children.

Now the 12th chapter of Romans from which I have read presents the thought of the will of God from the standpoint of what I might call a principle of life.  When you come to the epistle to the Ephesians you have the will of God in the vastness of its extent, in all that He is purposing to effect, but in Romans 12 it is a question rather of our understanding that the principle of the life of a believer is that he is to govern himself by God’s will.  Whatever it may be for him in detail, he himself is to be governed by it, and so it says, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service”.  The apostle is calling upon us to use our thinking faculties; he is appealing to us, he is reminding us of the way God has come out to us in mercy.  The third chapter of the epistle establishes the great truth of the mercy-seat, that is, that in the death of Christ, in the value of the blood of Christ, God has brought in in Christ a point from which He can act towards us, as He has done, in mercy, without compromising anything that is right.  He has established mercy as the great basis of His actings towards us, and He has done that at the cost of the blood of Christ, and now the apostle says in view of all this, what is to be our reasonable, intelligent answer to it.  He is appealing to every one of us to give an answer.  Surely it is that we should yield our bodies.  He has redeemed us at infinite cost.  He has not made demands upon us, He has come out in grace, and acted towards us in mercy, but now He says, Let there be an answer on your part.  One might say, I cannot do much for God, but then each of us has a body, and that body can be yielded and held for God.  We are to present our bodies to God a living sacrifice, yielded up to the blessed God who has come out to us in mercy, to be used henceforth at His disposal.  Obviously, the body covers all our life in all the detail of it.  Whatever we do in our life we do in our body and God in claiming the body is thus securing the person.

Then the apostle says, “be not conformed to this world”.  He has good reason for saying that, for the principle of this world is that a man does what he likes.  The world is a great system which has very many features in which Satan caters for every taste, but at the same time the governing principle of the world is that man lives to himself and pleases himself, and so the apostle has very good reason for saying, “be not conformed to this world”.  That is to say do not adopt the world’s ideas, the world’s outlook, just allow the truth of God to have its place.  “Be not conformed to this world, but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind”.  It is very important to have our minds in the right direction, to have our minds controlled by the way God looks at things and not by the way man looks at things.  “Be ye transformed ... that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect will of God”.  That is to say, if God brings about a sudden change in the detail of my circumstances, it has not happened by chance; God’s will is entering into it and I have to learn what His will is.  It is not a question of my resenting it or rebelling against it, because the more I yield myself to it the more I shall discern, as many believers can testify, that His will is good, acceptable, and perfect.  As pursuing the path of God’s will, whatever it may be in its detail, we find prosperity in our souls and contentment and the blessing of God, whereas if we act against the will of God we shall find that our way is hedged up and that things go counter to the way we are marking out for ourselves.  God is not against us, but He is seeking to bring us into the current in which we shall enjoy His full blessing.

In the early history of God’s people, as redeemed and brought out of Egypt through the Red Sea, they came to Mara, and they found the waters bitter so that they could not drink of them.  God’s will led them there.  They murmured because they could not drink of the water, and Moses cried to God and God showed him, it is said, “wood”, and as it was cast into the waters these became sweet so that they were able to drink of them.  The wood is just a type of the humanity of our Lord Jesus Christ.  It is well to understand that not only did Christ become Man, but as becoming Man He introduced into this scene an order of manhood that had never been here before.  What characterised the manhood of Jesus was, as it says in Psalm 40.  “Lo I come ... I delight to do thy will, O my God; yea, thy law is within my heart”.  There was not a movement in the mind or heart of Jesus that was contrary to the will of God.  Whatever God’s will ordered for Him, He delighted in it.  He moved through this world on that principle.  As born into this world He was laid in a manger—the Lord of glory laid in a manger!  From the very outset He had an outcast’s place, and then brought up at Nazareth, apparently working, as He came to years, in a carpenter’s shop.  There was nothing attractive to the natural man in the circumstances which God ordered for Jesus, and yet He moved in them in perfect obedience to the will of God, not grudgingly, but finding His delight in it.  Indeed the Spirit of Christ has indited the 16th Psalm, and in that Psalm He says, “the lines are fallen unto me in pleasant places, yea, I have a goodly heritage”.  What was it that was so goodly to the Lord Jesus as Man here upon earth? It was the portion that He had in the unbroken consciousness of His Father’s favour and approval.  In the enjoyment of that He passed on through this world, a world where He had to endure the contradiction of sinners against Himself, in a path that eventually led to the cross, and all that the cross meant to Him.  Yet His language was, “the lines are fallen unto me in pleasant places, yea, I have a goodly heritage”.

That represents the wood cast into the waters.  You may say, Why has God ordered circumstances that are unwelcome, that are difficult in themselves?  It is in order that we may learn in them the obedience of Jesus Christ, and discover in them the rest of mind and heart that comes as we move on that principle.  The Spirit has been given in order that we may appreciate that principle and find power to take it on day by day.  Then we shall find that, not only are we supported in it, but that we begin to prove the rest of mind and heart and contentment that result from it, as the Lord says to the disciples, “ if ye keep my commandments, ye shall abide in my love”, John 15: 10.  Which is the happier portion?  Which do you think is the happier portion, to have the enjoyment of the consciousness of the love of Christ day by day, or to take our own way and have no consciousness or enjoyment of divine things?  Which is the more satisfying, the more assuring?  Which is the line that ensures success and prosperity?  It is the line of the will of God, and so, following on that incident of Mara in Exodus 13, we find in chapter 16 the manna.  That is to say, we are to learn the principle of day by day, a great principle in the believer’s life, not planning ahead for years at a time, but day by day.  I do not mean that we have not in regard of providing things honest in the sight of men to make certain calculations, and decide on a certain course that we may take, a course of study or what not; that is well, provided in our minds and hearts we are governed by the will of God.  So if the circumstances suddenly change we accept it without reasoning, as understanding that God is indicating that He will is something different from what we expected, and as we take the path of His will we shall not only find ourselves blessed but we shall get great enrichment from the exercise that is involved in yielding ourselves to a complete change of circumstances, gaining a knowledge of Christ that we should never have had without the exercise.  The manna was given day by day, and we have to learn the principle of “day by day”, moving dependently upon God, and receiving continually fresh communications from God, as was said of the Lord Jesus prophetically: “He wakeneth morning by morning, he wakeneth mine ear to hear as the instructed”, Isa 50: 4.

I would add a further thought to show that this line of exercise is productive of very great things, and that is that formation in the obedience of Jesus Christ results in the bringing to light of an order of manhood that is capable of being here in God’s testimony.  As the narrative proceeds in Exodus God calls upon His people to provide Him with a sanctuary that He might dwell among them, and then the tabernacle is to be carried through the wilderness in testimony.  One of the most important constituents of the tabernacle system was shittim or acacia wood, a character of wood that was particularly enduring.  It is in principle an incorruptible order of manhood.  Obviously a man who wants to do his own will is not incorruptible.  A man who loves his own will is a man whom Satan can use for all sorts of evil.  God cannot entrust His testimony to a Man who does his own will.  If we are to have part according to the will of God in the privilege of carrying the testimony through the wilderness, we must be formed after Jesus Christ, and I believe the experiences resulting from presenting our bodies a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable, and of proving that God’s will is acceptable and perfect, result in the development, you may say, of acacia wood.  They develop in us the features of another order of man, to whom God can entrust His testimony, and who can stand all the rigours and testings of the wilderness position simply because he has the one principle governing his life that he is here for God’s will.  It makes things very simple, and it means that we become ready to fill our part, and a wonderfully privileged part it is, in the testimony of God in this world.

Now the other thing that remains unaffected by any change in our circumstances is the circle of the brethren, and a very blessed circle it is.  Thank God, He is giving us more and more to appreciate the circle of the brethren, and it is a remarkable thing that John brings in the world as opposed to it.  Paul says, “be not conformed to this world”, showing us that the world is opposed to the idea of the will of God.  Now in speaking of the circle of the brethren John says, “marvel not if the world hate you”, and it does hate true believers.  The world may not hate a worldly Christian, but it hates those who bear the true features of the children of God.  The apostle says, “Marvel not, my brethren, if the world hate you.  We know that we have passed from death unto life, because we love the brethren”—a great thing for every soul here.  We might perhaps get away from the Lord, and Satan might even begin to suggest to us that we have never been true Christians at all, and yet there is something there that we can identify, if it is really there at all.  If you have real, genuine love for the brethren, there is something you can lay hold of, and perhaps that you would like to get back to, and Satan is putting all sorts of difficulties in the way and suggesting that you are not genuine and never have been genuine, but, if you know that you love the brethren, it is an evidence that you have been born of God.  So you can take account of it and identify yourself with the work of God in you, and you can seek the Lord’s help that lie will bring you back to what He has begun.  The apostle says, “we know that we have passed from death unto life, because we love the brethren”.  If any have tasted the world I believe they will agree at bottom that it is a system of moral death, and on the other hand those who live in and enjoy the circle of the brethren know that it is a circle of life, that Christ is loved there, that God is loved there, and God is served there, and that the things of the Spirit are spoken of and enjoyed there.  They know that great support is found in love circulating among the brethren; it is a circle of love and of eternal life that cannot be touched by death.  Death may come in and remove a particular brother or sister, but the circle of the brethren goes on and the interests that are known there go on.  It is a sphere where life that is eternal—untouchable by death is enjoyed all the time.  Sorrow may be there, because it is necessary that the saints should taste sorrow while we are here—the Lord Jesus Himself was a Man of sorrows—but joy is there at the same time, joy that no one can take from us, joy that the world can neither give nor take away, enjoyed and known in the circle of the brethren.

The apostle goes on to say, “Hereby we have known love, because he has laid down his life for us, and we ought for the brethren to lay down our lives”.  See what a, dignified circle the brethren are.  They are such that we should lay down our lives for them, and thank God, we can see a great deal of that among the brethren.  One says it humbly, but it is true; it is a circle where love operates, where the brethren will lay down their lives for one another.  It is a question of the divine nature in living expression, so that things are not theoretical but real.  What a circle to dwell in! What a different atmosphere entirely from that of the world around us!  Then it goes on to say it is a very practical thing—“Whoso hath this world’s good, and seeth his brother have need and shutteth up his bowels of compassion from him, how dwelleth the love of God in him?”  It is a circle where things are seen; they are not theoretical, but you are in touch with one another, and if need arises in the circumstances of a brother or sister there are those who come forward, and their bowels of compassion are opened out and they supply the need.  All this is very real and tangible, dear brethren, and it is a question of committing ourselves wholly and unreservedly to the circle of the brethren.  It is a great provision that God has made for us in this world.  It is over against the world.  “We know that we have passed from death to life because we love the brethren”.  We have to mingle with those of the world in our business, but our real life is in the circle of the brethren.  It is the provision God has made for us so that we might be preserved, as passing through an evil world.  It was so from the very outset.  You remember how it says of Peter and John in chapter 4 of Acts, how they were brought before the council, and after being threatened they were let go, “and being let go, they went to their own company”.  What a company it is where the Lord regards us as His own—“having loved his own which were in the world”; we can claim the saints as our own company, a great provision God has made for us, the circle of the brethren, and it is a circle where divine love circulates and finds expression.

Then there is more than having our eyes opened to see material need.  In chapter 5: 16, we have our eyes opened to see spiritual need.  It says, “if any man see his brother sin a sin which is not unto death”.  That brings in a very solemn matter, that there is a sin unto death.  That is to say, there might be a sin so serious that God might not allow the person concerned to remain here in testimony any longer, but then there is a sin not unto death not to make little of sin in any way, for all unrighteousness is sin.  That is brought in so that we should not he careless about sin.  If we depart from the principle of being here for God’s will we immediately fall into unrighteousness, and all unrighteousness is sin, and hence our safety lies in yielding ourselves to God’s will as the principle governing our lives.  But then we have our eyes open as moving with the brethren, and if we see a brother or a sister sinning a sin not unto death, what do we do?  We ask for him.  We get to God about it: we pray about it.  What a circle of affection it is! The person concerned may not know of it, but someone sees him sinning and immediately asks God to give him life, to bring him to repentance, to judge himself as to that sin, so that he may continue in life, and in service and testimony here.  What a circle of care it is! There is no circle like the circle of the brethren.

As acting thus, governed by God’s will, the saints have power with God, and this is open to every one of us.  Abraham had influence with God, he was called a friend of God, and he had three hundred and eighteen servants trained in his house.  He prayed to God for Lot, and when God overthrew Sodom, God remembered Abraham and brought Lot out of it.  See the power that Abraham had with God, and that is the idea here, that any one of us moving on the line of God’s will may not only save ourselves, but we have power with God and can save our brother, so that if we see a brother sin a sin not unto death we ask for him, “and he shall give him life”.  Then, “He that is begotten of God keepeth himself, and that wicked one toucheth him not.  And we know that we arc of God, and the whole world lieth in wickedness”.  I do trust that no one will think that this is an extravagant statement.  God does not make extravagant statements; He simply speaks the truth, and it says, “We know”.  That is what Christians know.  Christians who are true believers and who are answering to what they are as born of God, know that the “whole world lies in the wicked one”.  It does indeed.  The world may take on various aspects, but it lies in the wicked one.  And then, “we know that the Son of God is come”.  Over against what the world is, we know that the Son of God has come, and God has given us an understanding, that we should know Him that is true.  The Son of God has brought God out into wondrous revelation think of the Son of God taking His place as Man in the presence of God and we ourselves before God eternally in Him.  Think how glorious it is, and this is where it can be known and enjoyed by the Holy Spirit whom God has given to us.

“We are in him that is true, in his Son Jesus Christ”.  We are really embraced and held by God Himself in the Person of His Son, and so the apostle says, “This is the true God and eternal life”.  We can well understand that he should say after that, “Little children, keep yourselves from idols”.  Satan is seeking to influence you by bringing forward one idol or another; he has in mind that God should be robbed of His portion in the affections and service of His people.  But on the other hand, the Son of God Himself has come; God has not sent a prophet to make Himself known.  He has brought God out into glorious revelation.  He has brought us to God in Himself and we are firmly attached to Him by the Spirit, and in grace we are held and shall be held eternally in the very centre of divine love, and that being so we may well keep ourselves from idols.  May we everyone be concerned to flee from idolatry from this time onwards, to see that we are governed by God’s will on the one hand, because it will never fail, and on the other hand that we find our life and resources in the circle of the brethren.

 

ST ANNES-ON-THE-SEA

6th November 1948

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Romans 12:1-2 (JND) [1] I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the compassions of God, to present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, [which is] your intelligent service. [2] And be not conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of [your] mind, that ye may prove what [is] the good and acceptable and perfect will of God.

1 John 3:13-14 (JND) [13] Do not wonder, brethren, if the world hate you. [14] *We* know that we have passed from death to life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love [his] brother abides in death.

1 John 3:16-17 (JND) [16] Hereby we have known love, because *he* has laid down his life for us; and *we* ought for the brethren to lay down [our] lives. [17] But whoso may have the world's substance, and see his brother having need, and shut up his bowels from him, how abides the love of God in him?

1 John 5:16-21 (JND) [16] If any one see his brother sinning a sin not unto death, he shall ask, and he shall give him life, for those that do not sin unto death. There is a sin to death: I do not say of that that he should make a request. [17] Every unrighteousness is sin; and there is a sin not to death. [18] We know that every one begotten of God does not sin, but he that has been begotten of God keeps himself, and the wicked [one] does not touch him. [19] We know that we are of God, and the whole world lies in the wicked [one]. [20] And we know that the Son of God has come, and has given us an understanding that we should know him that [is] true; and we are in him that [is] true, in his Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal life. [21] Children, keep yourselves from idols.

Romans 12 (JND) [1] I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the compassions of God, to present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, [which is] your intelligent service. [2] And be not conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of [your] mind, that ye may prove what [is] the good and acceptable and perfect will of God. [3] For I say, through the grace which has been given to me, to every one that is among you, not to have high thoughts above what he should think; but to think so as to be wise, as God has dealt to each a measure of faith. …

Psalms 40 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. Of David. A Psalm.} I waited patiently for Jehovah; and he inclined unto me, and heard my cry. [2] And he brought me up out of the pit of destruction, out of the miry clay, and set my feet upon a rock; he hath established my goings: [3] And he hath put a new song in my mouth, praise unto our God. Many shall see it, and fear, and shall confide in Jehovah. …

John 15:10 (JND) [10] If ye shall keep my commandments, ye shall abide in my love, as I have kept my Father's commandments and abide in his love.

Exodus 13 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, [2] Hallow unto me every firstborn, whatever breaketh open the womb among the children of Israel, of man and of cattle: it is mine. [3] And Moses said to the people, Remember this day, in which ye came out from Egypt, out of the house of bondage; for with a powerful hand hath Jehovah brought you out from this; and nothing leavened shall be eaten. …

Isaiah 50:4 (JND) [4] The Lord Jehovah hath given me the tongue of the instructed, that I should know how to succour by a word him that is weary. He wakeneth morning by morning, he wakeneth mine ear to hear as the instructed.



OPERATIONS OF THE SPIRIT OF GOD


1 Corinthians 2: 12-16; 12: 13

Ephesians 2: 17, 18; 3: 14-19

Galatians 4: 6

I have in mind to call attention to the way the Spirit of God will take on different characters in order to fill out in the saints every feature of what is in God’s mind for us; and first He will unify us, and particularly at the Supper, so that as baptised in the power of one Spirit into one body, and all given to drink of one Spirit, we are able to sit down together body-wise, the Spirit thus providing a basis in the saints for collective movement of affection towards Christ, so that real assembly features should come into evidence.  Then how He enters into the latter part of the service, thus enabling us unitedly and unifiedly to move, under the hand of Christ, in relation to the Father.  Then how He will take on the character of the Father’s Spirit in order that the richest features of the service may be apprehended and entered upon by us, even to the length of the Father’s own love for Christ having a place in our hearts.  And further, how He would take on the character of the Spirit of God’s Son, not only as a Spirit of adoption we might say, but the Spirit of God’s Son, so that the response to God, under the hand of Christ, might take on its richest and most precious character.  As we think of these things and as we are increasingly helped to take account of the Spirit’s service to us and movements among us, we shall be drawn out in our affections to the blessed Spirit of God as apprehending how wonder fully He has come in on behalf of the Father, on behalf of the Son and on behalf of the saints, in order that all that God has in His mind for the assembly as with Christ should be filled out in power and happy consciousness.

Before touching on that I thought it wise to read these verses in chapter 2, because they really are the crux, if I may say so, of matters that are exercising and engaging the brethren at the present time, that is, it is a question of spirituality, and that is where we are all challenged and tested, but as challenged and tested, if exercised in relation to it before the Lord, we shall be helped.

Paul, writing by the Spirit, lays it down, that “We have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which is of God; that we might know the things that are freely given to us of God”.  Then he says, that the things he has spoken are communicated by words which the Holy Spirit teaches.  Then we are told that the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God, neither can he know them for they are spiritually discerned.  Hence it means we are entirely shut up to the Holy Spirit, not only to communicate spiritual things, but to discern that what is communicated is spiritual.  This is a most important matter; it really is the crux, if I may say so, of what the Lord is raising among us at the present time.

By way of illustration one may remind the brethren of the matter, often referred to, taken up in Acts 15, as to whether the Gentiles should be circumcised or not.  Peter, after much discussion, stands up and recounts how he discerned the Spirit’s movements.  That is what he recounts.  He does not refer to the Scriptures, but what he discerned to be the blessed movements of the Spirit.  Then Paul and Barnabas tell of how God had wrought through them among the Gentiles.  Then James stands up and refers to the Scriptures, quoting from the prophet Amos, and in the power of the Holy Spirit he applies the passage as conclusively establishing that God was bringing the Gentiles into the assembly, and in liberty, so that they should not need to be circumcised.  If you had looked at the passage from Amos, which he read, and had seen its setting there, you would have said, had you been unspiritual, that it had no reference at all to the Gentiles being brought into the assembly; that it referred to the world to come.  But James was speaking by the Spirit of God.  Scripture is so wonderfully capable of being taken up by the Spirit of God as needed, but it requires spirituality to recognise that it is the voice of the Spirit.  Spirituality was there, and the matter was settled, so they say in their letter, “For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us”.  The Spirit had spoken, and that settled the matter.  It is only as we are spiritual that we shall discern what is the voice of the Holy Spirit.  That is of particular importance in applying and interpreting Old Testament scriptures.  Paul tells us that “all scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness”.  Instruction can thus rightly be based upon it, only that for the interpretation of the Old Testament Scriptures, the communication of the mind of God through them, spirituality is essential, and on our part spirituality is equally essential in order to discern that what is presented is of the Spirit of God.  What is being raised among us as to the recognition of the service of the Spirit, and honouring Him, increases in importance as we take account of who He is and how He serves.  But it calls for spirituality on our part so as to recognise it as of God, and then to follow it up dependently as we ourselves receive help from the Lord and from the Spirit.

Now in chapter 12 we have the apostle saying, “For by one Spirit are we all baptised into one body ... and have been all made to drink into one Spirit”.  That is, of course, a statement of truth that stands good at all times, but has particular application when together, and especially at the Supper.  One of the most important things to begin with is the reality of being baptised by one Spirit into one body.  The reality of being able to meet together should be known, and the reality of all being made to drink into one Spirit (an allusion, no doubt, to the one cup), in a fresh way, so that our affections are stimulated together, not as so many separate saints, but as one body partaking of the same affections towards Christ, drawn out by the one loaf and one cup, the Spirit Himself entering into that, unifying our thoughts and affections towards Christ.  It is beautiful to see it!  What is proper to the assembly comes into expression in the unification of the saints as a result of the service to us of the Spirit of God Himself: He enters into that part of the service.

We have something similar in Ephesians; it says, “Through him (Christ) we both have access by one Spirit unto the Father”, that is, in movement under the hand of Christ we are thus sustained and empowered by the same Spirit to move together as one.  I think we can see, and shall see more and more as we think of it, how the Spirit Himself, in wonderful grace, in service to Christ and to the Father and to the saints, enters into every part of the service.  The more we think of it the more we shall be drawn out in our affections, not only to Christ and to the Father but to the Spirit Himself.  That Person of the Godhead enters into the matter to see that at the proper point in assembly service the response of the saints is drawn out affectionately and unitedly for the pleasure of God; “Through him we both have access by one Spirit unto the Father”.

Then in chapter 3 the apostle speaks of praying to the Father that we might be strengthened by His Spirit, the Father’s Spirit.  It is very affecting to see how the Spirit of God will take on, if one may say so, reverently, different characters in order to fill out the position effectively in all its parts.  Here He is presented as the Father’s Spirit.  The apostle prays that we might be strengthened by the Father’s Spirit in the inner man, that· Christ may dwell in our hearts by faith.  Surely that must involve, dear brethren, that as the Father’s Spirit is operating in our hearts, the Father’s thoughts of Christ will be conveyed to our hearts, the Father’s feelings in regard to Christ, and the Father’s thoughts in regard to the whole system of glory, of which He Himself is the origin, and Christ the centre, and the assembly is to have a central place with Christ.  All this is conveyed to us by the Father’s Spirit, we being “strengthened with might by his Spirit in the inner man”, with all that in view.  It is a most affecting thing to think the Spirit would serve in that character.  I believe it links on with what the Lord says in John 17: 26, “And I have made known to them thy name, and will make it known; that the love with which thou hast loved me may be in them”.  We become capable of that as strengthened by the Father’s Spirit, for He can bring into our hearts thoughts and feelings in regard to Christ just as He did to Peter, James and John on the holy mount.  Peter says, “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”, 2 Pet 1: 17.  You can understand how the saints become capacitated thus to enter feelingly with the Father into His choicest joys and into His own rest, as the Father’s Spirit brings the Father’s thoughts of Christ into our hearts.

Then the Lord says in John 17, “I in them”.  The saints are not only to have some ability to appreciate the way the Father loved Christ, but are to have ability with Christ to respond to it; indeed, He fills out the response in the assembly.  In Galatians we read, “God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into our hearts”, not simply a spirit of adoption, but the Spirit of God’s Son.  There is something very glorious about “the Spirit of God’s Son” sent into our hearts.  Saints are capable in assembly, under the hand of Christ, of responding to the Father in Christ’s own intelligence and affection.  “I in them”.  The response is worthy of God, “In the midst of the assembly will sing thy praises”, Heb 2: 12.  We have known the truth of this, it is nothing new, but what is so significant is that the Spirit Himself enters into every part of it in order that it might be filled out to the glory of God.

The Lord is calling attention to the Holy Spirit in His faithful and devoted service, for the end is near, and the Spirit has in mind that the assembly should go along with Him as Rebecca went with the servant.  It was a question of committing herself to the servant.  She not only said “I will go”, but she acted on it, she rode on the camels and followed the man.  She committed herself to the servant, and as she did so the servant took her on, and I am sure if we will, in our minds and hearts, commit ourselves to what the Lord is raising at the present time the Spirit will help us.  He will take us on (I say that reverently) so that we become acquainted with Him in His glorious ani devoted service to the Father, the Son and the saints.  It is all a question of sensitiveness and of spirituality, and for that we need to do what Paul did, “I bow my knees to the Father”, he says.  It was no casual prayer but real genuine exercise, because the matter was so urgent.  If we go on these lines, we shall find the Spirit will serve us, and we shall be drawn out in our affections to Him, and as moving forward we shall find liberty and power to address Him.  It is there in the Scriptures.  Paul says all Scripture is given by inspiration of God and is profitable for doctrine (or teaching).  Let me just repeat, that not only can the truth only be conveyed by the Holy Spirit, but only by the Holy Spirit can we discern that what is being conveyed is the truth.  The whole matter hinges on how far we are spiritual, and for that we are to cultivate acquaintance with the Spirit of God, avoiding all that would hinder His operations and choosing all that would facilitate them, and as we do so we shall find we are helped on in the truth, and that together.

 

LONDON

9th March 1949

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

1 Corinthians 2:12-16 (JND) [12] But *we* have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which [is] of God, that we may know the things which have been freely given to us of God: [13] which also we speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, communicating spiritual [things] by spiritual [means]. [14] But [the] natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him; and he cannot know [them] because they are spiritually discerned; [15] but the spiritual discerns all things, and *he* is discerned of no one. [16] For who has known the mind of [the] Lord, who shall instruct him? But *we* have the mind of Christ.

1 Corinthians 12:13 (JND) [13] For also in [the power of] one Spirit *we* have all been baptised into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether bondmen or free, and have all been given to drink of one Spirit.

Ephesians 2:17-18 (JND) [17] and, coming, he has preached the glad tidings of peace to you who [were] afar off, and [the glad tidings of] peace to those [who were] nigh. [18] For through him we have both access by one Spirit to the Father.

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

Galatians 4:6 (JND) [6] But because ye are sons, God has sent out the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, Abba, Father.

Acts 15 (JND) [1] And certain persons, having come down from Judaea, taught the brethren, If ye shall not have been circumcised according to the custom of Moses, ye cannot be saved. [2] A commotion therefore having taken place, and no small discussion on the part of Paul and Barnabas against them, they arranged that Paul and Barnabas, and certain others from amongst them, should go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and elders about this question. [3] They therefore, having been set on their way by the assembly, passed through Phoenicia and Samaria, relating the conversion of [those of] the nations. And they caused great joy to all the brethren. …

John 17:26 (JND) [26] And I have made known to them thy name, and will make [it] known; that the love with which thou hast loved me may be in them and I in them.

2 Peter 1:17 (JND) [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;

John 17 (JND) [1] These things Jesus spoke, and lifted up his eyes to heaven and said, Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son may glorify thee; [2] as thou hast given him authority over all flesh, that [as to] all that thou hast given to him, he should give them life eternal. [3] And this is the eternal life, that they should know thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent. …

Hebrews 2:12 (JND) [12] saying, I will declare thy name to my brethren; in [the] midst of [the] assembly will I sing thy praises.



DIVINE PLEASURE IN MEN


Genesis 18: 1-8; 24: 12-14, 29, 30; 28: 10-15

Revelation 3: 29

The book of Genesis is a book of remarkable wealth.  It has been well said to be the seed-plot of the Bible; for in that remarkable book we have the beginnings of practically the whole scope of truth.  The longer we go on, the more wonderful the book of Genesis becomes as lit up by the Holy Spirit.  I read these passages because they present to us the Persons of the Godhead deliberately taking up a position in relation to men, as desiring their company and their confidence and service.  The more we think of it, the more affecting it is that God should take pleasure in our company and in that which we can furnish for Him.  Anything we can furnish to Him, of course, is all of Himself, as David said, “of thine own have we given thee”.  At the same time, it is accredited to us and received from us and God takes pleasure in it.  The Father takes pleasure in it and the Son takes pleasure in it, and, we may safely say that the Holy Spirit also takes pleasure in it, for the Spirit has feelings and affections.  We read of the love of the Spirit and we are charged not to grieve the Holy Spirit, evidently implying the desire that we should afford Him pleasure.

In this first incident in chapter 18 we have Abraham who is called by the Holy Spirit the father of us all.  That implies that we are to learn from him, and Abraham is seen in this incident by the oaks of Mamre.  Jehovah appeared to him there.  Mamre refers to the purposes of God.  It is the same place as Hebron, which is a well-known type in Scripture of that which lies in the purpose of God.  It was built seven years before Zoan in Egypt, Zoan being a city of learning in Egypt, in man’s world.  Hebron represents the wisdom of God as seen in that which He has purposed for men, and Abraham was dwelling there; he was not finding his life in the world that was all around him.  We read in a chapter before this of four kings warring against five kings; wars among the nations.  But Abraham was not finding his life in relation to those things, nor was he frightened by them; he was not apprehensive, he was dwelling by the oaks of Mamre, the idea of oaks being the stability connected with the purpose of God.  If we have in our souls the light of what God has purposed, what He has prepared for those who love Him, it makes us very stable, we are not unduly affected by happenings in the world, not that we are unfeeling in relation to them, but God would deliver us from any kind of restlessness or apprehensiveness.  We have the faithfulness of God on the one hand, and the faithfulness of the love of Christ, and the abiding presence with us of the Holy Spirit, and the service of an innumerable company of angels, so that the saints are well equipped to go on in this world in peace and restfulness of mind and heart, in so far as we are like Abraham, dwelling by the oaks of Mamre.  And what is more, he was not overcome by the existing conditions.  It says that he was sitting at the tent door in the heat of the day.  Conditions were such as might easily have overcome him, but, notwithstanding that, Abraham was sitting at his tent door, perfectly ready to receive the visitors who were making their way to him.  The Lord would have us in constant readiness for anything He would wish to do.  It can only be practically so in so far as the Holy Spirit has His place as holding and controlling our minds and hearts.

Abraham was seen in this condition of readiness and it says, “he lifted up his eyes and saw, and behold three men standing near him”.  Now it is that word “standing” or “stationed”, that comes into the passages I have read, and in each case the force of the word is not a mere casual standing, but a deliberate action in stationing oneself in that position.  These three men had stationed themselves in this position and one of them at any rate was Jehovah Himself; the other two are called angels.  One of them definitely was Jehovah.  It may well be that the fact that Jehovah had two angels with Him was intended to give an impression of the Godhead.  At any rate God—as there, desiring to pay a visit to Abraham and to receive what Abraham was able and willing to provide.  A most touching thing! That is what is worked out now among the saints, dear brethren, especially as together in assembly.  It is a remarkable thing that if there were three men who presented themselves to Abraham, the incident tells us of three persons who were available to respond to that movement.  There was Abraham, and there was Sarah, his wife, and there was the attendant, the three persons suggesting that there is a system on earth among the saints which is designed to meet the requirements and desires of the Godhead itself.  Now that is what the saints are capable of as under the hand of the Lord Jesus and by the power of the Holy Spirit; they are capable of responding to the desires and the thoughts of the Godhead.  So it says that Abraham “ran to meet them from the tent-door, and bowed himself to the earth, and said, Lord, if now I have found favour in thine eyes, pass not away, I pray thee, from thy servant.  Let now a little water be fetched, that ye may wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree.  And they said, So do as thou hast said”.  It has often been remarked that Abraham was very lowly and modest in the way he described what he could present.  Actually what he presents is, you might say, sumptuous, but he himself describes it as a little water and a morsel of bread.  That is befitting to us at all times, dear brethren, that even when we are conscious of being most helped by the Spirit of God we are made to feel that what we have to present is after all but small.  But the grace of it is that God is prepared to accept it.  They say to Abraham, “So do as thou hast said”.  God has come down to place Himself before men as near to them, near to be served, but accepting whatever they can provide, laying down no conditions as to what they should provide, but finding suitable conditions with Abraham, because, as I say, he was by the oaks of Mamre, sitting at the tent door in the heat of the day.  Abraham ran quickly into the tent, desiring to bring Sarah and the attendant into the matter.  This is a most important matter for us to take account of in our assembly service.  The thought is that all should be brought into the matter, that all should have a part in providing that which the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit can receive with pleasure.  In Luke 24 the Lord presents Himself to His disciples and He says to them, “Have ye anything here to eat?” and they gave it to Him, “part of a broiled fish and of a honeycomb; and he took it and ate before them”.  He would graciously assure them by receiving whatever it was they were able to provide.  So here we read of Abraham hastening into the tent to Sarah and saying, “Knead quickly three seahs of wheaten flour, and make cakes”.  It is a question of being quick.  Abraham hastened and told Sarah to “knead quickly three seahs of wheaten flour, and make cakes.  And Abraham ran to the herd, and took a calf tender and good, and gave it to the attendant; and he hasted to dress it”.  The whole scene is one of activity, not restless activity of the flesh, but the kind of activity that the Spirit as unhindered in us would produce, the readiness in liberty to bring forward that which God can take pleasure in and to present it.  This is a very significant thing, and if the chapter is read carefully it would appear that what Abraham told Sarah to prepare was never prepared, or never presented.  We are told that he told her to “knead quickly three seahs of wheaten flour, and make cakes”, but actually what Abraham took was “thick and sweet milk, and the calf that he had dressed, and set it before them; and he stood before them under the tree, and they ate”.  It would appear that Sarah was not equal to what Abraham suggested.  Though we may have the Holy Spirit, unbelief having place in our hearts may hinder the Spirit from bringing forward that which God would desire to have.  Sarah at this moment is evidently remiss, for though told by Abraham what to do and do it quickly, the Spirit of God does not record that any cakes were presented, but later in the book (chapter 21) she is marked by energy of faith, distinct energy, so that God says to Abraham, “In all that Sarah hath said to thee, hearken to her voice”.  So she is recovered, but at this point she is unbelieving, and so it is not said that she contributed anything to the occasion although she was told to do so.  But, on the other hand, Abraham “took thick and sweet milk, and the calf that he had dressed, and set it before them ...  and they ate”.  A most attractive picture of God Himself receiving and taking pleasure in what the saints are able to bring forward.

Now I pass on to chapter 24, for we get a similar statement in regard to the servant who, as we know well, is typical of the Holy Spirit, for the Holy Spirit has been sent from heaven.  He has come as “another Comforter” to be with us for ever, and never to leave the saints, but to guide us, as it says, “into all the truth”.  He is given by the Father in response to the request of Christ; He is sent by the Father in Christ’s name; He is sent by the Son from with the Father; He is sent by the Father in Christ’s name for a definite commission, all the interests of Christ being placed in His charge.  This is all most attractive in regard to the Holy Spirit, and His mission is to secure the assembly for Christ at this present time.  He has in mind that she should be available to the heart of Christ, and that will, in due time, make her available also for the service of the blessed God, so that it links on with chapter 18.  This is the way by which the assembly is brought into the position in which she can afford pleasure to the heart of God.  She is first secured in responsive affection for Christ and in the joy of union with Him.

Now with all this in view, the servant says, “Jehovah, God of my master Abraham, meet me, I pray thee, with thy blessing this day, and deal kindly with my master Abraham.  Behold, I stand here by the well of water, and the daughters of the men of the city come out to draw water” and then in the verse later on in the chapter it says, “Behold, he was standing by the camels, by the well”.  So the Spirit of God, as typified in the servant, deliberately takes up His stand by the well, and then further he is seen deliberately in relation to the camels and the well.  I need not say, dear brethren, that the servant and the camels and the well are all types of the Holy Spirit from different standpoints, but the point is that the Spirit is charged with a mission to secure the assembly for Christ in present responsive affection.  The first thing he says is, “Behold, I stand here by the well”.  We can easily see, as we picture the scene, that any young woman who did not come to the well would have no part in the matter at all.  The very fact that she did not come to the well would rule her out, because the servant was to find that for which he looked from among the daughters that came to the well.  In the East coming to the well would be an habitual matter every day, it would be the manner of their life, they would be dependent for their water on coming to the well.  We can easily see what the import is.  It is a question of the principle on which we live, whether we live after the flesh, or after the Spirit.  Do we live and walk by the Spirit?  It is a question of what is in fact habitual and characteristic with us, and the Spirit of God is stressing it, because unless we know what it is to afford room in that way for the Holy Spirit, we shall never become spiritual, and never be in a position to recognise the Spirit’s movements and guidance.  The servant says, “I stand here by the well of water”.  The whole chapter is suggestive of the need of spirituality, and, after all, the thought of spirituality need not frighten us, even though we would all feel and be ready to admit that we are not as spiritual as we would like to be, or ought to be, but at the same time the Holy Spirit has come in for that purpose, in order that we may become spiritual.  He has come in in order to affect us in our tastes and the direction of our thoughts and outlook and affections, so that we are transferred from finding our life in what is natural and looking at things from a merely natural standpoint.  He is transferring us from being on that line and setting us definitely on the line of what is spiritual.  Let us remember that when God began to work in us, He began on the line of what is spiritual.  New birth is spiritual; new birth has nothing natural in it.  “Except anyone be born anew he cannot see the kingdom of God”.  “Except anyone be born of water and of Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.  That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit”.  The two are as different from one another as anything possible, and when God began to work in new birth, He began on the line of what is called spirit.  The Spirit of God has come in and has taken up His abode in us, in order that we may be helped to move characteristically on the lines of what is spiritual.

So the servant says, “I stand here by the well of water” and he says, “And let it come to pass, that the maiden to whom I shall say, Let down thy pitcher, I pray thee, that I may drink, and who will say, Drink, and I will give thy camels drink also, be she whom thou hast appointed for thy servant Isaac”.  That is, the servant is on the look-out for those who are spiritual and are ready to minister refreshment to the Spirit.  How may we do that?  I think it is simple.  The Holy Spirit has taken up His abode in us and therefore we shall minister refreshment and gladness to His heart as we consider what is pleasing to Him.  Every time the saints are moving in love, the working out practically of the divine nature, I am sure it affords the greatest pleasure to the Holy Spirit, for the Holy Spirit is come and He is dwelling in us, and nothing can please the heart of God more than to find a heart governed by what is of Himself; and He being love, nothing pleases Him more than to see the saints moving out in the exercises of love.  It may work out in one hundred different ways, but the activities of love, provided it is not mere natural kindness, are pleasing to the Spirit of God; God Himself is dwelling in us in the Spirit.  Here the servant is looking for one characterised by recognition of the Holy Spirit.

Then he is not only seen as standing by the well, but as standing by the camels.  Laban comes out to him and it says, “Behold, he was standing by the camels, by the well”.  Now the camels represent another aspect of the Holy Spirit and another most important feature entering into our service in the assembly, because they represent the power by which we move toward Christ as together.  You remember at the end of the chapter it says that Isaac went out into the fields at eventide, “And he lifted up his eyes and saw, and behold, camels were coming”.  The first thing that attracted his attention was the camels and it says “behold”, as though it affected Isaac to see it.  It is as though as he caught sight of it his heart was moved—“behold, camels were coming”.  What does that mean for us?  It means that the saints, as come together in assembly, are really moving towards Christ in their affections in the power of the Holy Spirit, involving that we are unified in the Spirit.  The assembly is one entity, not so many separate individuals but one entity, with the same thoughts, the same feelings towards Christ, and this comes into evidence.  The Holy Spirit is here for that very purpose, that we might be unified in our thoughts ,and affections and might move together as one towards Christ; and as Christ sees it, I think I may say reverently, His heart is moved.  The servant was standing by the camels as well as by the well.  He definitely commits himself to that feature of his service as though, while the man is under commission to secure the assembly for Christ, this will not be realised unless both the well and the camels have their place with us.

So we come to chapter 28, where Jacob has this dream.  He is starting out on a history of experience.  Jacob is one of the most encouraging persons in Scripture, for we know what he was naturally, but, on the other hand, we know that he was the subject of divine sovereignty, so that before he was born God had said that the elder should serve the younger, and Jacob was the younger.  As a matter of pure sovereignty God had marked out Jacob for the best place.  We can always fall back on the thought that God has sovereignly committed Himself to bless us and therefore He will carry His thoughts through, and Jacob represents that side of the truth.  In chapters 18 and 24 we have had more the side of the divine thought of what is open to us, what God has in mind, but Jacob presents the side of how we are to be brought into it, and therefore I say he is most encouraging, for no one finished better than Jacob.  He finished in a most glorious way as a worshipper and a blesser, perfectly contented.

Now at this point in chapter 28 he is starting out on a history of experience.  We all have to have experience with God, but the intention in the experience is that we should really know in power and joy all that God has in His heart for us.  Jacob did at the end, but this is the beginning, and he had this dream, “and behold, a ladder was set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to the heavens”.  You can understand that as Jacob had this dream and he saw this ladder which was set up on the earth, his eyes would run up the ladder and the first thing he saw was the angels ascending and descending, and then the next thing he saw was God Himself—“Jehovah stood above it”.  It is the same word “stood”, ‘stationed Himself,’ God taking in hand to pay particular attention to Jacob.  It is now an individual believer as the subject of personal care and attention on the part of God, and also of angelic service for “angels of God ascended and descended upon it”.  That is, they were ascending to heaven in order to receive their instructions, and descending in order to carry them out.  Jacob was the object of divine interest.  So now Jehovah speaks.  He says, “I will not leave thee until I have done what I have spoken to thee of”.  What God spoke to him of was pure blessing.  There was not a word of anything but pure blessing and He said, “I will not leave thee until I have done what I have spoken to thee of”.  That is a very important matter for us to get into our souls.  I think it brings in peculiarly the Holy Spirit—not that one wants unduly to distinguish between the Persons of the Godhead, because the Father has unceasing interest in us and exercises unceasing care, and His love is our portion, as Jude says, “beloved in God the Father”.  The Lord, I need not say, has unceasing interest in us; He loves us too.  But then the Holy Spirit has taken up His abode in us.  That is a most touching thing, a thing of which we are only just beginning to realise the importance and blessedness.  Here God says to Jacob, “I will not leave thee until I have done what I have spoken to thee of”.  That does not mean that He would leave him when He had done that of which He had spoken, but He would go through with him in everything to completion.  The Holy Spirit has taken up His abode with us and He is going to see things through to completion.

Now if we can run on in our minds for a moment to chapter 32 of this book—the incident is well known: Jacob wrestled with a man until the dawning of the day.  There it says it was a man with whom he wrestled.  In Hosea we are told he wrestled with God and in the same passage we are told that he wrestled with the Angel, and so it is a three-fold presentation of the One who wrestled with Jacob.  We can say it is the Lord, we can say it is God, we can say, rightly, it is the Spirit of God, for the Spirit of God does wrestle with us and He may even strive with unbelieving men.  God says, “My Spirit shall not always plead with man”, but He often wrestles with us, believers.  There is much unbelief with us, very much that stands in the way of blessing and often the Spirit of God has to wrestle with us and the Lord has to deal with us, but what resulted from the incident in Jacob’s history was that, in the presence of God, he comes to the full acknowledgment of what he was.  God said to him “What is thy name? And he said, Jacob”.  Jacob came to it, and it is a good thing to come to it, to recognise it in the presence of God and acknowledge that flesh is flesh.  When we come to the recognition and confession of that, we come to what God Himself knew.  As soon as he came to that point God said to him, “Thy name shall not henceforth be called Jacob, but Israel; for thou hast wrestled with God, and with men, and hast prevailed”.  From that point on Jacob was in principle to understand that God had given him the Holy Spirit and that in the Holy Spirit he was really ennobled, for Israel means “a prince”.  In the Holy Spirit we are no longer in Adam but in Christ, no longer in flesh but in Spirit, we are set up in a new power; not that flesh will ever change but, thank God, we shall leave it behind when we go to be with Christ.  The only power to keep it in its place is the power of the Spirit of God, and He has come in for that very purpose, that we should be held for Christ in our heart’s affections, and should understand that before God we stand in the unclouded favour in which Christ is.  The Spirit is the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus, and He is able to make that life effective in us.  That means we are made free.  Paul says, “For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and of death”.  We can be made free, and it means liberty, wonderful liberty, and further we are to become representative of God.  All that is in mind in this dream that Jacob had.  He saw Jehovah standing at the top of the ladder as though God would give him a sense that he, Jacob, personally, was at that moment the object of God’s own interests and God committed Himself to him, and said, “I will not leave thee until I have done what I have spoken to thee of”.  So we may take courage that whatever God has purposed for us He intends that we should know, and the Spirit of God has come in for that very purpose.

I have only a word to say on the last scripture.  That is a remarkable appeal of the Lord Himself and He says, “I stand at the door and am knocking”.  The word “stand” there has just the same meaning, ‘stationed Himself,’ taking up a particular position.  Nothing can be more affecting than that the Lord should graciously take up a position outside the door that is shut on Him.  If any have shut the door on Christ and would not give Him the entrance He desires, He wants to see that anything that has been a barrier hitherto is overthrown.  He says, “I stand at the door and am knocking; if any one hear my voice and open the door, I will come in unto him and sup with him, and he with me”—a most touching appeal, as though the Lord would say, ‘I do not want anyone to be outside of the blessedness that may be had at the present time’.  Laodicea stands for a condition of heartlessness and lukewarmness in the midst of the recovery of the truth and the Lord feels it.  In Luke 7 the atmosphere of Simon’s house was in contrast to the appreciation which the woman afforded Him.  The Lord said, “Seest thou this woman?  I entered into thy house; thou gavest me not water on my feet, but she has washed my feet with tears, and wiped them with her hair.  Thou gavest me not a kiss, but she from the time I came in has not ceased kissing me feet.  My head with oil thou didst not anoint, but she has anointed my feet with myrrh”.  That shows, dear brethren, how the Lord appreciates response to Himself in contrast to the heartlessness of professing Christendom that He feels so much, and, indeed, Laodicea may apply to more than profession.  There may be some who are true believers at bottom but who are in a Laodicean condition, and if it be so, the Lord would say, “Behold, I stand at the door and am knocking; if any one hear my voice and open the door, I will come in unto him and sup with him, and he with me”.  May the Lord grant that we may appreciate how much divine Persons are ready and available to serve us in order that They may find their own pleasure in what we can be to Them in our affections and in our intelligent appreciation of all that is given to us in the Holy Spirit!

 

WALLINGTON 

22nd October 1949

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Genesis 18:1-8 (JND) [1] And Jehovah appeared to him by the oaks of Mamre. And he sat at the tent-door in the heat of the day. [2] And he lifted up his eyes and saw, and behold, three men standing near him. And when he saw [them], he ran to meet them from the tent-door, and bowed himself to the earth, [3] and said, Lord, if now I have found favour in thine eyes, pass not away, I pray thee, from thy servant. [4] Let now a little water be fetched, that ye may wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree. [5] And I will fetch a morsel of bread; and refresh yourselves; after that ye shall pass on; for therefore have ye passed on towards your servant. And they said, So do as thou hast said. [6] And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, Knead quickly three seahs of wheaten flour, and make cakes. [7] And Abraham ran to the herd, and took a calf tender and good, and gave [it] to the attendant; and he hasted to dress it. [8] And he took thick and sweet milk, and the calf that he had dressed, and set [it] before them; and he stood before them under the tree, and they ate.

Genesis 24:12-30 (JND) [12] And he said, Jehovah, God of my master Abraham, meet me, I pray thee, [with thy blessing] this day, and deal kindly with my master Abraham. [13] Behold, I stand [here] by the well of water, and the daughters of the men of the city come out to draw water. [14] And let it come to pass, [that] the maiden to whom I shall say, Let down thy pitcher, I pray thee, that I may drink, and who will say, Drink, and I will give thy camels drink also, be she whom thou hast appointed for thy servant Isaac; and hereby I shall know that thou hast dealt kindly with my master. [15] And it came to pass before he had ended speaking, that behold, Rebecca came out, who was born to Bethuel, son of Milcah the wife of Nahor, Abraham's brother; and [she had] her pitcher upon her shoulder. [16] And the maiden was very fair in countenance; a virgin, and no man had known her. And she went down to the well, and filled her pitcher, and came up. [17] And the servant ran to meet her, and said, Let me, I pray thee, sip a little water out of thy pitcher. [18] And she said, Drink, my lord! And she hasted and let down her pitcher on her hand, and gave him to drink. [19] And when she had given him enough to drink, she said, I will draw [water] for thy camels also, until they have drunk enough. [20] And she hasted and emptied her pitcher into the trough, and ran again to the well to draw [water]; and she drew for all his camels. [21] And the man was astonished at her, remaining silent, to know whether Jehovah had made his journey prosperous or not. [22] And it came to pass when the camels had drunk enough, that the man took a gold ring, of half a shekel weight, and two bracelets for her hands, ten [shekels] weight of gold, [23] and said, Whose daughter art thou? tell me, I pray thee. Is there room [in] thy father's house for us to lodge? …

Genesis 28:10-15 (JND) [10] And Jacob went out from Beer-sheba, and went towards Haran. [11] And he lighted on a certain place, and lodged there, because the sun had set. And he took [one] of the stones of the place, and made [it] his pillow, and lay down in that place. [12] And he dreamed, and behold, a ladder was set up on the earth, and the top of it reached to the heavens. And behold, angels of God ascended and descended upon it. [13] And behold, Jehovah stood above it. And he said, I am Jehovah, the God of Abraham, thy father, and the God of Isaac: the land on which thou liest, to thee will I give it, and to thy seed. [14] And thy seed shall be as the dust of the earth, and thou shalt spread abroad to the west, and to the east, and to the north, and to the south; and in thee and in thy seed shall all the families of the earth be blessed. [15] And behold, I am with thee, and will keep thee in all [places] to which thou goest, and will bring thee again into this land; for I will not leave thee until I have done what I have spoken to thee of.

Luke 24 (JND) [1] But on the morrow of the sabbath, very early indeed in the morning, they came to the tomb, bringing the aromatic spices which they had prepared. [2] And they found the stone rolled away from the sepulchre. [3] And when they had entered they found not the body of the Lord Jesus. …

Luke 7 (JND) [1] And when he had completed all his words in the hearing of the people, he entered into Capernaum. [2] And a certain centurion's bondman who was dear to him was ill and about to die; [3] and having heard of Jesus, he sent to him elders of the Jews, begging him that he might come and save his bondman. …



THE GREATNESS OF CHRISTIANITY


Hebrews 12: 18-29

This chapter describes the things to which we have “come” in Christianity, showing their superiority over that which had preceded.  It speaks at the end of this chapter of serving God “acceptably with reverence and fear”, that is to say, that the more we enter into our present privileges, the more aware we will be of the danger of turning back.  Standing still does not exist in Christianity; we must go forward and progress otherwise we are in danger of slipping back.  It is thus that the writer of this epistle says that we are come to eight different things, the first of which being “mount Zion”; the second “the city of the living God”; the third “the myriads of angels, the universal gathering”; the fourth “the assembly of the firstborn ones registered in heaven”; then God judge of all, then the spirits of just men made perfect, then Jesus Mediator of a new covenant; and finally the blood of sprinkling which speaks better than Abel.  I think that the Lord would help us to gather some fresh impressions as to these different things.

We begin with mount Zion.  There are two Psalms which make particular reference to it.  The first is the 78th where, after having shown how Israel is totally lost in the days of Eli the priest, the ark having been taken, it is said in verse 65 “Then the Lord awoke as a man out of sleep and he smote his enemies in the hinder parts (v 67), and he forsook the tent of Joseph and rejected the tribe of Ephraim, but he chose the tribe of Judah, the mount Zion which he loved”; that is to say that He established it in the sovereignty of His mercy.  It is to this that God has come in Christ raised from among the dead, the ground on which He can move in sovereign mercy, to establish all the thoughts of His love and desires.  The other Psalm is 125: “Those who confide in Jehovah are as mount Zion, which cannot be moved, which abideth for ever”.  The first things which we see in mount Zion is a great stability, that to which we have now come, everything being based on the sovereignty of God in mercy, assured in the death and resurrection of Christ.

There are many allusions to “Zion” but there is not another to “mount Zion”, and I think that “mount Zion” as such is an allusion in a general way to the sovereignty of God, while in many Psalms where “Zion” simply is presented, it is a type of the assembly according to the thoughts of God, that which God presents to us in the richness of His grace.

The apostle insists on the glory of the Christian system in which a way that we realise that we are come to something which is superior to what is in the world.  The end of Haggai shows that all that is changeable will be changed.  We are come to a system complete in glory.  The “city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem”, the assembly is the great centre of divine administration.  I think that it is a municipal or civic idea.  Paul said that he was a citizen of no mean city.  In speaking thus, he spoke as a man.  We are citizens of the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem.  It must make us realise what is better than what is best in this world.  The whole system is a living system, God Himself being known in His love.  And it is “the heavenly Jerusalem”, having a heavenly influence.  There is power in the assembly to deal in a heavenly way with every question which is raised.  It is thus that the Lord, in John 20, says “Whosoever sins ye remit, they are remitted; whosoever sins ye retain, they are retained”.  He entrusts them with the administration, but He stresses above all the remittance of sins.  It is thus a great centre of administration, heavenly in character, the Lord trusting the saints to do what is right.

It is in the local assembly that administration takes place.  It is important that we see that everything has to develop currently among us, so that the administration according to God is heavenly in character, and it must be seen among the saints in their own localities.

The overcomer in Philadelphia is marked by these features.  I believe that Mr Taylor has said that the Lord will not do Himself what He can entrust to His own; He loves to bring the saints into what He is doing.  Thus, in Revelation 4, we see that the throne of God is there, manifesting the idea of the rights of God, but in the midst of the throne and around the throne are found four living creatures, which shows that God loves to have His creatures with Him like the living creatures.  There are indeed Scriptures which introduce the saints into this privileged position where all is administered for God.  

“The holy city, Jerusalem” will descend from God having the glory of God in the millennium.  The tabernacle of God is in the midst of men in the eternal day.  This shows how great the position is into which we are called and the importance of our having an understanding to act for God.  Our eyes need to be opened so that we take into account how things develop among us, not only in an abstract way, but in a substantial way among the saints.

Then we have the myriads of angels, who constitute the “universal gathering”.  The Lord draws our attention in this moment to the service of angels because they enter into our circumstances as supporting the testimony and helping the saints.  For example, in the Acts, it is an angel who opens the doors of the prison and says to the apostles to go out (chap 5).  It is about the testimony that must be continued, the testimony of grace in “the words of this life”, the life being seen among the saints.  The angel opens the doors for the testimony to continue.  In chapter 8 of the Acts, there is an angel who speaks to Philip and directs him.  In chapter 10, an angel is sent to Cornelius; in chapter 12 another angel opens the doors to Peter, who goes out, and at the end of this same chapter, it is an angel that smites Herod; so that the angels are available to do everything that is necessary down here.  These are “myriads of angels”, this universal gathering; there is fulness of resource as to all that is necessary.  Angels served the Lord in the temptations in the wilderness, according to the first chapter of Mark, and it was an angel that served Him in Gethsemane.  God can call upon them if it is necessary.  The Lord said, “think ye that I cannot now ask my Father and he would furnish more than twelve legions of angels?”  The Lord would give us the feeling that there is a fulness of resource, to open the way everywhere where it is needed, and also to protect the testimony, even though perhaps it may not be the mind of God to save the saints from suffering, because suffering is a privilege when it is endured for Christ.  It is indeed necessary that the assembly should suffer, in order to be qualified as being “the Lamb’s wife”.  Herod was allowed to kill James with the sword, but he was not allowed to kill Peter.  Angels are here to fulfil the will of God.  The fact that we have come to “myriads of angels, the universal gathering” ought to encourage us to continue in a faithful way, because God has in the angels what is necessary for us to get through everything.  How great the saints of the assembly are, that the angels are their servants!

However, I understand that angels are not sent in relation to what is spiritual.  It belongs to the Holy Spirit to guide us into all the truth, but angels are presented before us as giving direction in circumstances and for us to overcome obstacles,  An angel rolled away the stone that was found on the Lord’s tomb and he sat on it to expose how what was opposed to Christ lost its power.  I would say that the angels serve us in a physical way.  They served the Lord in the time of His pressure in Gethsemane.  In chapter 8 of the Acts the angel first gave his orders to Philip, who was obedient, and who became available to the Spirit ,for the Spirit to speak to him, so that Spirit took him in his hand in his service.

The Hebrews were accustomed to the service of angels; which is why the Spirit of God in this epistle shows that saints of the present day have a much greater place than angels, the angels themselves being their servants.  This is very remarkable, because they had indeed been created before us, and as creatures they are superior and powerful creatures, so that it must strike us that divine grace gives us a place infinitely greater than that of angels; the angels themselves accepting this subordinate place with a complete satisfaction.

Then, we have “the assembly of the firstborn ones who are registered in heaven”.  If “the city of the living God” is a civic thought which present are dignity as being citizens of that city, “the assembly of the firstborn ones” shows our rank, that we are the aristocracy.  The Lord would have us to be struck by the dignity which belongs to us as being known in heaven; we are all the firstborn.

Then it is said that we have come to God, judge of all.  In view of facing up to the difficulties in the world, we have to do with God, who must have the last word.  Whatever men may have, or do or say, God must have the last word.  The name Daniel means that God is judge: he could hold himself without fear before Belshazzar and say to him: “the God in whose hand thy breath is … thou hast not glorified”.

In relation to “Jesus, mediator of a new covenant”, it is not said that He will be the mediator of the new covenant, but of a new covenant; it is not exactly that it is new, but that it is fresh, we must realise all the freshness that marks the Lord’s day morning.  It is not a covenant set out in terms; we have all the freshness of it in the Person of Christ.

Then as to “the spirits of just men made perfect”, I think that the end of chapter 11 sheds some light on this, in the last two verses: those who have gone before us are not made without us.  It would be an allusion to the saints of the Old Testament.  I think that the blood of sprinkling would show to us how we are purified.  God redeems us Himself, having paid the price in the blood of Christ to secure us for Himself and for His service; His love and His claims over us.  It is not said in what way it speaks, but only that it “speaks better”.

The great end to which the apostle is leading us is that we might serve God acceptably with reverence and fear, in the light of things to which we have come.
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Scripture references

Hebrews 12:18-29 (JND) [18] For ye have not come to [the mount] that might be touched and was all on fire, and to obscurity, and darkness, and tempest, [19] and trumpet's sound, and voice of words; which they that heard, excusing themselves, declined [the] word being addressed to them any more: [20] (for they were not able to bear what was enjoined: And if a beast should touch the mountain, it shall be stoned; [21] and, so fearful was the sight, Moses said, I am exceedingly afraid and full of trembling;) [22] but ye have come to mount Zion; and to [the] city of [the] living God, heavenly Jerusalem; and to myriads of angels, [23] the universal gathering; and to [the] assembly of the firstborn [who are] registered in heaven; and to God, judge of all; and to [the] spirits of just [men] made perfect; [24] and to Jesus, mediator of a new covenant; and to [the] blood of sprinkling, speaking better than Abel. [25] See that ye refuse not him that speaks. For if those did not escape who had refused him who uttered the oracles on earth, much more we who turn away from him [who does so] from heaven: [26] whose voice then shook the earth; but now he has promised, saying, Yet once will *I* shake not only the earth, but also the heaven. [27] But this Yet once, signifies the removing of what is shaken, as being made, that what is not shaken may remain. [28] Wherefore let us, receiving a kingdom not to be shaken, have grace, by which let us serve God acceptably with reverence and fear. [29] For also our God [is] a consuming fire.

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

Revelation 4 (JND) [1] After these things I saw, and behold, a door opened in heaven, and the first voice which I heard as of a trumpet speaking with me, saying, Come up here, and I will shew thee the things which must take place after these things. [2] Immediately I became in [the] Spirit; and behold, a throne stood in the heaven, and upon the throne one sitting, [3] and he [that was] sitting like in appearance to a stone [of] jasper and a sardius, and a rainbow round the throne like in appearance to an emerald. …



The Brethren In Unity




 

THE BRETHREN IN UNITY

Psalm 132: 1-5, 13-18

Psalm 133

Psalm 134

Romans 15: 1-7

I desire to speak, dear brethren, of the service of God and the unity of the brethren.  God attaches the greatest importance to unity; the Godhead itself is marvellous in this respect.  You could not find in the Scriptures the least trace of divergence of thought or feelings between the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  The Lord said, when here below, “I and the Father are one”, and the unity of the Godhead, which is in truth and love, should affect us, because God is pleased to make His abode among the saints.  God being love, it is evident that He cannot dwell with satisfaction in other condition than in a condition of love.  This is why, although we have in Psalm 134 the idea of the service of God maintained all through the night by those who stand in the house of Jehovah, in Psalm 133, the unity of the saints is particularly stressed.  It could well be said as I have already remarked yesterday, although bearing with one another in love is an important thing.  And it will be necessary as long as we are down here, it does not produce unity; it helps to hinder disunity, but of itself it does not produce unity.  Unity is only produced by having only one object before us.  That is why Psalm 132 is important as coming before Psalm 133, because in Psalm 132 we have in David a man who has only one object before him, and it is a thought which is sufficient to command the interest of all the saints.  The thought which is found here is a place for Jehovah.  It is an objective which is great enough to unite the saints together wherever they are, to provide among them a place where the Lord can receive the honour which He is due and where God can find His pleasure among the saints.

Now in David’s case, this is not arrived at without exercise; this is why he addresses himself to Jehovah to take account of all his afflictions, how he had even not come into the tent of his house, he had not gone up to his bed, that he had not given sleep to his eyes or slumber to his eyelids, until he had found a place for Jehovah.  I believe that we well be assured that the Lord loves to see resolution and desires with us, and we can understand that this purpose of heart will be developed with us provided that we take account of Christ.  What David desired was the ark; he wanted to find a place for it.  Now the ark is a type of Christ as having become Man and just with the object of effectuating all the will of God.  There was no selfish thought whatever with Christ; He had taken this place of subjection which He is pleased to retain eternally, so that all the will of God might be established.  This has necessitated the incarnation, His precious death, His ascension to the right hand of God and all the service which He has accomplished and will continue to pursue.  The more we contemplate Christ, the more we consider one who had only one thought before Him.  In coming into this world, He says, “Lo, I come, in the volume of the book it is written of me—to do thy good pleasure, my God, is my delight, and thy law is within my heart”.  It was for the ark that David sought a place, and I might allow myself to say, dear brethren, that the more that Christ is exalted in our hearts, the more we will be delivered from every selfish interest, for we see in Him one who is entirely devoted to God, ready to go the whole way in sacrifice so that the pleasure of God might be manifested.  Now, one might well say that it is necessary to remember this each Lord’s day morning at the Supper, for the Lord speaks to us freshly each time: “This is my body which is for you”.  It is not only the fact that He has given His body in death for us, but He is presented to us in a fresh, new way each time, so that we should appropriate to ourselves all that has been expressed in His body.  Thus, He is set distinctly before us, for He who is in Himself God and who in His glory is equal with God, is pleased to take a place of subjection and to serve as Man so that the pleasure of God may be realised.  

Now, one part of the pleasure of God is found in the fact that He acquired the assembly as being a place of habitation for Himself.  It is said that Jehovah has chosen Zion; that He has desired it for ever.  He says, “This is my rest for ever; here will I dwell, for I have desired it”.  We need to think about this, it is a very great expression of God’s grace: both now and for ever; we are a habitation of God in the Spirit.  I could not emphasise too much that God could not rest with satisfaction in conditions other than love; every other condition grieves the Holy Spirit; this is why it is so important and so urgent that in every place where the truth is appreciated, where the saints desire to walk in the truth, conditions of unity among us should be assured and maintained.  The service of Christ and of the Holy Spirit has this end in view, and the enemy’s activities are always directed at breaking it.  But where such conditions are assured, God says, “I will abundantly bless her provision; I will satisfy her needy ones with bread”.  It shows His appreciation in giving abundant provisions, and He promises to clothe her priests with salvation and that the saints will shout aloud with joy.  David’s prayer had been that the priests should be clothed with righteousness, and that is evidently an essential thing, for if there is anything lacking on our side on the line of practical righteousness, we will not have the liberty to exercise priesthood towards God.  But thanks to God, there is always a way open for us, even if there is some fall; we can always confess our sins to God and He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  The Holy Spirit will always find His pleasure in keeping us under the influence of Christ, so that we should not fall, but that we should be led in the paths of righteousness for His Name’s sake.  

Then, to be clothed with salvation is more than to be clothed with righteousness; somebody might be clothed with righteousness and not be clothed with salvation. One could be burdened with difficulties, the sorrows of the way, and one would need to be saved in order to have liberty to serve God, so that the promise is here that where there are conditions that are agreeable to God, God clothes the priests with salvation.  This brings in the priesthood of Christ Himself: it is good to understand that the service of Christ above, as Priest for us, is not only in view of our being relieved of oppression and temptation, but to maintain us in liberty in a victorious way, so that we are available to serve God, as He says, “I will clothe her priests with salvation, and her saints shall shout aloud for joy”, that is to say that the joy will be heard.  We read in the book of Nehemiah that the joy of Jerusalem was heard afar off, and it is a great testimony if the saints are found marked by this joy.

All that being in view, the Spirit of God in Psalm 133 draws attention to the blessing which is found among the brethren dwelling together in unity.  In the epistle to the Ephesians, in chapter 4, we have a three-fold allusion to what brings us to unity.  Thus, “There is one body and one Spirit, as ye also have been called by one hope of your calling”; that is all that which we enjoy together in a spiritual way; we enjoy it in the Holy Spirit Himself so that the Holy Spirit Himself and the things which He brings in for our mutual enjoyment, all of which is a great power for unity among the saints.  We see this in another evident way at the beginning of the book of the Acts where as a result of the coming in of the Holy Spirit, it is said that the saints were together, that they had all things common and that the hearts and souls of those who believed were one.

Then, in Ephesians, it is said that there “one Lord, one faith, one baptism”, and this is a very real power for unity among us.  We all recognise and confess the same Lord, if anyone suffer for the Lord, then the affections of all of us go towards them.  This simply illustrated the unifying influence of the Name of the Lord.  The Spirit has to do with what is enjoyed inwardly.  The Lord with the outward position, as is seen in the book of the Acts where Saul of Tarsus is found breathing out threatenings and slaughter against the disciples of the Lord, that is to say that the Name of the Lord was an object of attack, and those who bore this Name and who confessed it were attacked.  But the Lord converted Saul and sent Ananias to him.  When Ananias came to him, he said, “the Lord has sent me, Jesus that appeared to thee in the way on which thou camest, so that thou mightest see, and be filled with the Holy Spirit”.  It is as if Ananias had said to Saul: Jesus is my Lord, and now He is your Lord; there is the link which unites us to one another.  He addresses himself to Saul in these terms, “Saul, brother”.  The Name of the Lord immediately became a link between these two men.  This simply illustrates the power for unity which there is in the very Name of Jesus.

Then the passage in Ephesians introduces a third unifying link, in the Father.  It is said, “There is one God and Father of all, who is over all, and through all, and in us all”, as if the grace and the love of the Father poured into the Christian circle.  It is a third link of affection among the saints.  More than this, there is the important fact that the three Persons of the Deity are united, so that the more the saints are affected by the knowledge they have of divine Persons, the more there is unity among them.

Then this Psalm says, “Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together”.  It speaks of the precious oil poured on the head which is an allusion to the dignity that the Holy Spirit confers in the character of the Spirit of Christ on the saints as being marked by the oil, which must give character to the whole company; it is that which comes from Christ and comes down to the hem of His garments as if to indicate that the whole system comprising the saints in relation with Christ must give a sweet odour of this precious oil.

Then it speaks of the dew of Hermon which answers, I suppose to the refreshing influence that is found in the affections of the saints.  I think that we can all say that we have found it during these two days.  But this must be continued and developed more and more, for if there is one thing which Satan is relentless against it is indeed the idea of unity among the saints, just as there is only one thing to which the Lord and the Holy Spirit are working together: it is the unity of love, the testimony to which the world cannot deny.  And unity which man can produce will never bear the test.  You will remember Joseph’s dream when he said, “We were binding sheaves in the fields, and lo, my sheaf rose up, and remained standing”.  And the rest?  Then his brothers’ sheaves bowed down before his sheaf.  The superiority of what the Lord has in His hand in the saints united together in love, this must be demonstrated in the presence of every effort of man, who produces the unions and different associations.  There is always the element of break-up in what man has brought together, but what the Lord draws together, bound and maintained under His influence is capable of holding.

Next, I refer to Psalm 134 and I also desire to allude to the passage in the epistle to the Romans where the apostle speaks of those who are strong in contrast to those who are weak; and the presence of those who are weak should become the occasion for love to be expressed on the part of those who are strong, because love is manifested in bearing burdens.  One has been impressed, dear brethren, in considering what the Lord carries at the present time.  The Lord on high carries all the saints on His shoulders.  He does not do it just in any way, but He does it in interceding for them in the present moment, and each of the saints has his place on His shoulders.  It is the power of love that enters with feeling into every exercise of the saints individually, because the stones on the shoulders of the High Priest were according to the people’s birth.  This is an allusion to the saints considered individually.  But equally, the High Priest carries the people of God on the breastplate in four rows of three, that is to say, according to their tribes.  That indicates I think not only that the Lord carries the saints individually, but He also carries on the breastplate all the different localities in relation to their assembly exercises, because this is what is indicated by the position of the tribes.  In consequence, dear brethren, if we seek to have an impression of the love of Christ, let us think of a part in His precious death, as He says, “Hereby we have known love, because he has laid down his life for us”, but let us consider also His present service at the right hand of God.  If you think of the number of saints who are found on earth at the present time, and of the varied circumstances in which they are found, and of all the difficulties, the temptations, and the sorrows that they have, all this is carried by the Lord at the present time.  It is said that He is always living to intercede for us.  It is also said, in Romans 8, “It is Christ who has died, but rather has been also raised up; who is also at the right hand of God; who also intercedes for us”.  By extending the thought, Paul was formed in that way, because he says he was beset every day by his concern for all assemblies.  He also says, “Who is stumbled, and I burn not?”  That is to say, he not only carried the exercises of the assemblies, but every individual question that arose, by means of which an individual could fall, was felt in the apostle’s heart.  He says here, “Let each one of us seek to please his neighbour with a view to what is good, to edification”.  It would keep us from seeking to please ourselves in a natural way; we have to seek to please one another with a view to what is good for edification.  Then to underline this, the Holy Spirit adds, “for the Christ also did not please himself, but according as it is written, The reproaches of them that reproach thee have fallen upon me”.  It is a quotation from Psalm 69 and the context is this, “For the zeal of thy house hath devoured me, and the reproaches of them that reproach thee have fallen upon me”.  It was in the moment when the Lord was considering for the things of God that the reproaches fell upon Him, but this is given to us as an example and as an encouragement that even the Christ did not seek to please Himself.  It is added that all that has been written beforehand has been written for our instruction, that by the patience and consolation of the Scriptures we may have hope.  Then God is presented as the God of patience and encouragement, because it is a time when we have to continue in patience.  The call to patience gives occasion to be devoted to God and to consider for Christ, all this being expressed among us.  Thus what is proper to the assembly is developed by means of these exercises which call for patience and love among us.

Now, finally, in this passage, we are to take account of the infirm and weak and to esteem one another so that we are able, as it says, “with one accord, with one mouth, glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”.  It is striking that it should say “one mouth”.  It is not fifty mouths saying the same thing, but it is one mouth, showing how the saints are entirely together, they have just the one mouth, and the Holy Spirit works to this end in such a way that the Spirit and the bride say only one thing.  You can see that there is one mouth for the Spirit and the bride.  But before that happens, there has to be one mouth among us, and this one mouth employed to glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

This leads us to Psalm 134, where it is said: “Behold, bless Jehovah, all ye servants of Jehovah, who by night stand in the house of Jehovah.  Lift up your hands in the sanctuary, and bless Jehovah”.  It is the great end reached.  At the end of the Songs of Degrees, there is the service of the blessed God, which is assured and maintained through the whole night, that is until the Lord’s return.  It is time to stand, that is to say, at God’s disposal to serve him, accepting the exercise necessary to maintain suitable conditions.

At the end of the Psalm, it says, “Jehovah, the maker of heavens and earth, bless thee out of Zion”.  The service of God being assured and maintained through the whole night in conditions suited to unity among us, God’s blessing will be given to His people.

May the Lord help us in all this, for the love of His Name!
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Scripture references

Psalms 132:1-18 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees.} Jehovah, remember for David all his affliction; [2] How he swore unto Jehovah, vowed unto the Mighty One of Jacob: [3] I will not come into the tent of my house, I will not go up to the couch of my bed; [4] I will not give sleep to mine eyes, slumber to mine eyelids, [5] Until I find out a place for Jehovah, habitations for the Mighty One of Jacob. [6] Behold, we heard of it at Ephratah, we found it in the fields of the wood. [7] Let us go into his habitations, let us worship at his footstool. [8] Arise, Jehovah, into thy rest, thou and the ark of thy strength. [9] Let thy priests be clothed with righteousness, and let thy saints shout for joy. [10] For thy servant David's sake, turn not away the face of thine anointed. [11] Jehovah hath sworn [in] truth unto David; he will not turn from it: Of the fruit of thy body will I set upon thy throne; [12] If thy children keep my covenant, and my testimonies which I will teach them, their children also for evermore shall sit upon thy throne. …

Psalms 133 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees. Of David.} Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity! [2] Like the precious oil upon the head, that ran down upon the beard, upon Aaron's beard, that ran down to the hem of his garments; [3] As the dew of Hermon that descendeth on the mountains of Zion; for there hath Jehovah commanded the blessing, life for evermore. …

Psalms 134 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees.} Behold, bless Jehovah, all ye servants of Jehovah, who by night stand in the house of Jehovah. [2] Lift up your hands in the sanctuary, and bless Jehovah. [3] Jehovah, the maker of heavens and earth, bless thee out of Zion. …

Romans 15:1-7 (JND) [1] But *we* ought, we that are strong, to bear the infirmities of the weak, and not to please ourselves. [2] Let each one of us please his neighbour with a view to what is good, to edification. [3] For the Christ also did not please himself; but according as it is written, The reproaches of them that reproach thee have fallen upon me. [4] For as many things as have been written before have been written for our instruction, that through endurance and through encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope. [5] Now the God of endurance and of encouragement give to you to be like-minded one toward another, according to Christ Jesus; [6] that ye may with one accord, with one mouth, glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. [7] Wherefore receive ye one another, according as the Christ also has received you to [the] glory of God.

Psalms 134 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees.} Behold, bless Jehovah, all ye servants of Jehovah, who by night stand in the house of Jehovah. [2] Lift up your hands in the sanctuary, and bless Jehovah. [3] Jehovah, the maker of heavens and earth, bless thee out of Zion. …

Psalms 133 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees. Of David.} Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity! [2] Like the precious oil upon the head, that ran down upon the beard, upon Aaron's beard, that ran down to the hem of his garments; [3] As the dew of Hermon that descendeth on the mountains of Zion; for there hath Jehovah commanded the blessing, life for evermore. …

Psalms 132 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees.} Jehovah, remember for David all his affliction; [2] How he swore unto Jehovah, vowed unto the Mighty One of Jacob: [3] I will not come into the tent of my house, I will not go up to the couch of my bed; …

Psalms 133 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees. Of David.} Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity! [2] Like the precious oil upon the head, that ran down upon the beard, upon Aaron's beard, that ran down to the hem of his garments; [3] As the dew of Hermon that descendeth on the mountains of Zion; for there hath Jehovah commanded the blessing, life for evermore. …

Psalms 132 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees.} Jehovah, remember for David all his affliction; [2] How he swore unto Jehovah, vowed unto the Mighty One of Jacob: [3] I will not come into the tent of my house, I will not go up to the couch of my bed; …

Psalms 133 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees. Of David.} Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity! [2] Like the precious oil upon the head, that ran down upon the beard, upon Aaron's beard, that ran down to the hem of his garments; [3] As the dew of Hermon that descendeth on the mountains of Zion; for there hath Jehovah commanded the blessing, life for evermore. …

Psalms 134 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees.} Behold, bless Jehovah, all ye servants of Jehovah, who by night stand in the house of Jehovah. [2] Lift up your hands in the sanctuary, and bless Jehovah. [3] Jehovah, the maker of heavens and earth, bless thee out of Zion. …

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, …

Psalms 69 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. Upon Shoshannim. [A Psalm] of David.} Save me, O God; for the waters are come in unto [my] soul. [2] I sink in deep mire, where there is no standing; I am come into the depths of waters, and the flood overfloweth me. [3] I am weary with my crying, my throat is parched; mine eyes fail while I wait for my God. …

Psalms 134 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees.} Behold, bless Jehovah, all ye servants of Jehovah, who by night stand in the house of Jehovah. [2] Lift up your hands in the sanctuary, and bless Jehovah. [3] Jehovah, the maker of heavens and earth, bless thee out of Zion. …



WHAT IS HIDDEN


Proverbs 25: 1, 2

1 Corinthians 2: 6-13

2 Chronicles 22: 10-12; 23: 1-7

I desire to speak of what is hidden.  In the book of Proverbs, it is said that “the glory of God is to conceal a thing”; and God works on this line of thought so that the greatest things that it is possible to conceive are brought out by Him among the saints at this time, without the world knowing anything of them.  Christianity is a matter of mystery, and every believer is a mystery.  Some of us were speaking yesterday about the trees which were found along the river in Ezekiel; the leaves and the fruits could be seen, but the roots were hidden, so that each  believer is a mystery, nobody can see the place from which it draws its life; such is the principle of Christianity.  The Lord said, in speaking to His Father: “thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and revealed them to babes”, which shows that God hides these things from those who take a position of intelligence and is pleased in His grace to reveal them to those of whom the world takes no account.  The time is coming when it will be manifested that God has formed vessels of glory without the world knowing anything of it.  It is also said that “the glory of kings is to search out a thing”.  The kings are the saints, that is to say the saints in their dignity, as being sealed and anointed by the Holy Spirit, formed according to God, possessing a dignity which surpasses every dignity seen among men.  God desires that we should understand how we have been dignified, so that we should walk in a dignified way in the position in which He has set us.  It is our glory to search out hidden things; God has given the Holy Spirit to this end.

In the epistle to the Corinthians, it is said that we have received, not the spirit of the world but the Spirit which is of God, so that we should know the things which have been freely given to us by God; and it is worth reading that, “the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God”.  So that it is our honour to search the things hidden from men’s eyes.  God has given us His Spirit so that we should be able to know them, so that we should not have to be satisfied as long as we are ignorant, for God His purpose desires intelligent sons.   It is good to keep in mind the fact that all the things of God are hidden; God has hidden Christ from the eyes of the world; He has raised Him and set Him above.  The world cannot see Him where He is, but the Spirit has been given to us so that we should see Him and that we should understand that our life is hidden with Him in God.  When He is manifested, we shall be manifested with Him in glory.  It is thus that the Spirit of God would give us the feeling that in every way we are related to Christ.  If He is hidden, it is evident that we are hidden.  For the time being, all is hidden, and everything rests in the Holy Spirit, on the subject of which the Lord has said “I will beg the Father, and he will give you another Comforter, that he may be with you for ever, the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it does not see him nor know him”, and, the Lord adds, “but ye know him, for he abides with you, and shall be in you”.  It is thus that in this passage Paul says to the Corinthians, We speak wisdom among the perfect.  In one sense, he reproached the Corinthians on account of their carnal condition; he could not develop many things among them; he was obliged to give them milk and not meat, and yet he says that there is a certain wisdom that can be spoken of where there are the spiritual conditions for it.  He says enough about these things to produce with the Corinthians the desire to enter into the conditions which allow their development.  He says: “we speak wisdom among the perfect”, but he adds “wisdom not of this world, nor of the rulers of this world which come to nought.  But we speak God’s wisdom in a mystery, that hidden wisdom which God had predetermined before the ages for our glory”.

I ask myself if we have sometimes thought of the glory of the assembly as the body of Christ.  Let us think for a moment of the greatness of this Person of the Deity become Man; and the fact that God is calling from all the nations persons who are to be united to Christ by the Spirit to form one vessel, the body of Christ, a vessel capable of expressing Christ, possessing His affections in relation to God and possessing His intelligence by the Spirit.  What possibilities are found in such a vessel for the service of God, and what possibilities in such a vessel to express the light of God in the world to come.  It is to this that we have been called, it is the mystery of God, “the hidden wisdom which God has predetermined before the ages for our glory”.  The present time is the time when formation is taking place, and all the exercises undergone in the assembly are in view of developing in us the capacity to hold everything according to God.  So that in this epistle, the apostle says “Do ye not know that the saints shall judge the world?”, and he adds, “Do ye not know that we shall judge angels?”   It is a part of what we await; it is why the circumstances of this life are important and serve to develop in us the faculty of a spiritual judgment, that is to say, to judge things as God judges them, and that begins in us with the judgment of ourselves.  We should be used to being in the presence of God ourselves, to follow and to do what pleases Him, and to refuse what displeases Him.  This exercise of spiritual judgment should be applied to all our matters and we should thus become qualified to apply it to assembly matters.  We can see the importance of the present time in which God is developing all these things in secret.  It is only the wisdom of God which can set the saints together, order their life and their circumstances so that a perfect vessel responding to Christ is assured.  Nothing is lacking, nothing is superfluous, this is what God does in His perfect wisdom, and it is of the utmost importance that we depend upon the Holy Spirit, that we are formed under His influence; and that we should be formed according to Christ.  It is thus that the apostle says, “Things which eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, and which have not entered into the heart of man, which God has prepared for those who love him”.  It is marvellous that we can be those who love God, not only those whom God loves, but those who love God.  God thus has the myriads who love Him, and we have received the Holy Spirit so that we can respond to the love that God has manifested to us.  Another scripture says “that all things work together for those who love God”.  We need to be impressed by the thought that all things are completely under God’s control, and they have to work together.  God has worked in view of those who are called according to purpose.  The more we enter into these things, we will be ready to be hidden in this world, and the more we find our satisfaction and our life in these hidden things, that is to say that things which are in the scriptures, known in the Spirit.  You will remember that in chapter 13 of Matthew, it is said that “the kingdom of the heavens is like a treasure hid in the field, which a man having found has hid, and for the joy of it goes and sells whatever he has, and buys that field”.  It is remarkable that there should be a double allusion to what was hidden: the treasure is hidden in the field and when the man finds it, he hides it.

As I have said, this hidden position really rests in the Holy Spirit.  The Lord says: “the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it does not see him or know him; but ye know him”, and Paul says, “the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God”.  There is such an extent of hidden things, placed at the door of those who have receive the Holy Spirit.

Now, in the passage in Chronicles, we have the same thought also, as preceding and underlying what is brought into manifestation.  Although I speak of manifestation, I do not have in view the public manifestation of Christ in glory, but the public side of testimony.  The general character of Christianity, as I have said, is what is hidden; in this passage we have what is hidden from certain conditions of opposition in the court.   Athaliah represents the apostasy which would get rid of what speaks of Christ.  It is said that “she rose up and exterminated all the royal seed of the house of Judah”.  But this state of affairs brought to light certain secret activities in the house of Jehoshabeath, as the king’s daughter and then the wife of the priest, and also the sister of Ahaziah.  She represents those who are faithful to Christ in their affections.  They are marked by dignity, which the king’s daughter suggests; Jehoshabeath is also married to the priest; this is what is important because what is priestly considers for God.  She was also the sister of Ahaziah, that is to say that she resembled the king.  These three features are set before us as the features which must mark the saints.  Marked by these features, she hid Joash in the house of God for six years.  This represents the exercises among the saints that cherish Christ in their affections, because it is in the assembly, which is God’s house, that Christ is cherished, in spite of what develops in the apostasy around us.  It is easy to understand that men away from the truth, and by this means enemies, seek to get rid of all that may have the character of Christ; they would get rid of all that which bears His features and the testimony to His Name; but the conditions that exist only lead to the activity of affections seen in Jehoshabeath, that is to say that Joash is hidden for six years in the house of God, and in the seventh year it is said that Jehoiada strengthened himself as a result of the affections which Jehoshabeath represents.  What is virile comes into view; Jehoiada strengthens himself, accepts the responsibility to bring out the king in testimony, and he gathers the chiefs of hundreds, that is to say the men of war, of influence, and that is what we have to be, ready to take our part in the conflict of the testimony, with power and courage that the Holy Spirit will give us.  We read in 2 Timothy that God has not given us a spirit of cowardice, so that we must not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, but we have to have part in the sufferings of the testimony.

Jehoiada rallies these elements around him, the men of war representing the features which resemble the saints, the priests considering for God and for His pleasure, the levites who show their affections to support the testimony without special interests, without an inheritance in Israel, their part being to give themselves to God’s things.  All these are manifested, Jehoiada says to the priests and the levites that a third from among them were to guard the doors, a third was to be in the king’s house, and a third at the gate of the foundation, that is to say that everyone is ready to accept the responsibility of the position and that is what we must not miss in the present time.  The truth of the assembly has been recovered, and the assembly is the only place on earth where the Name of the Lord is honoured.  It is therefore necessary that there is much diligence on the part of each one of us.  We read in this chapter that everything had indeed been ordered, there were those who came in and went out on the sabbath day.  Everyone protected their position, and this position was critical; all the priests needed to be brought into the matter to be able to take their part in the service with vigilance.  I think this answers to present exercises.  We have the privilege of maintaining the truth in the assembly, breaking bread from week to week, and maintaining a testimony publicly to the Name of the Lord until He come.  The Name of the Lord cannot be attached to anything evil whatsoever, hence the great importance of being vigilant and that the saints should be determined to maintain at all costs the testimony of Christ until His coming.
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DISCIPLES AND FRIENDS

Luke 12: 1-44

There are two things that are characteristic of the present time.  The first is that the Lord is greatly helping His own by the Holy Spirit to enter into the greatest spiritual privileges that belong to the assembly—to enjoy the love of Christ and to respond to Him and to have part in service toward the blessed God.  Secondly, there is a great development of wickedness in the world—the mystery of lawlessness, in all its varied features.  The intention of Satan is to make it impossible for the saints to remain faithful to the Lord; not that he will succeed in this, because the Lord will see to it that a way is kept open for us to go forward with the whole truth, maintaining faith and a good conscience.  But if we are to have part in spiritual and heavenly privileges, on the one hand, and a living part in the maintenance of the testimony, whatever suffering or testing it will involve, on the other, it is essential that there should be the diligent pursuit and maintenance of what is right and good in the sight of God, and the refusal and avoidance of what is evil.

In the second chapter of Luke’s gospel, we have brought before us a man whose name was Simeon.  It is said of him that the Holy Spirit was upon him and that it had been communicated to him by the Spirit that he should not see death till he had seen the Lord’s Christ, and that he came by the Spirit into the temple.  But before all this is said about him, we are told that he was “just and pious”.  That is, he was righteous; and piety means that he brought God in a practical way into all the details of his daily life.  There was thus, with Simeon, what we might call a moral basis underlying what he was spiritually.  We cannot take up spiritual things or become marked by spiritual features if a moral basis is lacking with us.

In this scripture the Lord is speaking to His disciples.  They are called disciples, first, for publicly they were to be characterised as those who had learned from Christ.  We ought to be known in this world as His disciples.  But then the Lord addresses them as “friends”: “I say unto you, my friends”.  He has in view that we should also fill that position in the world, being known as those who are true to Him and upon whom He can rely to maintain all that is connected with His name in this world.  Now the Lord has in mind that there are certain influences by which we are in danger of being affected that would militate against our being friends of Christ, and He warns us against them and brings in what will operate positively with us as our preservative.  The first influence is hypocrisy.  It says, “he began to say unto his disciples, first of all, Beware ye of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy”.  This is a word which we all need to take to heart, because everyone who knows his own heart will bear testimony to the fact that it is innate in us to make things appear what they are not: but the Lord calls it hypocrisy.  It is part of the leaven of the Pharisees and the Lord says, “first of all”, as though to say, ‘this is essential; if you do not take heed to this there will be an element of weakness at the very foundation’.  Then He says, “there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known”: all is coming out, for nothing can be concealed from God.  I might conceal things from my brethren or from the men of the world; I might even deceive myself, but nothing can ever be concealed from God, and it is a good thing to make up our minds to walk before Him.  This is very simple, but fundamental, and it is necessary to be confirmed and established in these moral foundations, if we are to stand in these closing days.

The Lord then speaks of the fear of man.  We know how Satan can use this, but the answer to the fear of man is the fear of God; so the Lord says, “Fear not those who kill the body and after this have no more that they can do”.  It is a great comfort that the worst that men can do, energised by Satan, is to kill the body; if they are allowed to go to that length, that is the limit of their power, but at that point God will be known as the God of resurrection.  All our hopes are bound up with Jesus, and He is beyond death.  He is the beginning of another world which is to take character from Himself, and hence we can go forward in the thought that our portion is on the other side of death.

Satan, however, will not be allowed to get rid of all the saints, for the testimony’s sake.  The more simply we are committed to the testimony of God, the more surely we can count upon divine support, because the testimony is to be continued in persons.  So the Lord says, “Are not five sparrows sold for two farthings, and not one of them is forgotten before God?”  How comparatively worthless is a sparrow: yet God in His minute care takes account of every single sparrow.  The Lord would put us into the presence of God, in order that we may be fully available as friends of Christ.  He says, “Whosoever shall confess me before men, the Son of Man will confess him also before the angels of God”.  How many tests arise every day calling for the confession of the Lord’s name, and what a dignity attaches to confessing His name before men!  But, on the other hand, the Lord says, “he that shall have denied me before men shall be denied before the angels of God”.  

He then brings in the Holy Spirit, a divine Person here indwelling the saints, and that for ever, in order that the testimony shall triumph by divine power.  He says, “But when they bring you before synagogues and rulers ... the Holy Spirit shall teach you in the hour itself what should be said”: as though He would say, ‘the Holy Spirit will take charge of the whole matter’.  Think of our very bodies being the temple of the Holy Spirit, that God should deign to dwell in each one of us individually!  And hence how watchful, how sensitive we should be that nothing should be allowed that is unworthy of the presence of God Himself.

One of the company says to Him, “Teacher, speak to my brother to divide the inheritance with me ... And he said to them, Take heed and keep yourselves from all covetousness”.  He goes on to speak of the man who was making his plans for many years without reference to God, and to whom God said, “This night thy soul shall be required of thee”.  The Lord would remind us of the uncertainty of life.  He removes from this world some who are young and who appear to be in the best of health, in order to impress upon us the uncertainty of life here.  The rest of our time is going to be short in any case, so let it be devoted to God’s will!  If we are planning for years ahead and occupied with how much we have made or are going to make, the Lord says, “Take heed and keep yourselves from all covetousness”.  It is a poor thing for any of the people of God to build up riches in this life, when there is the whole testimony of God to which to be committed, as friends of Christ in this world.  God may give prosperity, and Satan may take occasion by it to introduce the desire to be rich and to have the pleasures and luxuries of the rich.  The Lord says, “Take heed”, as though He would say, ‘Satan is behind that’.

The Lord then speaks of anxiety as to what we shall eat and what we shall drink; and very significantly He says, “for all these things do the nations of the world seek after”.  We know how much the food question is the concern of the nations, and this would be in our minds as we continually pray to God for kings and those in authority.  If the testimony is to go through to completion, then the saints must be available, and for this they must have something to eat and drink.  “Your Father knows that ye have need of these things; but seek his kingdom and all these things shall be added to you”.  The kingdom of God is the sway of God over the souls of His people by the Holy Spirit.  A Christian is not governed by the same considerations that mark an ordinary person.  He has God dwelling in him, and God brings to bear upon him that which weighs with Him and not with men; and as we seek the kingdom of God we shall find that we are preserved, and thus we shall continue.

After speaking of these things, the Lord brings in what is positive.  He says, “Let your loins be girded about, and your lamps burning”: He is speaking of the urgency of the moment.  It is the night of the Lord’s absence, and hence it is not suitable to loose our loins or put out our lamps.  We ought to be in readiness for anything that occurs—ready to open to Him immediately if He were to come at this moment.  We do not want to have anything out of keeping with what will obtain when He comes to establish the will and glory of God.

The verses suggest that what the Lord has in mind is not necessarily His actual coming; He might come in at any moment to see how things are amongst us, for the true rendering of verse 38 is that “if he come in the second watch, and come in the third watch”.  Are we able to open to Him immediately?  He says, “Blessed are those bondmen whom the lord on coming shall find watching; verily I say unto you, that he will gird himself and make them recline at table, and coming up will serve them”.  If we are in any degree watching and maintaining conditions suitable to Himself in our localities, in our homes and individually, the Lord takes occasion on the first day of the week particularly to set us free for the moment from all our cares, in order to give us to sit down and eat; and He comes forth to serve us.

Peter now raises a question, saying, “Lord, sayest thou this parable to us, or also to all?”  We should all be as servants who are waiting for their Lord, but there are those servants to whom the Lord has given special ability—“Who then is the faithful and prudent steward, whom his lord will set over his household?”  There are such, and the Lord says, “Blessed is that bondman whom his lord on coming shall find doing thus”.  If the Lord has given any one of us a measure of gift to do things, we must see that we do them!  So He says, “Blessed is that bondman whom his lord on coming shall find doing thus; verily I say unto you, that he will set him over all that he has”.  

We are to be watchful lest any of these influences—hypocrisy, or the fear of man, or covetousness, or anxiety, or slothfulness in maintaining what is pleasing to Him, or in any particular service entrusted to us—come in, and thus hinder our being fully available to Him as His friends.
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Scripture references

Proverbs 25:1-2 (JND) [1] These are also proverbs of Solomon, which the men of Hezekiah king of Judah transcribed. [2] It is the glory of God to conceal a thing; but the glory of kings is to search out a thing.

1 Corinthians 2:6-13 (JND) [6] But we speak wisdom among the perfect; but wisdom not of this world, nor of the rulers of this world, who come to nought. [7] But we speak God's wisdom in [a] mystery, that hidden [wisdom] which God had predetermined before the ages for our glory: [8] which none of the princes of this age knew, (for had they known, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory;) [9] but according as it is written, Things which eye has not seen, and ear not heard, and which have not come into man's heart, which God has prepared for them that love him, [10] but God has revealed to us by [his] Spirit; for the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God. [11] For who of men hath known the things of a man except the spirit of the man which is in him? thus also the things of God knows no one except the Spirit of God. [12] But *we* have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which [is] of God, that we may know the things which have been freely given to us of God: [13] which also we speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, communicating spiritual [things] by spiritual [means].

2 Chronicles 22:10-12 (JND) [10] And when Athaliah the mother of Ahaziah saw that her son was dead, she rose up and exterminated all the royal seed of the house of Judah. [11] But Jehoshabeath the daughter of the king took Joash the son of Ahaziah and stole him from among the king's sons that were slain, and put him and his nurse in the bedchamber. So Jehoshabeath, the daughter of king Jehoram, the wife of Jehoiada the priest (for she was the sister of Ahaziah), hid him from Athaliah, so that she did not slay him; [12] and he was with them hid in the house of God six years. And Athaliah reigned over the land.

2 Chronicles 23:1-7 (JND) [1] And in the seventh year Jehoiada strengthened himself, and took the captains of the hundreds, Azariah the son of Jeroham, and Ishmael the son of Jehohanan, and Azariah the son of Obed, and Maaseiah the son of Adaiah, and Elishaphat the son of Zichri, into covenant with him. [2] And they went about in Judah and gathered together the Levites out of all the cities of Judah, and the chief fathers of Israel; and they came to Jerusalem. [3] And all the congregation made a covenant with the king in the house of God. And he said to them, Behold, the king's son shall reign, as Jehovah has said of the sons of David. [4] This is the thing which ye shall do: a third part of you that come in on the sabbath, of the priests and of the Levites, shall be keepers of the doors; [5] and a third part shall be at the king's house; and a third part at the gate of the foundation; and all the people shall be in the courts of the house of Jehovah. [6] But let none come into the house of Jehovah except the priests and those of the Levites that do the service; they shall go in, for they are holy; but all the people shall keep the watch of Jehovah. [7] And the Levites shall encompass the king round about, every man with his weapons in his hand; and he that comes into the house shall be put to death; and ye shall be with the king when he comes in and when he goes out.

Luke 12:1-44 (JND) [1] In those [times], the myriads of the crowd being gathered together, so that they trod one on another, he began to say to his disciples first, Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy; [2] but there is nothing covered up which shall not be revealed, nor secret that shall not be known; [3] therefore whatever ye have said in the darkness shall be heard in the light, and what ye have spoken in the ear in chambers shall be proclaimed upon the housetops. [4] But I say to you, my friends, Fear not those who kill the body and after this have no more that they can do. [5] But I will shew you whom ye shall fear: Fear him who after he has killed has authority to cast into hell; yea, I say to you, Fear *him*. [6] Are not five sparrows sold for two assaria? and one of them is not forgotten before God. [7] But even the hairs of your head are all numbered. Fear not therefore, ye are better than many sparrows. [8] But I say to you, Whosoever shall confess me before men, the Son of man will confess him also before the angels of God; [9] but he that shall have denied me before men shall be denied before the angels of God; [10] and whoever shall say a word against the Son of man it shall be forgiven him; but to him that speaks injuriously against the Holy Spirit it shall not be forgiven. [11] But when they bring you before the synagogues and rulers and the authorities, be not careful how or what ye shall answer, or what ye shall say; [12] for the Holy Spirit shall teach you in the hour itself what should be said. …



THE TESTIMONY IN THE LAST DAYS


Revelation 1: 1-5, 9, 10; 3: 1, 2

It is important to consider the character of the testimony to which we are all committed, and what is to mark those who have part in it; and then the way that all three Persons of the Godhead stand in relation to it.  All these things come out in the book of the Revelation.  “The testimony” is not limited to what is spoken, although verbal testimony is of great importance in Christianity; for when the Spirit came, on the day of Pentecost, His presence was evidenced by verbal testimony to the great things of God.  The idea of testimony takes form in the maintenance, in the presence of evil, of God’s service in accordance with divine standards of holiness, liberty and spiritual intelligence.  It was typified when God required that His people of old should make Him a sanctuary, that He might dwell among them and that they should serve Him, as it says, “Let them make me a sanctuary; that I may dwell among them”, Exod 25: 8.

The testimony finds its answer at the present time in the assembly and operates in local companies, where the service of God is actually carried on; and to maintain this year after year, notwithstanding the influences of the world, constitutes a very real testimony.  It is the greatest conceivable privilege to have part in such a testimony, and the youngest believer should understand that God is looking to him to take part in it by maintaining all that is due to God in himself, and then in his relations with others.

The second verse of Revelation 1 gives the character of the testimony.  John says that he bore record of two things—the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ.  The first conveys the mind of God and asserts His rights, and that is an important feature in this world, because from the moment that Satan belied the character of God, the truth as to God has been the subject of conflict.  Satan said to the woman, “Hath God said”, as though he would inject into the mind a doubt as to God’s trustworthiness.  And then he waxed bolder and said, “Ye shall not surely die ... Ye shall be as gods”, suggesting that God was untruthful.  Thus he introduced false thoughts as to God, and set before them an ambition to be as God, and that which has developed in the world ever since is just the working out of those two principles.  The word of God meets the lie of the devil; the testimony of Jesus Christ meets the suggestion that they should become as gods, for it is the testimony of another man, Jesus Christ; “Jesus” being what He was down here on earth, and “Christ” indicating that He is God’s choice.  Therefore, Jesus Christ means Jesus in contrast to every other man, and selected by God because of His moral worth.  It is well that we should take account of this double character attaching to the testimony publicly in the world—the word of God on the one hand, and the testimony of Jesus Christ on the other.

There is also the question of those who have part in it, and according to this scripture they have a two-fold character: they are bondmen of God and they are brethren of one another—“I John, your brother and fellow-partaker in the tribulation and kingdom and patience, in Jesus”.  Now it is a very important matter to accept the position of bondmen, because it means that we are the absolute property of the one to whom we belong.  But then if in relation to God we are bondmen, in relation to one another we are brethren.  And so John says, “I John your brother ... was in the island called Patmos, for the word of God, and for the testimony of Jesus”—Jesus indicating the absoluteness of the standard—and One who testified in outward defencelessness but in absolute faithfulness to God.  John presents himself as a brother and sharer with the saints in the “tribulation and kingdom and patience, in Jesus”.  The reformers overlooked that, for they resorted to arms in order, as they thought, to protect the testimony, but the way to do so according to God is “in Jesus”—in that setting.  John presents himself as a brother, and as brethren move together they constitute a great circle of support in the very presence of the pressure which we experience here in the testimony.  The whole Godhead stands related to the testimony and to those committed to it; but it finds expression in local companies, and therefore John writes to the seven assemblies, saying, “Grace to you and peace from him who is, and who was, and who is to come”, Rev 1: 4.  There is something very majestic about God as “ Him who is”.  Men come and go, but God is and moreover, He “is to come”.  He is going to have the last word.  All this is of great importance in facing the conditions of the last days, when men such as the beast and the false prophet will arise, with great pretentions and cruelty.  John would place us in our own faith and consciousness in the presence of God, and then he presents the Spirit of God as “the seven spirits which are before his throne”.  

The position is that, first of all, God is brought in—He who is, and who has rights which the throne expresses; but how are these rights to be maintained in testimony here by frail men in the presence of all man’s power, energised by Satan?  The answer is, In the seven spirits of God.  There is fulness of divine power, fulness of divine perception and light for any contingency; whatever is required to meet the position and maintain the rights of God will be found here in the Spirit.  It may be that one reason why the Lord is laying so much stress at the present time on the Person of the Holy Spirit is because He knows that very difficult times will arise in the testimony in the little while that remains to us, and therefore we are to be acquainted personally with the Spirit of God and become assured of His presence with us and His ability to meet every position that arises.  God will never be taken by surprise, nor will He ever be in a position to which He is not equal.  And so in chapter 4: 5 it says there were seven lamps of fire, which means that in the presence of the Spirit light will be thrown on anything that arises which challenges the rights of God.

It is a great mercy that the authorities have largely recognised conscience, but some combinations of men refuse to do so.  The assertion by an individual believer that he has a conscience means that the rights of God are involved, and no combination of men has any title to come between any man and the rights of God.  So we have first God in His absolute power, then we have the Spirit, who has come down here with divine resources; and then we have in Jesus the character of those who have part in the testimony—“and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness”.  Faithfulness is stressed.  We know how faithful Jesus was; He never sought His own glory, but always did the will of Him that sent Him.  We are to realise that the testimony is to continue as entrusted to us on the same principle of faith as we see in Jesus.  Now that is sure to involve suffering, and it is of God that it should.  It is a mistake to assume that the Lord will always spare His people suffering, because He has suffered supremely for the rights of God, and the saints are to form the Lamb’s wife.  One great thought connected with the wife is that she is in every way suitable to her husband; she shares with him in everything, as we read, “the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife hath made herself ready”, Rev 19: 7.  She is seen as suitable to the occasion, indeed enhancing it, and the raiment that she is given to wear is the righteousnesses of the saints: every time she has suffered for the rights of God, there is an element of clothing formed in which she will be arrayed in the day of Christ’s glory.

In chapter 3 the Lord is presented as having the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.  The seven stars represent the element of responsibility in each assembly.  If Christians return to first principles and are separate from evil, they can move together and conduct themselves in accord with the truth committed to the assembly, without assuming to be it.

The seven spirits of God would remind us that, however difficult the conditions may be, the Spirit of God in His fulness is still available for the saints.  Now Sardis, which refers to Protestantism, has never recognised the place of the Spirit.  The reformers never overcame the clerical element, and therefore they never, in a practical way, recognised the Spirit of God, and that is the reason why the Lord says, “I have not found thy works complete before my God”, and, indeed, it will eventuate in apostasy—the giving up of all the truth that it once held.  God does not intend that any of His thoughts should fall to the ground; the Spirit of God has come to maintain them, and they will be carried through in those who are available.  So the question is, Are we available?  If so, we shall be supported in the measure in which the Spirit of God has His place with us.  The fulness of light, of power, of wisdom and resource is here in the Spirit; He has come to guide us into all the truth, and if we yield ourselves to Him we shall reach God’s end, as it says, “the Spirit and the bride say, Come”.  That is what the Spirit is leading to, so that with one united heart we say, “Come, Lord Jesus”.  
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Scripture references

Revelation 1:1-10 (JND) [1] Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave to him, to shew to his bondmen what must shortly take place; and he signified [it], sending by his angel, to his bondman John, [2] who testified the word of God, and the testimony of Jesus Christ, all things that he saw. [3] Blessed [is] he that reads, and they that hear the words of the prophecy, and keep the things written in it; for the time [is] near. [4] John to the seven assemblies which [are] in Asia: Grace to you and peace from [him] who is, and who was, and who is to come; and from the seven Spirits which [are] before his throne; [5] and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the prince of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us, and has washed us from our sins in his blood, [6] and made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father: to him [be] the glory and the might to the ages of ages. Amen. [7] Behold, he comes with the clouds, and every eye shall see him, and they which have pierced him, and all the tribes of the land shall wail because of him. Yea. Amen. [8] I am the Alpha and the Omega, saith [the] Lord God, he who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty. [9] I John, your brother and fellow-partaker in the tribulation and kingdom and patience, in Jesus, was in the island called Patmos, for the word of God, and for the testimony of Jesus. [10] I became in [the] Spirit on the Lord's day, and I heard behind me a great voice as of a trumpet,

Revelation 3:1-2 (JND) [1] And to the angel of the assembly in Sardis write: These things saith he that has the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars: I know thy works, that thou hast a name that thou livest, and art dead. [2] Be watchful, and strengthen the things that remain, which are about to die, for I have not found thy works complete before my God.

Exodus 25:8 (JND) [8] And they shall make me a sanctuary, that I may dwell among them.

Revelation 1 (JND) [1] Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave to him, to shew to his bondmen what must shortly take place; and he signified [it], sending by his angel, to his bondman John, [2] who testified the word of God, and the testimony of Jesus Christ, all things that he saw. [3] Blessed [is] he that reads, and they that hear the words of the prophecy, and keep the things written in it; for the time [is] near. …

Revelation 1:4 (JND) [4] John to the seven assemblies which [are] in Asia: Grace to you and peace from [him] who is, and who was, and who is to come; and from the seven Spirits which [are] before his throne;

Revelation 19:7 (JND) [7] Let us rejoice and exult, and give him glory; for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and his wife has made herself ready.



THE SUFFERINGS OF CHRIST

2 Corinthians 5: 21  

Psalm 22: 1-21

Hebrews 5: 5-10

I desire by the help of the Holy Spirit to say a little as to the sufferings of Christ.  There were many kinds of sufferings which the Lord went through, and it is intended that we should be able to distinguish them and feed our affections, as well as our spiritual intelligence, by the contemplation, as the Scriptures present them to us, of the various kinds of sufferings that have been gone through by the Lord Jesus Christ.  We all understand that in His atoning sufferings no one else could be with Him, but they have a certain very important instructional bearing upon ourselves, because, as we see in the cross the way that sin has been unsparingly judged by God, that judgment having been sustained and exhausted by Christ, it becomes a means which the Spirit uses in our souls to bring us to judge evil.  We shall never come into judgment ourselves, but we have to come into accord with God’s judgment of evil.  Indeed, I believe that what God has in mind in taking us up in His grace is to bring men (for we are men, and it is men that God is engaged with in His gracious thoughts of blessing) morally into accord with Himself in every way.  What is in keeping with His own nature and feelings has found perfect expression in Christ, and that is to become formative in us.  God would attract us by what is shining out in a Man, as it says in the prophet Hosea, “I drew them with bands of a man, with cords of love”.  He makes a Man attractive, and, under the influence and attractiveness of what is shining in Christ, we ourselves are to be formed in keeping with what is expressed in Him.

The verse in 2 Corinthians in a few words expresses what is really stupendous in a moral sense.  I doubt whether any creature mind, even as helped by the Holy Spirit, will ever be able fully to compass what is involved in that verse.  So the Spirit of God, who is God Himself, having divine feelings, is given to us in order that we might be able, in the full measure which is open to creatures, to compass the great things which God presents to us in Christ.  We read here that Him who knew not sin God has made sin for us.  “Who knew not sin” is a very strong expression.  It is not only that He did no sin; we have that in Scripture in the first epistle of Peter.  It is not only “in him sin is not”, which we have also in Scripture; but it is here, “Him who knew not sin”.  There was no point of affinity at all between Christ and sin; He was essentially and always holy in His Person and thoughts and feelings; in all that marked Him He was holy.  The word of the angel to Mary was, “the holy thing also which shall be born shall be called Son of God”.  The Lord as here had the consciousness of His own holiness and speaks of Himself as “thy holy one”, and Peter too, as drawn to Christ, confesses Him in this way: “we have believed and known that thou art the holy one of God”.

What can we say about this statement—“him who knew not sin he has made sin for us”?  It is not simply that our sins were laid upon Him, but that He Himself was made sin—the thing itself, so that it might be judged before God in Another, in One who was capable of sustaining the judgment; One who, in divine sensibilities and holy feelings, understood fully all that sin was in its dreadful offensiveness to God and in its character as treason in the moral universe.  It is a question of the will of the creature against the will of God, and if that were allowed to pass there would be an end of all security in the universe of God.  So there must be the judgment of it; God’s nature, too, requires that it should be repudiated absolutely and dealt with unsparingly, and that has all been borne by Christ.  In the Lord Jesus being made sin, He has been fully identified with all that sin is in the sight of God.  In Himself He was able to assess perfectly the enormity of sin; all its moral offensiveness to God and all the horribleness of it in His sight, and as thus being fully with God in the measure of judgment called for, He then, by the eternal Spirit, offered Himself spotless to God, being prepared to receive and exhaust all the judgment that was due to sin.

Whatever words we may use, they will fall far short of conveying the greatness of these sufferings, but they are placed on record in order that we might seek by the Spirit’s help to ponder over them; what it means that Christ should have been made sin, He who knew no sin.  It was absolutely revolting to Him, and yet He was made sin—what devotedness to God and to us lay behind that!  The whole thing was brought to an end through One who was able fully to be with God in relation to what sin is in His sight, and then able to sustain and exhaust the judgment in Himself.  That is the way God has taken, and no human mind can ever compass it.  God has dealt with sin in this absolute way that we, who were involved in sin, might become God’s righteousness in Him.  Sin was absolutely judged in the Person of Christ on the cross, and He was there on our account.  He was made sin in order that it might be judged completely, and God’s nature of holy love was expressed in that at the point where sin was judged redemption was accomplished, and God was thus set free to come out in blessing to those who were in His mind.

All that involved for Christ the forsaking of God; it meant for Him the absolute abandonment of God, when He was made sin on the cross.  It was in the three hours of darkness that all this was accomplished.  It was three hours, which is intended to impress us with the intensity of the matter.  It will only take the twinkling of an eye for the Lord to raise the sleeping saints and change those who are alive, but this was done in no twinkling of an eye.  It was not one hour, nor two hours, but three, and the whole matter was taken up by Christ before God, and all the judgment due to sin which God’s holy nature required was poured out upon the head of our Lord Jesus Christ.  All was sustained by Him; there was no breakdown, but the complete acceptance and bearing of it in His own soul as He offered Himself by the eternal Spirit without spot to God.

The answer to it all is that God can now in righteousness set us before His face in Christ; redemption has been accomplished, offences borne and sin condemned, and God has given us the Holy Spirit and set us up before Him.  There is in Christ the wonderful display of God’s righteousness, as it says, “that we might become God’s righteousness in him”.  We are essential to the display of God’s righteousness in glory; Christ was essential to God’s judgment of sin, but we are essential to the display in glory of God’s righteousness in setting us up before Him in Christ.

All that has been said alludes to a character of suffering in which we can have no part—it alludes to the abandonment of Christ when the unclouded favour of God, which the Lord Jesus had enjoyed without interruption in every moment of His life, was withdrawn, and in its place there was the pouring out of God’s judgment.  That was something unique to Christ; no one else could share in those sufferings.  He has done the entire work Himself and His own glory has shone out in doing it, as we read in the first chapter of the epistle to the Hebrews, “having made by himself the purification of sins, set himself down on the right hand of the greatness on high”.  But although none of us can ever have any part in the atoning sufferings of Christ, those sufferings are intended to affect us greatly, and as we contemplate them we are intended to have a sober sense of what sin is in the sight of God, so that we come to the same judgment of it as God has, the Spirit enabling us to do that.  The love of Christ, which led Him to take that place and sustain the whole judgment of God, becomes a lever in our souls to enable us to come to a divine judgment of sin and to maintain it in the Spirit’s power.

But if there were the atoning sufferings of Christ in which no one could share in the slightest degree, there were also the sufferings of Christ in which others may have a part, and in which, in different relations, His own holy perfection as Man shone out.  This twenty-second Psalm, which commences with an allusion to Christ as enduring the atoning sufferings, goes on to speak of other kinds of suffering.  The Psalm commences, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?  Why art thou far from my salvation, from the words of my groaning?”  This is the only time on record that the Lord Jesus addressed God as “My God”.  He always addressed Him as Father, suggesting the unbroken communion and holy affection that marked His relations with God His Father, but on the cross those relations were broken and so He says, “My God, my God”.  But then the Psalm proceeds to delineate His experience of suffering which came upon Him at the hands of men.  These were before the three hours of darkness on the cross, which were from the sixth hour to the ninth hour, but from the third hour until the sixth hour there was another character of suffering; sufferings which were sustained in unbroken communion with God.

The entire unselfishness of the Lord Jesus was proved in every kind of suffering that man’s wickedness and Satan’s hatred could devise.  In order that there might be peace and blessing for us, that blessed One, as coming into this scene, was devoted to carrying through to completion the will of His God.  All through His pathway, from the time He entered upon it after His baptism and His being anointed by the Holy Spirit, Satan by one means and another had sought to divert Him.  There was the temptation in the wilderness after which it is said, “And the devil, having completed every temptation, departed from him for a time”.  The enemy had been vanquished as he sought to divert the Lord by what was seductive; he was completely overcome by One who remained steadfastly guided by every word which goes out through God’s mouth.  Then throughout His pathway there were attacks, as we see especially in the hatred of those who were opposed and those who sought to catch Him in His words.  But at the end Satan returns, not now attacking in a seductive way, but in violence intending to crush and break down, and that character of opposition is now brought to bear upon the Lord Jesus.  So we have here that which suggests His holy sensitiveness, as it says, “All they that see me laugh me to scorn”.  The psalm gives us His holy feelings, the feelings of holy manhood in the presence of that which was most revolting on the part of men.  It is what His holy soul felt in the presence of unrestrained evil.  It is not the judgment of God; that was to come later, but what One like Jesus suffered in the presence of that which was most testing.  “All they that see me laugh me to scorn; they shoot out the lip, they shake the head”.  He had said that His trust was in God, and now they say, “Commit it to Jehovah—let him rescue him; let him deliver him, because he delighteth in him!”  Satan knew well when to time this character of attack.   The Lord had always stated that He trusted in God; God was always His God, but now a point had arrived when to all appearances God was not hearing Him.  That is what He says here, “Our fathers confided in thee; they confided and thou didst deliver them.  They cried unto thee, and were delivered; they confided in thee, and were not confounded”. But to all appearances God was not answering Christ, and that was the test Satan brought to bear upon Him through those who taunted Him.   They say, “Commit it to Jehovah—let him rescue him; let him deliver him, because he delighteth in him!”  It only called forth His perfect obedience, in the presence of that which must have been such a grief to His spirit, and that which called God in question too.  The Lord had always avowed His confidence in God, and now they are calling in question God on the one hand and His avowed confidence in God on the other.  But what does it bring out?  It goes on to say, “But thou art he that took me out of the womb; thou art my God from my mother’s belly”. It only brought out a fresh expression of His unflinching confidence in God.  It is perfection in manhood.  There is no greater human glory than that of complete confidence in God.  Man is not intended to be self-sufficient, but to be dependent on God; one of man’s greatest glories is trust in God.  Here is a Man, God’s Man, God’s Christ, tempted, taunted and tried in every way, but it only brings out the perfection of His unwavering confidence in the blessed God.

So we read on: “Many bulls have encompassed me; Bashan’s strong ones have beset me round.  They gape upon me with their mouth, as a ravening and a roaring lion.  I am poured out like water”. Then again, “For dogs have encompassed me, an assembly of evil-doers have surrounded me; they pierced my hands and my feet”.  It is the unfeeling-ness of man.  “They part my garments among them, and cast lots upon my vesture”.  These are not atoning sufferings, but the sufferings of perfect manhood, the holy, right sensibilities that have been expressed in the midst of evil and every kind of opposition.  We have to pass through a world where evil abounds and where we constantly are tested by its presence, but what must it have meant to the Lord Jesus when this mountain of evil was brought to bear upon Him in these closing hours!  But it only brought out that He was without spot; it only showed the perfection of His obedience and confidence in God, and after those first three hours of suffering on the cross He could offer Himself spotless to God, the severity of the testing only bringing out His absolute and unblemished spotlessness.

In Hebrews we come to another aspect of suffering, although it is closely allied to what we have already considered.  These sufferings alluded to in Hebrews are those in which obedience was learned by Christ, and which have qualified Him to be High Priest to His saints; so that they may be sustained in a contrary scene in view of the service of God, because the saints of God are passing through a world in which there is much to test.  The ordinary circumstances of life are often testing; then the opposition that comes upon the saints because they are saints is testing, and Satan uses every form of pressure that comes upon God’s people to try to hinder them and perhaps disqualify them in relation to the service of God.

The thought of Christ being Priest is that He might support His people in the service of God, and to that end He has learned obedience by the things He has suffered.  It has often been said that He did not need to learn to be obedient.  We have to learn to be obedient, learn to surrender our own wills and come into subjection to the will of God.  But this was not so with the Lord.  But He learned obedience, for when He was in the form of God obedience did not apply to Him.  God does not have to obey, and when the Lord was in the form of God obedience did not attach to Him, but as He became Man He entered in grace upon a new condition and new experiences to which obedience applied, and in those experiences He learned obedience.

Having become Man He would fill out in the perfection of obedience what was proper to manhood.  Nor were the conditions into which the Lord entered such as made obedience easy, or which would be in any way attractive to the natural man.  We might, perhaps, be inclined to say that if our circumstances were less testing we could be subject to God’s will.

But what was the character of the circumstances and the testing into which the Lord Jesus entered as Man?  We have it recorded in Luke that there was no room in the inn; we read too of His being laid in a manger, and later on He says that the foxes had holes and the birds of the air had nests, but the Son of Man had not where to lay His head.  Those were the conditions into which the Lord Jesus entered.  He was brought up too at Nazareth, which was not the most attractive part of the land of Israel; and so we go on to the end of His pathway, for I have no doubt that this passage in Hebrews alludes peculiarly to Gethsemane.  It says, “Who in the days of his flesh, having offered up both supplications and entreaties to him who was able to save him out of death, with strong crying and tears ... though he were Son, he learned obedience”.  In Gethsemane the Lord was not forsaken, but in communion with God, facing all it would mean to be forsaken.  If he were to carry through God’s will to completion and have us in the presence of God, it was essential that He should face this.  It was right, of course, that He should feel the evil and that He should shrink from being made sin.  It was right that He should say, “My Father, if it be possible let this cup pass from me, but not as I will but as thou wilt”.  There was perfect devotion to the holy will of God, but a holy shrinking from that dreadful thing, sin; and then as identified with it and made sin, He bears the judgment of it on the cross.  So He says, “not my will, but thine be done”.  He prayed three times, which would suggest the intensity of the matter or the complete presentation of it.  Two would be adequate testimony, but three is the complete presentation of the thing.  There were three hours of darkness on the cross and He prayed three times.

According to the account in Matthew “He fell upon his face, praying and saying, My Father, if it be possible let this cup pass from me; but not as I will but as thou wilt”; and then “again going away a second time he prayed saying, My Father, if this cannot pass from me unless I drink it, thy will be done”, and finally “And leaving them he went away again and prayed the third time, saying the same thing”. We are told in Luke that His sweat became as great drops of blood falling down upon the earth.  All this, I repeat, was not the forsaking but the feeling in His spirit beforehand, and in communion with God, what it would mean to go through to the completion of God’s will.  In Luke an angel appeared from heaven strengthening Him.  So the matter is completed; He is triumphant, not overcome, but goes forward and, according to John’s gospel, receives the cup saying, “The cup which the Father has given me, shall I not drink it?”  He goes forward and receives the cup from the Father’s hand, being absolutely victorious.  He is never overcome, but going forward on the principle of obedience He is victorious.  This is something, dear brethren, that can apply to us, for obedience is proper to the believer.  Not that we should ever have to face the same depths of testing and anguish that the Lord Jesus faced in Gethsemane.  What He faced was the cost to Him of going forward in obedience to the will of God and carrying through whatever that will required in order that the way of peace and salvation might be opened for us, but we may now go through to the end in confidence in God.  The Lord having learned obedience learned the principle on which man should move; He learned that principle by the things which He suffered, and He is now able to sustain us as we move on that principle.  It says, “though he were Son, he learned obedience from the things which he suffered; and having been perfected, became to all them that obey him author of eternal salvation”. Being perfected refers to His being established in the presence of God to sustain His saints here, and the moral link between Him and us lies in obedience.  He learned obedience, and now when we are tested He can draw near and say, ‘I have been tested and I went through perfectly on the principle of obedience, and I am prepared to sustain you on the same principle’.  So He “became to all them that obey him author of eternal salvation; addressed by God as high priest”.  This has in mind that we can be sustained in liberty of spirit to serve God and are not overcome.  Whatever arises we are preserved in liberty of spirit to serve the blessed God.  So long as I am rebellious, I get no gain from the priesthood of Christ, but the advocacy of Christ operates to bring me to judge myself and bring me back into the pathway of obedience.  It is obedient persons who get the gain of the priesthood of Christ.  His service as Priest does not mean necessarily that my circumstances will be changed, but I am sustained in them, and can go forward in relation to God’s will and service in unbroken confidence in Him.

May the Lord help us to think of these things and profit by them for His Name’s sake!
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Scripture references

2 Corinthians 5:21 (JND) [21] Him who knew not sin he has made sin for us, that *we* might become God's righteousness in him.

Psalms 22:1-21 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. Upon Aijeleth-Shahar. A Psalm of David.} My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me? [why art thou] far from my salvation, from the words of my groaning? [2] My God, I cry by day, and thou answerest not; and by night, and there is no rest for me: [3] And thou art holy, thou that dwellest amid the praises of Israel. [4] Our fathers confided in thee: they confided, and thou didst deliver them. [5] They cried unto thee, and were delivered; they confided in thee, and were not confounded. [6] But I am a worm, and no man; a reproach of men, and the despised of the people. [7] All they that see me laugh me to scorn; they shoot out the lip, they shake the head, [saying:] [8] Commit it to Jehovah let him rescue him; let him deliver him, because he delighteth in him! [9] But thou art he that took me out of the womb; thou didst make me trust, upon my mother's breasts. [10] I was cast upon thee from the womb; thou art my God from my mother's belly. [11] Be not far from me, for trouble is near; for there is none to help. [12] Many bulls have encompassed me; Bashan's strong ones have beset me round. …

Hebrews 5:5-10 (JND) [5] Thus the Christ also has not glorified himself to be made a high priest; but he who had said to him, *Thou* art my Son, *I* have to-day begotten thee. [6] Even as also in another [place] he says, *Thou* [art] a priest for ever according to the order of Melchisedec. [7] Who in the days of his flesh, having offered up both supplications and entreaties to him who was able to save him out of death, with strong crying and tears; (and having been heard because of his piety;) [8] though he were Son, he learned obedience from the things which he suffered; [9] and having been perfected, became to all them that obey him, author of eternal salvation; [10] addressed by God [as] high priest according to the order of Melchisedec.
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SECRET HISTORY WITH GOD

1 Samuel 17: 34-37; Judges 6: 11-14; 1 Samuel 2: 18, 26; 7: 15-17; 2 Samuel 23: 11, 12

I desire to say a word, dear brethren, as to secret history with God as underlying power in the things of God, for this is very important.  The Lord is graciously opening up to us more and more of the things of God, things that can only be known in the Spirit of God, and all this calls for increasing exercise on our part as to subjective genuineness, for no amount of light will hold us.  Sooner or later God tests things, and I believe to the end things will be tested and sifted, because God intends to have reality.  And so the importance of secret history with God, because not only does that ensure reality, but it results in experience with God which stands us in good stead when tests arise, and may become under the Lord’s hands the means of help and salvation to others, and hence there is this matter of secret history with God—a most important matter.  I have started with this incident of David because it is not recorded for us when it actually happened, but it comes to light as that which provided substance in David’s soul, so that he had confidence to go forward in a much greater test than the lion and the bear had provided.  The experience he had gained in this incident, which so far as the record goes had not been made public until now, stood him in good stead and gave him confidence in God to undertake to meet the Philistine.  And by that means God wrought a great deliverance for His people and brought forward David as the one whom He had in mind to lead His people.

God has His own way of bringing forward at the right time those whom He has in mind to fill any position for the good of His saints.  And if God brings anyone forward, then He is ready to support that one.  Now I believe this incident in David’s history is one of very simple application.  It refers, I believe, to the responsibility that rests upon every one of us to take care first of all of his own soul.  I have no doubt that the lamb is in that sense a picture of the soul of the individual believer.  David recognised a responsibility on his part to care for and protect that which belonged to another—to his father.  And each one of us must understand that we are not our own, our souls have been redeemed, and it is the responsibility of every believer to see that he himself, and he may be represented, so to speak, by his soul, is preserved from all that is contrary to God so as to be held for God’s pleasure.  You might say, ‘But can we preserve our souls?’  Well, dependence on God, of course, is an essential, and so we have in Psalm 16, so well-known to us—a psalm that depicts the moral excellence in manhood of the Lord Jesus, and is intended for us to learn from—“Preserve me, O God, for I trust in Thee”.  Not that the Lord needed to be preserved in the same way that we need to be preserved, but that as having entered into manhood He would set the example, and that was the attitude of His mind and the expression of His heart—“Preserve me, O God, for I trust in Thee”.  On the other hand, we have the power and the responsibility, too, to keep ourselves, as it says, “He that has been begotten of God keeps himself and the wicked one does not touch him”, 1 John 5: 18.  The power for that lies in the Holy Spirit; the Holy Spirit will always hold us, if we will allow Him to, in relation to Christ, so that we derive impulse and influence from Christ, and we are held in the simple desire to cultivate what is pleasing to the Lord and to avoid what is displeasing to Him, and that becomes practically the means of our preservation.  There was this lion and the bear, and they came and took a lamb from the flock.  It suggests the effort of Satan to rob David’s father of just one lamb of the flock, and every lamb is precious.  Every lamb belonged to the father.  David recognised the responsibility to see that not one lamb was missing from that which had been entrusted to his care by his father, and each one of us, from his youngest days as a Christian, needs to recognise the responsibility to keep his own soul for the Lord’s pleasure and for the pleasure of God.  Satan may bring forward his efforts to ensnare us, using doubtless men or influences that we have to encounter.  At one time it may have a very intimidating form such as the lion might suggest, and another time it might have a more seductive form such as the bear might suggest.  Whatever form it takes, David was determined that the lamb should not be taken away, and he says, “I went after him and smote him and delivered it out of his mouth, and when he arose against me, I seized him by his beard, and smote him, and slew him”.  That is, it was a matter of close quarters, but David was triumphant: he slew both the lion and the bear.  It involves, no doubt, the power that we may derive from the Lord, as it is said, “The name of the Lord is a strong tower: the righteous runneth into it, and is safe”, Prov 18: 10.  It is simply a matter of righteousness, dear brethren, to keep ourselves from what is displeasing to God; and if we seek to maintain righteousness, we have the support of God.  In Matthew 5 you remember the Lord says, “Blessed they who hunger and thirst after righteousness, for they shall be filled”; and then He says, “Blessed they who are persecuted on account of righteousness”—that is, the pursuit of righteousness may involve suffering; but He says, “theirs is the kingdom of the heavens”.  Think of all the power of the kingdom of heaven being available for the support of one who is prepared to maintain what is right in the sight of God.  And these are practical matters that arise, you might say, day by day, and therefore there is the necessity for seeing that we move on these lines, and the advantage of moving on these lines is that we gain experience with God, so that what is abstract in the scriptures becomes concrete in our own experience, and that is of immense importance, that not only are there certain principles laid down in the scriptures, but as following them you prove God in them.  And the knowledge you gain of God, and of the Lord, and of the help of the Spirit, all becomes available to you, so that as some greater test maybe arises, what you have gained in the way of experience stands you in good stead.  Well now, that is a very elementary side of the matter, but, I venture to think, an important and fundamental one.

When we come to Gideon’s history what is in mind is not simply what is individual but the local position, and this is something also of great importance to remember, that the truth that belongs to the assembly, and in which we so much rejoice, and which the Lord is so much opening out to us, is in fact to be worked out in localities.  And that is what makes the local position so important, and that is why the local position is so constantly the butt of the enemy’s attack, because it is in the local position that the truth of the assembly is actually worked out and comes into expression.  At this time when Gideon arose, the state of the people was bad.  We read earlier in the chapter that, “Because of the Midianites the children of Israel made for themselves the dens that are in the mountains, and the caves, and the strongholds.  And it came to pass when Israel sowed, that Midian came up, and Amalek, and the children of the east, and came up against them.  And they encamped against them, and destroyed the produce of the land, until thou come to Gazah, and they left no sustenance in Israel, neither sheep, nor ox, nor ass”, Judg 6: 2-4.  And it says in verse 6, “Israel was greatly impoverished because of Midian”.  There was Midian, and there was Amalek, and then at the end of the history we find that there were also Ishmaelites.  There was this combination of what was contrary to God brought to bear upon the people of God, and they themselves in large measure came into bondage to them.  Midian, of course, was a son of Abraham, Ishmael was a son of Abraham, Amalek was a descendant of Esau; so that these opposing elements had all had some link with the line of faith.  That is a solemn matter, and the issue in this incident is really what kind of man is going to have place among the people of God.  That is a very important question to face, dear brethren, though a simple thing to state; what kind of man is really going to have place among the people of God.  What kind of man does God look for in the assembly? What we have been having before us in 1 Corinthians 15 goes to the root of the matter.  The apostle tells us that the gospel that he had announced to the Corinthians, in which they stood, and by which they were saved, was that Christ died for our sins, according to the scriptures; and that He was buried and that He was raised the third day, according to the scriptures, 1 Cor 15: 3, 4.  And later on in that chapter he tells us that Christ has been raised from among the dead.  Now what does it mean dear brethren?  I venture to say to the brethren that what we need to do is to ponder the elements of the gospel, and to see that our souls are; established in the truth of the gospel that we have believed, what we have committed ourselves to in faith; what the import of it really is; that Christ died for our sins.  That is, that death has come in, and all that the Lord Jesus has done, dear brethren, in dying and being buried and being raised again, was all for us. It was for God as well, but it was all for us and if He died, we, as committing ourselves to the gospel through faith in Him, appropriate that death as our own, and if He was buried, we, as committing ourselves to the gospel through faith, appropriate that burial as our own.  And what does that mean?  It means that the first man, the man that is so hateful to God that never can bring forth any fruit for the pleasure of God, has been ended in death, and has been put out of sight in burial.  But then it does not remain there.  God has raised up Jesus from among the dead, a selective resurrection.  One has often said, and I say it again—just by way of bringing home the import of this—think of the millions of men that lay in death when Jesus lay in the grave, and among them many men who had figured largely in the history of the world and were regarded as great in the eyes of men, and every one of them God left in his grave but one, and that one was Jesus.  He left all the millions of men in their graves and He raised up from among the dead Jesus, and Jesus only.  There could not be a more explicit demonstration that Jesus is the man whom God approves.  I know that we all admit it, but I venture to ask whether we have really taken it to heart, that God has shown His disapproval of every other man, and He has ended his history vicariously in the death of Christ and put him out of sight in his burial, and now He has raised up Jesus and has given the Holy Spirit to all of us who have believed in Jesus and, thank God, as to our status, we are before God in Christ, not a shadow remaining of the old.  But then, beloved brethren, the Holy Spirit who has taken His abode in us is always faithful to Christ in heaven and to His precious death as the means by which He has reached that place.  He has reached that place by way of death and resurrection, and the Holy Spirit is invariably faithful to that, but the man that God looks for in His assembly, the assembly of God, is a man that is formed after Christ, that takes character from Jesus, and the Spirit will not tolerate any rival to that man.  Now Gideon was in line with that.

The Midianite, alas! was not the man that is in the mind of God; the Ishmaelite was not the man in the mind of God.  The Amalekite was very far indeed from being the man in the mind of God, for God had said that he would have war with Amalek from generation to generation.  Now Gideon was threshing wheat in a winepress.  He was not concerned for the moment with what the rest of the brethren were doing; even if only one brother or sister goes on absolutely in the truth, let him go on.  It is not a question of looking round and seeing what is current among the saints or what is allowed among them.  The point is to see what God’s thoughts are, and what God’s standards are, and there was one man in Israel, and that was Gideon, who was threshing wheat in the winepress.  The idea of threshing is that you are exercised to get rid of all that is chaff, in order that the pure wheat in its own blessedness alone might be your food.  That is to be before our hearts, dear brethren.

I am not suggesting that any of us is perfect, but I do see the importance of adhering to divine standards and keeping divine thoughts before our hearts, and if God has operated in this outstanding way in raising up Jesus from among the dead, be assured that the Spirit of Him who raised up Jesus from among the dead dwelling in us will bring us into accord with what God has done in thus raising Him from among the dead.  And so Gideon was on these lines.  The wheat is a suggestion, beloved brethren, of the man who is out of heaven.  That is what wheat stands for in scripture, as I understand it, and so if we were having this afternoon that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures, and was buried, and was raised the third day according to the scriptures, what we come to later on in that chapter (as we were also reminded) is that the first man is of the earth earthy, and the second man is out of heaven.  That is that God by means of death and resurrection is not only dealing with all that has to be set aside but by that very means is bringing in all that has been in His mind from the outset, and that is to have man before Him according to Christ.

Think of One of the Godhead becoming Man.  Think of what glory in manhood is now found in the Man that is before God.  The second man out of heaven, heavenly in character, heavenly in origin, entirely of heaven, whereas even before Adam failed he was never more than of the earth earthy, but now God has brought in the One out of heaven, and thank God through redemption and the gift of the Spirit we are of the heavenly One.  We partake in the life of the heavenly One, and all that God works in us is according to Christ.  We are heavenly, and it is good that we should take account of that, as it says, “Such as the heavenly one, such also the heavenly ones”, and then it goes on to say, “as we have borne the image of the one made of dust, we shall bear also the image of the heavenly one”, but we are already heavenly.  Now Gideon was exercised as to that.  Whatever the rest of Israel were doing he was determined to have wheat, and to have wheat apart from all the chaff, and as he was thus engaged in very limited circumstances—for a winepress is a very small area in which to thresh wheat—the angel of Jehovah appeared to him and said to him, “Jehovah is with thee, thou mighty man of valour”.  Think of how God looks at things.  God’s standards are not our standards, dear brethren.  Men in the world would not regard one solitary man threshing wheat in a winepress as a mighty man of valour, but God saw that Gideon had the right standard before him, and that subsequently, as it appeared, he was in line with God’s thoughts and had a measure of faith, and so God says “Jehovah is with thee, thou mighty man of valour”.

Now Gideon shows that while he was cherishing divine thoughts, he was cherishing them for all the people of God, and that is an important matter, too.  I do not want to get into the truth and be formed by the truth just for myself.  There is no thought of our glorying in ourselves; it is a question of being in divine things as understanding that they belong to the saints, and if we can help others on that line, all well and good.  And so Gideon says, “Ah my Lord, if Jehovah be with us”.  That is to say, he had all the saints, the people of God, in his heart, and that is especially important first of all in our own locality.  If only one brother or sister will take up this exercise and maintain it in his own locality, what an immense influence for good he may wield.  He says, “Ah my Lord, if Jehovah be with us, why then is all this befallen us? and where are all his miracles that our fathers told us of, saying Did not Jehovah bring us up from Egypt? And now Jehovah hath cast us off, and given us into the hand of Midian.  And Jehovah looked upon him, and said, Go in this thy might”.  It is very touching; not now the angel of Jehovah, but “Jehovah looked upon him, and said, Go in this thy might”.  That is to say, he was maintaining divine standards in his soul and he had the people of God in his heart, and he knew that God had proved Himself faithful in the past, and he put all these things together, and Jehovah looked upon him and said—that is an element of might—“go in this thy might”.  And that is what we want to come to, beloved brethren, to see that whatever others are doing we do not surrender divine standards.  I sometimes tremble—you will bear with me for saying so—as I see the kind of things that the saints go on with, not exactly outrageously bad, but things that bear the impress in greater or less degree of the world, and are out of keeping with what we are as heavenly. 

And so you will remember that John in his epistle to the young men says, “Love not the world nor the things in the world”.  It is the things in the world that are a greater danger to us than the world.  I believe in the main we are delivered from the world, but the great danger is that we bring the things that are in the world into our own circle and way of life.  And so you remember that God not only redeemed His people out of Egypt—Egypt had to be judged and overthrown, and the people brought out of it, and Egypt is the world as a system—but then as they drew near to the land they were confronted with Jericho.  Jericho had to be overthrown, and I believe Jericho is not so much the system—Egypt is the system—but I believe Jericho is principles.  It is the principles of the world brought in where they ought not to be, and that has to be overcome if we are to enter fully into God’s thoughts for us.  

And so one would add further that as the narrative proceeds Gideon shows that his thought is to minister to the pleasure of God, so he brings his offering.  And it says that he made ready a kid of the goats and an ephah of flour in unleavened cakes, the flesh he put in a basket and the broth he put in a pot.  That has often been commented on and I only refer to it in passing, that Gideon, having the idea of the service of God in his soul and desiring to minister to the pleasure of God, also had in his mind the idea that things must be presented suitably in a vessel, and the vessel is the assembly.  That is, in all our exercises we have the assembly in view.  The individual exercises have to be gone through if we are to be any help to the saints, but in all our exercises we have in view the pleasure of God in the assembly.  And so the vessel, not only what was offered to God but the vessel in which it was offered, is stressed, showing that, as I say, what is in view in all our exercises is to be the assembly, and specially the assembly in its actual expression in the place where God has set us.

Well, now I pass on to speak of Samuel.  I need not say, dear brethren, that both David and Gideon, of whom I have sought to speak, became mighty in God’s hand for the help and blessing of God’s people, but I do not go into what they did subsequently.  What I am concerned about is to point out that secret history with God underlies power in the things of God.  And now we come to the history of Samuel, and Samuel, as we know, is brought in in a very dark day in Israel’s history, a day that corresponds with the present day in Christendom; and what is specially emphasised in connection with the surrounding circumstances when Samuel is introduced is that the priesthood was entirely corrupt, and, of course, if the priesthood is corrupt there is no service of God for His pleasure.  In those conditions, in answer to the exercises of Hannah, and possibly of others, for Phinehas’s wife was at any rate a feeling woman, and no doubt there were others, but specially of Hannah, God introduces Samuel; and that is rather remarkable, because at first what was at issue was the service of God and the corrupt state of the priesthood, and yet God did not operate in one of the house of Aaron, that is, He did not take up one who was officially a priest.  Samuel was indeed a Levite, but he was not of the house of Aaron, not officially a priest; but God began to operate with Samuel, and He began to operate with him very early in life, and the first thing that Samuel had to learn was to be priestly, and I urge that on the young brothers and sisters, and on all of us, that what is priestly, that is to say, that what considers for the holiness that is due to God, must underlie everything else.  Samuel, as I say, did not become officially a priest, but he did become a great prophet, he did become a great judge, he did become one who had immense power with God as an intercessor.  He became all that; but underlying all that he became was that he began with exercise as to being priestly.  That is, he would habitually draw near to God, and that not in any formal way but as exercised to be marked by the features that are proper in those who do draw near to God; and that is a very practical matter beloved brethren, and a matter which we cannot afford to neglect if we would stand in the things of God.  If we would be equal to moving forward into the higher ranges of the truth which the Lord is so graciously opening up to us, we must not neglect what is fundamental.  We must see to our roots and foundations, and this lies at the very root of everything: the cultivation and maintenance of priestly conditions, that is to say, the conditions of holiness that befit those who have to do with God.

And so it says that Samuel ministered before Jehovah a boy girded with a linen ephod.  A linen ephod is always brought into Scripture as suggesting the subjective conditions that are proper in those who draw near to God.  And Samuel starts on those lines though he was but a boy.  The surrounding conditions were the very opposite of his, but now God was beginning to operate.  And yet it was only a boy—it is a question of these conditions beginning in a small way.  It is not necessary to confine the idea to a literal boy or a literal girl, though there is every encouragement for those who are young to start on this line, but the point is that that which was urgently needed, conditions of spirituality and holiness in those having to do with God was there now, though as yet it was only small.  But it was going to grow, and so it says in the second verse I read “the boy Samuel grew on, and was in favour both with Jehovah and also with men”, a remarkable verse that has extraordinary correspondence with what it says in the gospel of Luke of the Lord Jesus Himself in the day of His youth before He came out in public testimony; and there again one would remark, beloved brethren  that we see the idea of what is secret with God pre-eminently with our Lord Jesus Christ.  Thirty years of secret history with God before three and a half years of public testimony.  That shows the value that God attaches to what is secret.  There was the Lord, I need not say, in infinite perfection in every stage of manhood as He grew up before God, and you might have said at any rate at the age of twenty years you could regard Him as in full manhood, and yet in the ways of God He waited another ten years until He was about thirty years of age before He came out in public testimony.  And there were all those thirty years of secret history with God underlying the three and a half years of powerful public testimony.  And so you get the idea fully exemplified there, and it was at the end of those thirty years that the heavens were opened upon Him and the Holy Spirit as a dove descended upon Him and the Father’s voice was heard to say, “Thou art my beloved Son in thee have I found my delight”.  Let no one think that secret history is of little account.  Thirty years of it under the eye of God called forth that remarkable expression, “In Thee I have found my delight”.  Well now I only want to point out that in Samuel’s case he became, as I have said, an outstanding judge.  He became also an outstanding prophet.  All Israel knew that Samuel was established as a prophet of the Lord.  He became an outstanding intercessor, so much so that hundreds of years afterwards God says in Jeremiah’s day, “Though Moses and Samuel stood before me, my soul would not turn toward this people”, Jer 15: 1.  He was such an outstanding intercessor that God could take him up alongside of Moses as the expression of one who had outstanding power with Him as an intercessor.  But the state of the people was such that God said that though even Moses and Samuel stood before Him, yet His soul could not be turned toward the people.  But it was a tribute to the power Samuel had in intercession, and underlying that power was what he was as considering for the holiness of God.

Well now, I read those well-known verses as to his judgeship.  It says that Samuel judged Israel all the days of his life and the matter of spiritual judgment, dear brethren, is a most important matter.  That is to say, it is in actual things that arise that the truth of God has to be established.  Things have to be judged according to God.  It is no use going on with the truth in theory and having conduct out of keeping with it.  If things arise with the people of God they should be Judged according to divine principles, and Samuel did this.  He went round in circuit, it says, from year to year, as though to stress that the matter is to be continued and maintained from year to year.  He went round in circuit to Bethel and Gilgal and Mizpah, and judged Israel in all those places.  These are well-known places, dear brethren, and one need only refer to them very briefly.  Bethel, of course, is the house of God, and God is always dwelling in us by the Spirit.  God Himself is dwelling in us by the Spirit all the time, both when we are gathered together and when we are not gathered together.  What a sobering consideration to bring to bear upon our conduct.  That is what Samuel would do—he would say to the people, ‘Are you aware what Bethel stands for?  It is the house of God’.  And are we aware that God Himself is dwelling in us by the Spirit?  God intends that we should regulate our conduct and all that marks us by this wonderful fact that He Himself is dwelling in us by the Spirit.  And then it says he judged Israel also at Gilgal.  We know well what Gilgal is.  We are not ignorant as to the truth, beloved brethren, but the point is whether we apply it.  Judgment is the application of the truth.  That is what judgment is—the application of the truth to particular matters.  And so Samuel judged Israel at Gilgal, and Gilgal means “rolling away”.  The children of Israel had come into the land, and God insisted that they should be circumcised, and they were circumcised, and then as they were circumcised Jehovah says, “this day have I rolled away the reproach of Egypt from off you”.  That is, any taint of the world we carry with us is a reproach to us, for we are a heavenly people.  And God had brought His people into the inheritance, and now He says you must be in keeping with it, and therefore circumcision had to be applied, and as it was applied the place was called Gilgal, which means “rolling away”.  And then there is Mizpah, and we may get the force of Mizpah from Genesis.  Mizpah means “watchtower”.  You will remember that it comes in, I believe, for the first time at the point where Jacob parted from Laban, and what Laban says indicates what the force of Mizpah is, and that is that God’s eye is upon us when no one else is with us.  A very important thing to bear in mind is that when we are not with the brethren God’s eye is upon us.  And Samuel judged Israel at Mizpah.  Things would come up for judgment and he would say, ‘Have you forgotten that God’s eye is always upon you, not simply when you are with the people of God, but that God’s eye is always upon you? Have you forgotten it?’  Samuel brought these things to bear upon the people, and he could do it in power, and authoritatively, because of what he was himself as having cultivated secret history with God on priestly lines.  And then it says that his return was to Ramah, “for there was his house ... and there he built an altar to Jehovah”.  That is to say he constantly came back to his own house, and he would apply the spirit of judgment there and seek to see that things in his own house were in keeping with the truth that he knew and which he sought to apply to the people of God.

Now I only want to speak briefly on the final scripture, and I read that because I wanted to come back to local conditions, and for this reason, beloved brethren, that the enemy at the present time is making a real attack on the conditions in various localities.  We need to be aware of that.  The enemy is always opposed to the truth and always opposed to God’s pleasure in His people, and wherever he gets an opportunity he will attack, and any opportunity that he finds in the localities he will seize with a view to robbing God of His portion as well as robbing the saints of their portion.  So we have in this chapter the catalogue of David’s mighty men, and I call attention in passing to the first one, the chief, whom we do not hear of as far as I remember, save in this chapter and the corresponding chapter in Chronicles.  We are told in this chapter that what he did was that he fought against eight hundred, slain by him at one time.  Now what constituted that man’s power? He was the chief of David’s mighty men.  I believe it was simply that he maintained self-judgment in the power of the Spirit.  If we are maintaining self-judgment in the power of the Spirit the enemy can bring, so to speak, eight hundred influences to bear on us at one time and we do not succumb.  That is the secret of power, dear brethren.  You see it particularly exemplified in Paul: “I am crucified with Christ, and no longer live I, but Christ lives in me”.  That was the secret of Paul’s power: “I am crucified with Christ”.   He accepted the import of the cross of Christ and brought it home to himself, and he maintained it in a remarkable degree in the power of the Holy Spirit, and that is what made him so mighty.

And then following on him is one who fights against the Philistines.  The enemy in the next few incidents is the Philistines.  The Philistine is a great enemy.  He dogged the footsteps of Isaac, he was the great enemy in Samson’s day, and he was the great enemy in David’s day.  The Philistine, that is, one who attempts to lay hold of divine things in mere mental energy without exercise as to being subjectively in correspondence with them, and a very great enemy he is, and we have to watch him in ourselves.  Now there was this conflict with Eleazer the son of Dodo.  It says, “He arose and smote the Philistines until his hand was weary, and his hand clave to the sword”.  That is to say, he simply clave to the sword—the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.  That is the great thing, because the sword of the Spirit, I am safe to say, is a two-edged sword.  That is to say, a sword that is first used against oneself and then can be used with power in other directions.  This man’s hand clave to the sword.  He would not depart from that—the power of the word.  Paul says in Corinthians, “The arms of our warfare are not fleshly but powerful according to God”.

And now we come to this next incident that I read: “Shammah the son of Agee the Hararite: the Philistines were gathered into a troop, and there was there a plot of ground full of lentils, and the people had fled before the Philistines”.  That is the position, a local position, a plot of ground, full of lentils—full of possibilities you might say; a plot of ground, but the people had fled before the Philistines.  There was an attack on the position by the Philistines, and the Philistines often appear to be overwhelming.  Two or three times we find scripture says of the Philistines that they spread themselves.  They make a great show of mental ability and power, and so on, but it is a menace to the people of God.  And now it says of this man that he stood.  He stood in the midst of the plot.  That is all, to stand in the power of what has gone before, self-judgment on the one hand in the power of the Spirit and the power of the word of God on the other hand.  It is in the power of these things that we can stand.  It is a question of some or someone in the locality standing in a locality as governed by the truth subjectively, and then dependence on God, recognising that the position is His, and it is a question of saving the position locally so that the enemy may not be allowed to rob God of His portion in His people.

What I have said has been connected with subjective conditions, but I venture to think with what is essential, and I may say again, as I said at the beginning, that the whole point of what I have in mind is that secret history with God underlies power in the things of God, and what we need at the present time is power, not simply light but the power that corresponds with the light.  May the Lord graciously help us for His Name’s sake.
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Scripture references

1 Samuel 17:34-37 (JND) [34] And David said to Saul, Thy servant fed his father's sheep, and there came a lion, and also a bear, and took a lamb out of the flock. [35] And I went after him, and smote him, and delivered it out of his mouth; and when he arose against me, I seized him by his beard, and smote him, and slew him. [36] Thy servant smote both the lion and the bear; and this uncircumcised Philistine shall be as one of them, because he has defied the armies of the living God. [37] And David said, Jehovah who delivered me out of the paw of the lion and out of the paw of the bear, he will deliver me out of the hand of this Philistine. And Saul said to David, Go, and Jehovah be with thee.

Judges 6:11-14 (JND) [11] And an angel of Jehovah came and sat under the terebinth that was in Ophrah, that [belonged] to Joash the Abi-ezrite. And his son Gideon threshed wheat in the winepress, to secure [it] from the Midianites. [12] And the Angel of Jehovah appeared to him, and said to him, Jehovah is with thee, thou mighty man of valour. [13] And Gideon said to him, Ah my Lord, if Jehovah be with us, why then is all this befallen us? and where are all his miracles that our fathers told us of, saying, Did not Jehovah bring us up from Egypt? And now Jehovah hath cast us off, and given us into the hand of Midian. [14] And Jehovah looked upon him, and said, Go in this thy might, and thou shalt save Israel from the hand of Midian. Have not I sent thee?

1 Samuel 2:18-26 (JND) [18] And Samuel ministered before Jehovah, a boy girded with a linen ephod. [19] And his mother made him a little coat, and brought it to him from year to year, when she came up with her husband to sacrifice the yearly sacrifice. [20] And Eli blessed Elkanah and his wife, and said, Jehovah give thee seed of this woman for the loan which is lent to Jehovah. And they went to their own home. [21] So Jehovah visited Hannah, and she conceived, and bore three sons and two daughters. And the boy Samuel grew before Jehovah. [22] And Eli was very old, and heard all that his sons were doing to all Israel, and that they lay with the women that served at the entrance of the tent of meeting. [23] And he said to them, Why do ye such things? for I hear of your evil deeds from all this people. [24] No, my sons, for it is no good report that I hear: ye make Jehovah's people transgress. [25] If one man sin against another, God will judge him; but if a man sin against Jehovah, who shall intreat for him? But they hearkened not to the voice of their father, for Jehovah was minded to slay them. [26] And the boy Samuel grew on, and was in favour both with Jehovah and also with men.

1 Samuel 7:15-17 (JND) [15] And Samuel judged Israel all the days of his life. [16] And he went from year to year in circuit to Bethel, and Gilgal, and Mizpah, and judged Israel in all those places. [17] And his return was to Ramah; for there was his house, and there he judged Israel; and there he built an altar to Jehovah.

2 Samuel 23:11-12 (JND) [11] And after him, Shammah the son of Agee the Hararite: the Philistines were gathered into a troop, and there was there a plot of ground full of lentils, and the people had fled before the Philistines; [12] and he stood in the midst of the plot and delivered it, and smote the Philistines, and Jehovah wrought a great deliverance.

Psalms 16 (JND) [1] {Michtam of David.} Preserve me, O God: for I trust in thee. [2] Thou [my soul] hast said to Jehovah, Thou art the Lord: my goodness [extendeth] not to thee; [3] To the saints that are on the earth, and to the excellent [thou hast said], In them is all my delight. …

1 John 5:18 (JND) [18] We know that every one begotten of God does not sin, but he that has been begotten of God keeps himself, and the wicked [one] does not touch him.

Proverbs 18:10 (JND) [10] The name of Jehovah is a strong tower: the righteous runneth into it, and is safe.

Matthew 5 (JND) [1] But seeing the crowds, he went up into the mountain, and having sat down, his disciples came to him; [2] and, having opened his mouth, he taught them, saying, [3] Blessed [are] the poor in spirit, for *theirs* is the kingdom of the heavens. …

Judges 6:2-4 (JND) [2] And the hand of Midian prevailed against Israel. Because of the Midianites the children of Israel made for themselves the dens that are in the mountains, and the caves, and the strongholds. [3] And it came to pass when Israel sowed, that Midian came up, and Amalek, and the children of the east, and came up against them. [4] And they encamped against them, and destroyed the produce of the land, until thou come to Gazah, and they left no sustenance in Israel, neither sheep, nor ox, nor ass.

1 Corinthians 15 (JND) [1] But I make known to you, brethren, the glad tidings which I announced to you, which also ye received, in which also ye stand, [2] by which also ye are saved, (if ye hold fast the word which I announced to you as the glad tidings,) unless indeed ye have believed in vain. [3] For I delivered to you, in the first place, what also I had received, that Christ died for our sins, according to the scriptures; …

1 Corinthians 15:3-4 (JND) [3] For I delivered to you, in the first place, what also I had received, that Christ died for our sins, according to the scriptures; [4] and that he was buried; and that he was raised the third day, according to the scriptures;

Jeremiah 15:1 (JND) [1] And Jehovah said unto me, Though Moses and Samuel stood before me, my soul [would] not [turn] toward this people. Send [them] out of my sight, and let them go forth.
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