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SOUND TEACHING


John 13:13-17;  2 Timothy 4:3-5;  Titus 1:7-9;  Acts 2:42

It is in my mind to speak about teaching, and it is good to begin with the Lord.  He said to His disciples, “Ye call me the Teacher and the Lord, and ye say well, for I am so”.  Then He says, “If I therefore, the Lord and the Teacher …”.  The Lord places His lordship first because He has authority in what He says, and that authority cannot be ignored.  For example, it says that “God is faithful, by whom ye have been called into the fellowship of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord”, 1 Cor.1:9.  Being called into the fellowship of God’s Son involves that, on our part, we accept responsibly the lordship of Christ and His authority in relation to it.  It says as to marriage, “she is free to be married to whom she will, only in the Lord” (1 Cor.7:39), so the Lord’s authority relates to the matter of marriage.  It also says, “Blessed the dead who die in the Lord” (Rev.14:13); that means that subjection to the Lord is for the whole of our Christian life.  Every believer who has died will be counted amongst the dead in Christ, but “Blessed the dead who die in the Lord”.  

The Spirit acts first in new birth, but we begin in our Christian journey by recognising, through the work of new birth by the Holy Spirit, that we have a need of a Saviour.  Paul sets it out very clearly in Romans chapter 10, “The word is near thee, in thy mouth and in thy heart: that is, the word of faith, which we preach: that if thou shalt confess with thy mouth Jesus as Lord, and shalt believe in thine heart that God has raised him from among the dead, thou shalt be saved.  For with the heart is believed to righteousness; and with the mouth confession made to salvation” (vv.8-10).  There is present salvation in confessing Jesus as Lord because when you are a sinner you are under an authority.  Paul says, “Know ye not that to whom ye yield yourselves bondmen for obedience, ye are bondmen to him whom ye obey” (Rom.6:16), and whether you like it or not, when you are a sinner you are under the authority of Satan, under the authority of darkness.  You may not realise it and indeed Satan would blind you to it – it says in 2 Corinthians 4 “the god of this world has blinded the thoughts of the unbelieving” (v.4) – but it is nevertheless a fact that you “are bondmen to him whom ye obey”, captured by your own will.  But on confessing Jesus as Lord and believing in your heart that God has raised Him from among the dead, you can say, ‘He died for me’, and now He is risen, raised for our justification, and is in glory.  

Confessing Jesus as Lord means that you recognise that you are under His authority, and then His teaching begins to have authority over you.  What He says, and how He says it, and what He does, begin to have authority over you so that you are not now cast adrift, not now largely motivated by your own will.  Perhaps as unconverted, you may have stopped doing things that are wrong for fear of the consequences, but as a believer indwelt by the Holy Spirit, you are now under the Lord’s authority.  You are also under the authority of His teaching, and His teaching is constructive.  It has something substantial in view.  It begins with a foundation and it goes on from that foundation to develop a structure which is for the glory of God.  The teaching of Scripture has in mind God’s glory, and the teaching of Scripture and the knowledge of God have in mind an understanding of divine Persons as revealed, their affections and their thoughts.  It has in mind too an understanding of the moral universe which God has established.  

The book of Genesis has been described as an index to the spiritual world.  In Genesis 1 we have the creation.  The days are enumerated, and we have been taught that the first four days bring out the conditions of light, atmosphere, food and rule.  These are the conditions of the kingdom, and they are necessary for life to be sustained.  Then there is the variety of life created on the fifth day, and on the sixth day the establishment of man as the top stone of God’s creation and the thought of the headship of man.  When God said, “let them have dominion” (Gen.1:26), he prefigured what would be seen in Christ and the assembly.  In the book of Genesis, God’s thoughts are worked out on the basis of families.  There are initially the relationships which God set up, the man and the woman, there are types of the assembly and there is a type of the Spirit in Genesis 24.  First of all it was man and his wife, then the thought of brethren.  You can see that Satan attacks every relationship that God sets up, so that the first thing he did was to bring in distance between man and his wife.  Then he brought in distance between brother and brother, between Cain and Abel, and then Satan brought in distance between a man and his son, in Noah and Ham.  Thus his attempts to disrupt divinely appointed relationships went on.  

Satan would undermine every divinely appointed relationship, but the Lord establishes that God’s thoughts will stand.  In Matthew’s gospel chapter 19 the Pharisees brought forward the matter of a bill of divorce and the Lord said to them, “but from the beginning it was not thus” (v.8).  He went right back to the beginning and the Lord’s authority endorsed that which was established from the beginning.  He said, “If I therefore, the Lord and the Teacher …”; He is Lord to us as He is Teacher, and His lordship comes first.  His teaching is not optional, the teaching of Scripture is not optional.  You see what happens to a star when it gets out of its orbit – it becomes a wandering star.  What God has put in place is not optional, but the Lord brings in His teaching in such a gentle way.  He washes the feet of His disciples, He teaches them not only by what He says but also by what He does, and the way in which He does it.  He speaks to them later, “By this shall all know that ye are disciples of mine, if ye have love amongst yourselves” (John 13:35) and He had already taught them how that might be worked out.  So that His authoritative teaching is not irksome, it is teaching that is delivered in love.  

For saints to continue in it requires energy and exercise, and that is why I have read in the other three scriptures, to bring out that continuance in these matters is not optional, but it is not necessarily easy either.  It requires energy and exercise and commitment.  In the scripture in 2 Timothy, Paul says that “they will not bear sound teaching”.  I do not want to speak about negatives, but rather to put the question before us: what does it mean in practice to “bear sound teaching”?  If you bear something, it means that you have to carry it, and there might be a burden involved in that.  We have spoken of “the fellowship of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord”.  There is sound teaching as to what that means.  It means that we cannot associate that fellowship with anything that is unsuitable to it.  It means that if matters come up which are inconsistent with the fellowship, they have to be taken up, recognised, named and judged.  And it means that ultimately, if persons will not accept the truth as established by the Lord, then it is not possible to go on in fellowship with them.  Bearing sound teaching means that we have to accept these things.  It may be said that this is negative, but it does not have what is negative in view, it has in view pursuing “righteousness, faith, love, peace, with those that call upon the Lord out of a pure heart”, 2 Tim.2:22.  It is not easy, but it is relatively simple to understand what is meant by “Let every one who names the name of the Lord withdraw from iniquity” (2 Tim.2:19), and I want to say one or two things about it.

First of all, naming the name of the Lord means that I ask myself the question; can I associate the Lord’s name with this?  For example, if there is a system of religion in which all of the responsibility is given to one person, and they are ordained to carry out the services, then that hinders the Holy Spirit.  Can I associate the Lord’s name with that?  No, I cannot.  If I name the name of the Lord, I have to withdraw from that.  If it is said that there are other marriage relationships that are acceptable besides that of marriage between a man and a woman, can I associate the Lord’s name with that?  No, I cannot; I have to withdraw from that.  Believers have been taught certain things as to the Lord’s person: for example, that He took up the place of Son as coming into manhood: He was not the Son in eternity past.  If a person says, ‘I have heard that said, but I am not going to accept it’, can I associate the Lord’s name with that?  No, I cannot; I would have to withdraw from that.  If, however, a person says that they do not understand the teaching, that is a different matter – we would not separate from someone for lack of understanding.  But if a person rejected or opposed sound teaching, that would be a different matter.  And we have to be specific – it is not right to withdraw from someone because of poor state.  However low it may be, you do not withdraw from that.  But you have to accept that, in order to “pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace with those that call upon the Lord out of a pure heart”, there are certain things that have to be set aside, and brethren have suffered to do this.  You think of Mr Darby leaving behind those dear believers whom he loved because he felt he could not go on any longer with what they were involved with.  

I suppose there is hardly a person in this room of adult years who has not had to say to someone who they love, I cannot go on with that.  Do you love them any less?  No.  In fact, it is because you love them that you would say it to them.  If you did not care, if it did not matter enough to worry about, you would not take the time or trouble: you would not bear sound teaching, it would not be worth bearing.  There was a man who wrote hymn 174, 

‘Jesus! Thou art enough

   The mind and heart to fill;

Thy patient life – to calm the soul;

   Thy love – its fear dispel’.

That man died when he was about twenty-seven years old and that is what he had learned; ‘Jesus! Thou art enough’.  It is because of the Lord’s love for you and me, and because of our love for Him, feeble though it is, that we seek to “bear sound teaching”.  I do not mean ‘we’ in any exclusive sense; this is open to every believer who has the Spirit.  The question is, are we going to take it up?  It involves sorrow.  It involved Paul, in this very chapter, having to say, “Demas has forsaken me, having loved the present age”, 2 Tim.4:10.  It involves that we may have to say to our own families, I cannot go on with you any longer.  The Lord knows that, He understands it.  His own family said that He was mad, they despised Him, and they derided Him for what He went on with.  He went on anyway, because it was the Father’s will.  

To “bear sound teaching” means to carry something that involves exercise and it may involve sorrow, but the object is the Lord.  In verse 5, Paul use these two words “But thou …”.  You say, ‘What about other persons?  They have done this or that’.  Paul said to Timothy “But thou …”.  That is what the Lord would say to everyone here: ‘What are you going to do; are you going to be for Me in the scene of My absence?’.  I know, beloved brethren, that there is cost involved, there is sorrow, there is suffering, but if I know that in whatever limited capacity I have, how much more does the Lord know when through His apostle He says, “But thou …”.  He is the One of whom we spoke in the reading, “having made peace by the blood of his cross” (Col.1:20); He is the One who says to us now, ‘But thou, will you be for Me?’.

In Titus, it is a word to the overseer, and we are all responsible.  We have to accept that, and no one here should absolve themselves of responsibility.  But first, there is this word in verse 9, “clinging to the faithful word according to the doctrine taught”.  Now there is much that has been given to help us, and I just want to emphasise this word “clinging”.  It is not like the analogy of a person clinging to wreckage as a last resort.  Think of those persons in Paul’s shipwreck; they would be clinging to pieces of the ship’s furniture.  There is nothing wrong with that, for they all “got safe to land” (Acts 28:1), but Paul is saying to Titus, “clinging to the faithful word according to the doctrine taught”.  I suppose there would be persons who would try to dislodge it, but Paul says that we have to cling to it.  One of the features of exercises amongst believers is that there is often a great deal of detail involved and sometimes necessarily so, but there is a risk that every time that you want to take a step forward someone will say to you ‘What about this detail and what about that other matter?’.  Well, “clinging to the faithful word according to the doctrine taught”, would lead me to ask – what would the Lord say about the matter?  How would His rights be answered to in the matter?  There may be details which are unsatisfactory and matters which could have been better handled; we would have to accept that.  It is a humbling thing to have to accept that.  I might have to accept, and I lay this on myself, that I did things that I would have been better not to do, or did not see things as clearly as I might when others could see them clearly.  But the thing is to cling “to the faithful word according to the doctrine taught”. 

There was a time when persons were objecting to the apostle Paul and they were “throwing away their clothes, and casting dust into the air”, Acts 22:23.  There was a lot going on and there is never any shortage of dust to throw in the air, but dust is man’s death.  The way to go forward is to cling “to the faithful word according to the doctrine taught”.  Is what we are doing consistent with the teaching of Scripture?  Is it consistent with the faith once delivered to the saints?  Is it consistent with the present mind of the Lord?  If the answer is yes, then cling to it and the Lord will help you in that.  Titus had been left by the apostle in Crete where there were great difficulties; there were persons who were headstrong and lazy.  I suppose they may have been violent, but Titus was to cling “to the faithful word according to the doctrine taught”.  There is much teaching available.  Ministry is not the pinnacle of what we have, the Scriptures remain the top stone of everything that we have, but there is much that is available in ministry “according to the doctrine taught”.  

I trust that I will not be misunderstood when I say this, but do not depend over much on ministry, exceedingly valuable though it is.  Remember David, when he went up against the troop of the Philistines, asked, “Shall I pursue after this troop?” (1 Sam.30:8); the answer was yes, and he went up and defeated them.  Then the Philistines came again.  Someone might have said that David will know what to do, because there is already ministry about that.  Should David not just go up against the Philistines again, as he did before?  No, he enquired of Jehovah again and the answer this time was that he was to wait.  “And it shall be, when thou hearest a sound of marching in the tops of the mulberry-trees, that then thou shalt bestir thyself”, 2 Sam.5:24.  In both cases the Philistines were to be defeated, there was no doubt about that, but in one case the means of their defeat was in one way, and in the other case it was different.  David had to be dependent every time.  Then there was the time when Israel did not go forward in dependence; they tried to deal with Ai by their own means just after they had come into the land.  They suffered a defeat and they had to go back and do it the Lord’s way.  So we should not simply say that there is ministry about a particular matter, and thus we know perfectly well what to do.  The ministry may well be right, and the doctrine has not changed, but the need for dependence remains constant; that is always the case.  We are not being asked to do something that is not according to the doctrine taught, but we must do it in dependence.

Then Paul writes of the overseer “that he may be able … to encourage with sound teaching”.  I want to give some examples of that.  We read last week locally in Hebrews chapter 1, and this week we read in Colossians chapter 1 and next week, if we are left here and the Lord will, we will read in John chapter 1, about the personal glories of Christ.  There is much to encourage in taking these scriptures up, and there is sound teaching associated with them.  Running through Hebrews 1, Colossians 1 and John 1, you see certain features of Christ referred to.  Something that came to me as we were speaking together on Thursday evening was that the Creator is the Redeemer.  Christ is the Creator and then Christ is the Redeemer, and the One who is our Creator and our Redeemer is also our title to glory.  That runs through Hebrews 1, Colossians 1 and John 1.  You see how the Lord is presented as Creator and as Redeemer but also our title to glory.  What do I mean by our title to glory?  In Hebrews chapter 1, it says “thy God, has anointed thee with oil of gladness above thy companions” (Heb.1:9); the Lord has companions with Him.  Then in chapter 2 it says, “For both he that sanctifies and those sanctified are all of one; for which cause he is not ashamed to call them brethren” (v.11); it is a title to glory.  In Colossians chapter 1, you have, “And he is the head of the body, the assembly” (v.18), then in chapter 2, “For in him dwells all the fulness of the Godhead bodily” (v.9).  There is what is accessible and what is available to us.  At the end of chapter 1 it says, “Christ in you the hope of glory” (v.27); not just our title to glory individually but our title to glory collectively.  And then in John chapter 1, it says “He came to his own, and his own received him not; but as many as received him, to them gave he the right to be children of God, to those that believe on his name; who have been born, not of blood, nor of flesh’s will, nor of man’s will, but of God” (vv.11-13).  The Lord Jesus is our title to glory and that runs through.  We can be encouraged by these things which God establishes, that Christ is our title to glory, and in these different settings the Holy Spirit repeats it for our encouragement.  

Another way we can encourage one another with sound teaching is in answer to questions.  Persons may question you as to whether the Lord was the Son eternally.  In Hebrews chapter 1 we have a direct answer to that.  It says, “For to which of the angels said he ever, Thou art my Son: this day have I begotten thee?” (v.5).  There you are; that is not Christ as Son in eternity past.  In Colossians 1, you have a different presentation of Him, “firstborn of all creation” (v.15), and “firstborn from among the dead” (v.18).  If He is firstborn, that must refer to a point in time.  You might ask, ‘Does that mean that Jesus was created?’  No, that refers to His place as firstborn of all creation.  His deity is protected by the fact that it says, “all things have been created by him and for him” (v.16); His deity is perfectly protected there.  In John chapter 1, it says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (v.1).  His deity is protected there, and then again John writes in verse 18, “the only-begotten son, who is in the bosom of the Father”.  That word “only-begotten” suggests that something took place at a point in time.  We can encourage one another with sound teaching because Scripture confirms itself in the way that it proceeds.  

Many other things could be said but the fact is that sound teaching is meant to be an encouragement to us.  You look at the way that God has ordered things.  We have spoken about the beginning of Genesis, the order of the kingdom.  Look at the way in which God orders things in Matthew’s gospel, look into the way in which the kingdom is established in order that there might not only be a kingdom but a city and a house.  Look for these things in teaching and it will be for your encouragement because you will see that God’s order has never changed and will never have to change.  In the first chapter of Colossians, you see the way in which the truth of the gospel, the truth of the kingdom and the truth of the assembly are all part of one whole.  Paul speaks “of which ye heard before in the word of the truth of the glad tidings” (v.5); that is the truth of the gospel.  Then in verse 13, “who has delivered us from the authority of darkness, and translated us into the kingdom of the Son of his love”; that is the truth of the kingdom.  Then in verse 18, “And he is the head of the body, the assembly”; there is the truth of the assembly coming into view.  

It is all centred in Christ.  We can encourage one another with the fact that God’s thoughts are centred in Christ and they have never had to change.  If somebody says to you that the truth of the kingdom is more important than the truth of the gospel or vice versa, or that the brethren are always occupied with the truth of the assembly, that is not so.  The truth of the gospel and the truth of the kingdom and the truth of the assembly form part of one whole; they cannot be separated from one another.  It is not that one is better or more important than the other.  Without the gospel you will not be saved, and you will not come into the kingdom.  Without the kingdom you will not come under authority and you will not be taught and you will not be fed.  If you are not under authority and taught and fed, you are not going to come into the assembly.  So by the truth of the gospel, you are brought to Christ and brought under His authority so that you have become a subject of the kingdom.  As coming into the kingdom, you come under divine authority, you are taught and fed and led, and you are brought into a sphere of order.  Then as you are brought into that sphere of order, you are ready to form part of that which is nearest the heart of Christ.  All of this requires the gift of the Spirit, and these things cannot be detached from one another.

We read in Acts.  We have spoken about bearing sound teaching, we have spoken about clinging to the doctrine taught, and we have spoken about encouraging with sound teaching.  I just want to speak of persevering.  Perseverance brings out particularly the matter of steadiness; “And they persevered in the teaching and fellowship of the apostles, in breaking of bread and prayers”.  Teaching and fellowship are put together here, and that is important.  A person who will not bear sound teaching is not fit to take their part in fellowship, and again I am not making that exclusive.  If you cannot find your place in fellowship, then what would the breaking of bread be?  It would be a matter that was entirely individual.  I know that some say that it is an individual matter.  The preparation for it is individual, but the enjoyment of it is collective, as shown in “we being assembled to break bread”, Acts 20:7.  That is the word which scripture uses; “being assembled to break bread”.  We must assemble in righteousness – it is essential.  God’s rights are at stake here.  1 Corinthians 10 is the public side of the breaking of bread, and the blood is put first there because the blood involves the rights of God.  Assembling involves the public recognition of the rights of God before we come to the side of privilege which is opened up in 1 Corinthians 11.

I want to speak briefly about perseverance; “they persevered in the teaching and fellowship of the apostles, in breaking of bread and prayers”.  The prayers would mean that there is power available to sustain what is for Christ in the scene of His absence.  In 1 Kings 7, we read of the lavers on the ten bases of brass; “And on the panels that were between the fillets were lions, oxen and cherubim” (v.29).  The lions on these bases would represent the contending “earnestly for the faith once delivered to the saints” (Jude v.3), and the oxen would represent steadiness of tread.  I would speak to my younger brethren – look at some of your older brethren who go on steadily.  How do they do that? They continue to do it, I believe, by dependence on Christ, by dependence on the Holy Spirit, by nearness to the Father, by the enjoyment of communion.  That is how they go on.  They do not go on in their own strength.  Brethren who are getting older, and their physical strength is less than it was, are still going on.  Then the cherubim were there on the bases; they care for the Lord’s rights in the scene of His absence.  These are the features of the ten lavers.  We said at the beginning that the Lord washed the feet of His disciples and He said that if He had done it, then we should do it too.  Well, here are the lavers; their bases are on wheels, they can be moved to where they are needed, and on these bases there are lions and oxen and cherubim.  It says in verse 37, “After this manner he made the ten bases: all of them had one casting, one measure, one form”.  That is the sound teaching – one casting, one measure and one form.  The pattern is Christ, and “one casting, one measure” would represent sound teaching.  Then “one form” might represent the power of the Holy Spirit to make it real and good in our souls.  

May we be encouraged for His name’s sake.

Address in Fraserburgh

2 December 2017

P.A. Gray

 


Scripture references

John 13:13-17 (JND) [13] Ye call me the Teacher and the Lord, and ye say well, for I am [so]. [14] If I therefore, the Lord and the Teacher, have washed your feet, ye also ought to wash one another's feet; [15] for I have given you an example that, as I have done to you, ye should do also. [16] Verily, verily, I say to you, The bondman is not greater than his lord, nor the sent greater than he who has sent him. [17] If ye know these things, blessed are ye if ye do them.

2 Timothy 4:3-5 (JND) [3] For the time shall be when they will not bear sound teaching; but according to their own lusts will heap up to themselves teachers, having an itching ear; [4] and they will turn away their ear from the truth, and will have turned aside to fables. [5] But *thou*, be sober in all things, bear evils, do [the] work of an evangelist, fill up the full measure of thy ministry.

Titus 1:7-9 (JND) [7] For the overseer must be free from all charge [against him] as God's steward; not headstrong, not passionate, not disorderly through wine, not a striker, not seeking gain by base means; [8] but hospitable, a lover of goodness, discreet, just, pious, temperate, [9] clinging to the faithful word according to the doctrine taught, that he may be able both to encourage with sound teaching and refute gainsayers.

Acts 2:42 (JND) [42] And they persevered in the teaching and fellowship of the apostles, in breaking of bread and prayers.

1 Corinthians 1:9 (JND) [9] God [is] faithful, by whom ye have been called into [the] fellowship of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord.

1 Corinthians 7:39 (JND) [39] A wife is bound for whatever time her husband lives; but if the husband be fallen asleep, she is free to be married to whom she will, only in [the] Lord.

1 Corinthians 7:39 (JND) [39] A wife is bound for whatever time her husband lives; but if the husband be fallen asleep, she is free to be married to whom she will, only in [the] Lord.

Revelation 14:13 (JND) [13] And I heard a voice out of the heaven saying, Write, Blessed the dead who die in [the] Lord from henceforth. Yea, saith the Spirit, that they may rest from their labours; for their works follow with them.

Romans 10 (JND) [1] Brethren, the delight of my own heart and my supplication which [I address] to God for them is for salvation. [2] For I bear them witness that they have zeal for God, but not according to knowledge. [3] For they, being ignorant of God's righteousness, and seeking to establish their own [righteousness], have not submitted to the righteousness of God. …

Romans 10 (JND) [1] Brethren, the delight of my own heart and my supplication which [I address] to God for them is for salvation. [2] For I bear them witness that they have zeal for God, but not according to knowledge. [3] For they, being ignorant of God's righteousness, and seeking to establish their own [righteousness], have not submitted to the righteousness of God. …

Romans 6:16 (JND) [16] Know ye not that to whom ye yield yourselves bondmen for obedience, ye are bondmen to him whom ye obey, whether of sin unto death, or of obedience unto righteousness?

2 Corinthians 4 (JND) [1] Therefore, having this ministry, as we have had mercy shewn us, we faint not. [2] But we have rejected the hidden things of shame, not walking in deceit, nor falsifying the word of God, but by manifestation of the truth commending ourselves to every conscience of men before God. [3] But if also our gospel is veiled, it is veiled in those that are lost; …

Genesis 1 (JND) [1] In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. [2] And the earth was waste and empty, and darkness was on the face of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters. [3] And God said, Let there be light. And there was light. …

Genesis 1:26 (JND) [26] And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the heavens, and over the cattle, and over the whole earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth on the earth.

Genesis 24 (JND) [1] And Abraham was old, [and] advanced in age; and Jehovah had blessed Abraham in all things. [2] And Abraham said to his servant, the eldest of his house, who ruled over all that he had, Put thy hand, I pray thee, under my thigh, [3] and I will make thee swear by Jehovah, the God of the heavens and the God of the earth, that thou take not a wife for my son of the daughters of the Canaanites, among whom I am dwelling; …

John 13:35 (JND) [35] By this shall all know that ye are disciples of mine, if ye have love amongst yourselves.

2 Timothy 2:22 (JND) [22] But youthful lusts flee, and pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace, with those that call upon the Lord out of a pure heart.

2 Timothy 2:19 (JND) [19] Yet the firm foundation of God stands, having this seal, [The] Lord knows those that are his; and, Let every one who names the name of [the] Lord withdraw from iniquity.

2 Timothy 4:10 (JND) [10] for Demas has forsaken me, having loved the present age, and is gone to Thessalonica; Crescens to Galatia, Titus to Dalmatia.

2 Timothy 4:10 (JND) [10] for Demas has forsaken me, having loved the present age, and is gone to Thessalonica; Crescens to Galatia, Titus to Dalmatia.

Colossians 1:20 (JND) [20] and by him to reconcile all things to itself, having made peace by the blood of his cross by him, whether the things on the earth or the things in the heavens.

Acts 28:1 (JND) [1] And when we got safe [to land] we then knew that the island was called Melita.

Acts 22:23 (JND) [23] And as they were crying, and throwing away their clothes, and casting dust into the air,

1 Samuel 30:8 (JND) [8] And David inquired of Jehovah, saying, Shall I pursue after this troop? shall I overtake them? And he said to him, Pursue; for thou shalt assuredly overtake [them] and shalt certainly recover.

2 Samuel 5:24 (JND) [24] And it shall be, when thou hearest a sound of marching in the tops of the mulberry-trees, that then thou shalt bestir thyself; for then will Jehovah have gone forth before thee, to smite the army of the Philistines.

Hebrews 1 (JND) [1] God having spoken in many parts and in many ways formerly to the fathers in the prophets, [2] at the end of these days has spoken to us in [the person of the] Son, whom he has established heir of all things, by whom also he made the worlds; [3] who being [the] effulgence of his glory and [the] expression of his substance, and upholding all things by the word of his power, having made [by himself] the purification of sins, set himself down on the right hand of the greatness on high, …

Colossians 1 (JND) [1] Paul, apostle of Christ Jesus, by God's will, and Timotheus the brother, [2] to the holy and faithful brethren in Christ which [are] in Colosse. Grace to you and peace from God our Father [and Lord Jesus Christ]. [3] We give thanks to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ continually [when] praying for you, …

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

Hebrews 1 (JND) [1] God having spoken in many parts and in many ways formerly to the fathers in the prophets, [2] at the end of these days has spoken to us in [the person of the] Son, whom he has established heir of all things, by whom also he made the worlds; [3] who being [the] effulgence of his glory and [the] expression of his substance, and upholding all things by the word of his power, having made [by himself] the purification of sins, set himself down on the right hand of the greatness on high, …

Colossians 1 (JND) [1] Paul, apostle of Christ Jesus, by God's will, and Timotheus the brother, [2] to the holy and faithful brethren in Christ which [are] in Colosse. Grace to you and peace from God our Father [and Lord Jesus Christ]. [3] We give thanks to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ continually [when] praying for you, …

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

Hebrews 1 (JND) [1] God having spoken in many parts and in many ways formerly to the fathers in the prophets, [2] at the end of these days has spoken to us in [the person of the] Son, whom he has established heir of all things, by whom also he made the worlds; [3] who being [the] effulgence of his glory and [the] expression of his substance, and upholding all things by the word of his power, having made [by himself] the purification of sins, set himself down on the right hand of the greatness on high, …

Colossians 1 (JND) [1] Paul, apostle of Christ Jesus, by God's will, and Timotheus the brother, [2] to the holy and faithful brethren in Christ which [are] in Colosse. Grace to you and peace from God our Father [and Lord Jesus Christ]. [3] We give thanks to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ continually [when] praying for you, …

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

Hebrews 1 (JND) [1] God having spoken in many parts and in many ways formerly to the fathers in the prophets, [2] at the end of these days has spoken to us in [the person of the] Son, whom he has established heir of all things, by whom also he made the worlds; [3] who being [the] effulgence of his glory and [the] expression of his substance, and upholding all things by the word of his power, having made [by himself] the purification of sins, set himself down on the right hand of the greatness on high, …

Hebrews 1:9 (JND) [9] Thou hast loved righteousness and hast hated lawlessness; therefore God, thy God, has anointed thee with oil of gladness above thy companions.

Colossians 1 (JND) [1] Paul, apostle of Christ Jesus, by God's will, and Timotheus the brother, [2] to the holy and faithful brethren in Christ which [are] in Colosse. Grace to you and peace from God our Father [and Lord Jesus Christ]. [3] We give thanks to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ continually [when] praying for you, …

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

Hebrews 1 (JND) [1] God having spoken in many parts and in many ways formerly to the fathers in the prophets, [2] at the end of these days has spoken to us in [the person of the] Son, whom he has established heir of all things, by whom also he made the worlds; [3] who being [the] effulgence of his glory and [the] expression of his substance, and upholding all things by the word of his power, having made [by himself] the purification of sins, set himself down on the right hand of the greatness on high, …

Colossians 1 (JND) [1] Paul, apostle of Christ Jesus, by God's will, and Timotheus the brother, [2] to the holy and faithful brethren in Christ which [are] in Colosse. Grace to you and peace from God our Father [and Lord Jesus Christ]. [3] We give thanks to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ continually [when] praying for you, …

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

Acts 20:7 (JND) [7] And the first day of the week, we being assembled to break bread, Paul discoursed to them, about to depart on the morrow. And he prolonged the discourse till midnight.

1 Corinthians 10 (JND) [1] For I would not have you ignorant, brethren, that all our fathers were under the cloud, and all passed through the sea; [2] and all were baptised unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea; [3] and all ate the same spiritual food, …

1 Corinthians 11 (JND) [1] Be my imitators, even as *I* also [am] of Christ. [2] Now I praise you, that in all things ye are mindful of me; and that as I have directed you, ye keep the directions. [3] But I wish you to know that the Christ is the head of every man, but woman's head [is] the man, and the Christ's head God. …

1 Corinthians 11 (JND) [1] Be my imitators, even as *I* also [am] of Christ. [2] Now I praise you, that in all things ye are mindful of me; and that as I have directed you, ye keep the directions. [3] But I wish you to know that the Christ is the head of every man, but woman's head [is] the man, and the Christ's head God. …

1 Kings 7 (JND) [1] And Solomon was thirteen years building his own house; and he finished all his house. [2] And he built the house of the forest of Lebanon; its length was a hundred cubits, and its breadth fifty cubits, and its height thirty cubits, upon four rows of cedar-pillars, with cedar-beams upon the pillars; [3] and it was covered with cedar above upon the side-chambers, which were on forty-five pillars, fifteen in a row. …

Jude 1:3 (JND) [3] Beloved, using all diligence to write to you of our common salvation, I have been obliged to write to you exhorting [you] to contend earnestly for the faith once delivered to the saints.



PAUL’S LABOURS AT CORINTH


2 Corinthians 13:1-14

Before I begin to speak of this chapter, I will remark that one of the great wonders of church history is that there was ever an assembly in Corinth.  When the Lord Jesus spoke to Paul in relation to this place, He said, “speak and be not silent … because I have much people in this city” (Acts 18:9,10), an astonishing thing because, for a long time, Corinth had been an embodiment of wickedness.  We know that Paul had been to Athens, and had given a powerful address there, but I do not think that there is any record of an assembly ever being founded there.  We read of Damaris, and of one of the men who had been an Areopagite, and a few others, but we are not told that there was ever an assembly in Athens.  However, when Paul went to Corinth, it was different.  Persons from various levels of society – including some rich people – believed, were converted and an assembly was formed there.  It was glorious and dignified, but over time, things declined in Corinth to a very low level.  Brethren were not only quarrelling, but were taking each other to the civil court.  Imagine that!  There was also a certain element of wickedness going on in their midst, which they were not really paying much attention to – they should have mourned – and along with that, people were clustering together because of their shared viewpoints.  These and many other features of the world were found among them.  

It has been said however that when Paul wrote the first epistle to them, the foundation still stood1.  That gave the apostle great confidence.  There is a scripture in the Old Testament that says that “If the foundations be destroyed, what shall the righteous do?”, Ps.11:3.  If the foundation of Christianity is taken away, what can you do, but at Corinth the foundation had not been removed.  We have known an attack on the foundation of Christianity, and it was swiftly met, thank God.  What we have known in a more prolonged sense has been an attack on the foundations of the recovery of the truth. That had not risen up and then been met in a month; it has been a prolonged matter, but thank God, the foundation remains.

As to his first epistle to Corinth, and the conditions that existed then, the first evil that Paul addressed was not the misconduct of the wicked man, but it was the sects and divisions among them.  That was the very first thing he met in chapter 1 of 1 Corinthians.  Paul reminded them as to what they were – the assembly of God in Corinth – and that “God is faithful, by whom ye have been called into the fellowship of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord.  Now I exhort you, brethren …” (vv.9,10).  What was Paul addressing, what was uppermost in his mind?  It was the divisions among the saints, the party spirit among them.  

I would like to share something which I read, in the context of these divisions and parties that existed in Corinth.  ‘The flesh cannot rise up to heaven’ – that is true, it cannot apprehend heavenly things – ‘nor descend in love to every need’2.  I would greatly desire to be able to lift up my eyes and apprehend Christ where He is, glorified at the Father’s right hand, and glorified among His saints.  I would greatly desire that.  Mr Taylor said that he would like to go up to heaven to see Christ crowned there, crowned by the Father, but he also said that he would like to see Him crowned by His people down here3.  The address is easy to read – my mother encouraged me to read Volume 1, and I am glad she did.  But I would also like to be able to descend in love to every need.

The writer goes on; ‘The flesh cannot rise up to heaven, nor descend in love to every need.  It walks in the separative comparison of self-importance’.  That is what they were doing in Corinth – “I am of Paul … I of Cephas”, 1 Cor.1:12.  In verse 6 of chapter 4, Paul made clear his unwillingness to name anyone at Corinth as a party leader.  That was considerate of the apostle, but they were walking in the ‘separative comparison of self-importance’, and unity had gone.  They were down at the level of the world, but thank God, the foundation was still there.  

So Paul wrote to them and explained many things; he spoke strongly to them, he used exceptional language which would not be appropriate among us today (1 Cor.5:3-5).  Then he wrote a second epistle.  We all remember that in John’s gospel chapter 13, before the Supper, the Lord Jesus took the washhand basin, and He washed the feet of His disciples.  He also took a towel, He wiped their feet and He left them comfortable.  Some have likened the first epistle to the Corinthians to the washhand basin, and the second epistle to the towel.  I would respect that analogy.  In the first epistle, Paul dealt with the matter of the parties, and he went on and dealt with many other things.  He set out the truth of the Supper, taking it out of the household setting and the love feast setting which had become corrupted.  He did not call for that to be reformed, but placed the Supper in the assembly.  Paul went on to write of fellowship and the Lord’s supper, and so the epistle goes on.

When Paul wrote the second epistle, things had changed in Corinth.  His word had been very effective.  Early in the epistle, he wrote about the new covenant; he said that it is “the ministry of the Spirit”, 2 Cor.3:8.  He had written about the ministry of Moses, that it was glorious in its surroundings; it was introduced in glory, but it was never said to be glorious in itself.  As to the ministry of the Spirit, Paul wrote that it subsists in glory.  Beloved, it subsists in glory until today.  It is part of the situation in which we are today, that the ministry of the Spirit subsists in glory.  Paul went on to write about “looking on the glory of the Lord” (v.18).  Do we long for change with us, do we long for our state to be improved?  The Lord Jesus has no veil on His face.  If there is a veil on mine, I am sure that He would have me to lay it aside.  The Holy Spirit would serve each one of us, that if there is a veil, it might be laid aside; and if we look on His glory, we will be transformed.

Then Paul wrote about reconciliation to God, and the price which was paid for that, in that “Him who knew not sin he has made sin for us, that we might become God’s righteousness in him”, 2 Cor.5:21.  He also wrote about sanctification; “Be not diversely yoked with unbelievers”, 2 Cor.6:14.  I remember meeting a brother who I had never met before; he had not long been walking in the same path and I asked him, ‘What led you to come out of the church?’.  Without hesitation, he said ‘2 Corinthians 6 – be not diversely yoked with unbelievers’.  Similarly, if I am in a particular trade, and there is an advantage to be gained from being in a trade association, which is greater – the benefits of that association, or knowing God as my Father?  Such is the Father’s care that men and women are provided for as men and women; “I will be to you for a Father, and ye shall be to me for sons and daughters” (v.18).  The Father understands the specific needs of a man, and He understands the specific needs of a woman.  There could be nothing to compare with that, could there?

On the apostle goes, and I wanted to speak of this last chapter but before I do, I want to emphasise that this is the apostle speaking with the authority of his apostleship.  I would contrast it with the epistle to the Philippians, where Paul largely hides his apostleship, and speaks as a brother and as a believer.  But in this epistle, and certainly in this chapter, he speaks as an apostle.  I would like to touch on a few points as we go through, principles which apply to us at all times.  I wish to speak simply.  

The first principle Paul insists on is witness – that every matter is to be established in the mouth of two or three witnesses.  We are not ever above the need for that.  I would apply it very simply – it means just what it says.  

Then the second principle which I think the apostle establishes is the principle of warning.  It is observable that God in His ways uses warning in His dealings with man.  God warned man as to the partaking of the fruit of the tree of good and evil.  When the flood came, God had certainly warned men.  That massive floating structure, that ark, was not built secretly; it must have been the most public thing of the day.  God was giving warning.  When Pharaoh was about to be overthrown and his kingdom destroyed, God warned him through Moses and the repeated plagues4.  When the Israelites were to approach a city, they were to give notice and offer peace (Deut.20:10).  They were not to come upon it suddenly to destroy it; they were to offer peace, offer terms.  God was providing warning.  Through the prophets of the captivity, God was providing warning to Israel.  I think that all through, warning is a principle with God.  So it was with the apostle; he said, “if I come again I will not spare”.  And so it will be when the Lord Jesus appears.  His absence is a time of provisional reconciliation, and in relation to the church, His absence is giving time for repentance.  To Thyatira he said of Jezebel; “I gave her time that she should repent” (Rev.2:21).  To five of these assemblies, there is a warning.

Then we have this remarkable statement as to the One who has been crucified in weakness.  That was not Paul.  Paul was among them as powerful, not in his own strength, but in the power of the Spirit of God, but he speaks to them about One who had been crucified in weakness.  I would submit that that is another principle, maybe the third one that we can identify in this chapter, that in God’s ways, He brings us to feel our weakness.  I think that it is a principle with God, that He leads us that way.  

Despite all the labours of the apostle, despite all his patience that he had shown when this assembly had first been established and then in his labours in relation to recovering the Corinthians, it would seem that there were people who were detracting from him.  They were trying to put him down, to minimise his ministry, saying that he was weak, and other things.  Paul was saying, What has been of benefit in this ministry?  He puts it back on them; he says, You examine your own selves – do you not recognise that Jesus Christ is in you?  Persons who once were far from God, but now continuing through all this time of difficulty – Paul was saying to them that if they looked carefully, they would find that Jesus Christ was in them.  God was working there, and that remained.  Then Paul went on to write, “Now I hope that you will know that we” – that is Paul and Timothy – “are not reprobates”.  We know from one of the footnotes in the epistle to the Romans that a reprobate is someone who has no moral discernment5.  Paul was saying, ‘I hope that you know that we are not like that’.  Neither Paul or Timothy were anything like that at all; they were both men of acute moral discernment.  Timothy may not have spoken as Paul did – we do not have anything recorded of what he ever said – but I suggest to the brethren that Timothy was a man of acute moral discernment, otherwise he would never have cared how the saints got on (Phil.2:20).  

Paul says in verse 7, “But we pray to God that ye may do nothing evil”.  The great burden at the present time, which we would all carry, is that the Lord’s people might do nothing evil.  Then “not that we may appear approved, but that ye may do what is right”.  My interest in this chapter came from ministry which someone pointed out to me more than twenty years ago, and which had been given in an area in which there had been a lot of trouble.  Mr Taylor went there, and he read this passage about doing what is right, and said ‘There is not a Christian on earth who is not obligated to do that6.  I commend that to us.  That would be our prayer for all our brethren everywhere, that they might do what is right.  Paul says here, “but that ye may do what is right, and we be as reprobates”.  I think that this is another principle that we are touching on here, and that is the preparedness to be considered of no moral worth.  That is what this scripture says, “that ye may do what is right, and we be as reprobates”; that is, that we be regarded as though we have no discernment in matters of good and evil.  Paul was saying to the Corinthians, if that is what you think about us, then so be it, but you do what is right.  

Then he says, “For we can do nothing against the truth, but for the truth”.  The maintenance of the truth among us would be a very great desire on the part of everyone here.  But first, let me remind us all of what Mr Raven said, that the truth is not maintained merely by clinging tenaciously to its terms, but by our being the exponents of it7.  Second, I would remind us all that, if through grace, I had clung to the truth all my life and sought to promote it among my brethren – even if that had been so, all I can say is that I have been an unprofitable bondman, and that I have only done my duty, nothing more.  I cannot claim that, but if I had found grace to do it, that is what I would have been, an unprofitable bondman.  The truth is far greater than my apprehension of it, and greater than any particular issue that the Lord may be drawing attention to at any time.  We are right to pay heed to whatever specific matter that the Lord may be stressing among us; it is right to be aware of that and to heed it, but the truth is far, far greater.  The truth is really the declaration of God, all that God has been made known to be by His “only-begotten Son”, both in His pathway here, as well as in the glorious light from where He is now.  The apostle says, “For we can do nothing against the truth, but for the truth”.  The truth does not depend on me, and how I thank God for that.  

“For we rejoice when we may be weak and ye may be powerful”.  That is something of the guilelessness about which we were enquiring in the reading.  In man’s world, if someone wants to make a point, or to win an argument, then if they are clever, they will marshall facts to their advantage to defeat the opposition.  But Paul was saying, You have all the advantage: whatever advantages there are, you take them.  You be powerful, we will be weak.  Then he says, “But this also we pray for, your perfecting”.  That may be taken to refer to what is stressed in the epistle in relation to unity, and it would be our great desire, our prayer for the Lord’s people, that they might be perfected and that there might be oneness and unity among them, and also that there might be full growth.  That is what we pray for, and that is our great desire, beloved, that the Lord’s people might prosper in their souls, and that the greatness of the truth might be laid hold of despite our smallness in relation to it.  

I trust that the Lord may bless these thoughts to us, for His name’s sake.

Address at Grimsby

10 February 2018

G.J. Richards

 


Scripture references

2 Corinthians 13:1-14 (JND) [1] This third time I am coming to you. In the mouth of two or three witnesses shall every matter be established. [2] I have declared beforehand, and I say beforehand as present the second time, and now absent, to those that have sinned before, and to all the rest, that if I come again I will not spare. [3] Since ye seek a proof of Christ speaking in me, (who is not weak towards you, but is powerful among you, [4] for if indeed he has been crucified in weakness, yet he lives by God's power; for indeed *we* are weak in him, but we shall live with him by God's power towards you,) [5] examine your own selves if ye be in the faith; prove your own selves: do ye not recognise yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you, unless indeed ye be reprobates? [6] Now I hope that ye will know that *we* are not reprobates. [7] But we pray to God that ye may do nothing evil; not that *we* may appear approved, but that *ye* may do what is right, and *we* be as reprobates. [8] For we can do nothing against the truth, but for the truth. [9] For we rejoice when *we* may be weak and *ye* may be powerful. But this also we pray for, your perfecting. [10] On this account I write these things being absent, that being present I may not use severity according to the authority which the Lord has given me for building up, and not for overthrowing. [11] For the rest, brethren, rejoice; be perfected; be encouraged; be of one mind; be at peace; and the God of love and peace shall be with you. [12] Salute one another with a holy kiss. …

Acts 18:9-10 (JND) [9] And the Lord said by vision in [the] night to Paul, Fear not, but speak and be not silent; [10] because *I* am with thee, and no one shall set upon thee to injure thee; because I have much people in this city.

Psalms 11:3 (JND) [3] If the foundations be destroyed, what shall the righteous do?

1 Corinthians 1:12 (JND) [12] But I speak of this, that each of you says, *I* am of Paul, and *I* of Apollos, and *I* of Cephas, and *I* of Christ.

1 Corinthians 5:3-5 (JND) [3] For *I*, [as] absent in body but present in spirit, have already judged as present, [4] [to deliver,] in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ (ye and my spirit being gathered together, with the power of our Lord Jesus Christ), him that has so wrought this: [5] to deliver him, [I say,] [being] such, to Satan for destruction of the flesh, that the spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus.

2 Corinthians 3:8 (JND) [8] how shall not rather the ministry of the Spirit subsist in glory?

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.

2 Corinthians 6:14 (JND) [14] Be not diversely yoked with unbelievers; for what participation [is there] between righteousness and lawlessness? or what fellowship of light with darkness?

2 Corinthians 6 (JND) [1] But [as] fellow-workmen, we also beseech that ye receive not the grace of God in vain: [2] (for he says, I have listened to thee in an accepted time, and I have helped thee in a day of salvation: behold, now [is the] well-accepted time; behold, now [the] day of salvation:) [3] giving no manner of offence in anything, that the ministry be not blamed; …

2 Corinthians 6 (JND) [1] But [as] fellow-workmen, we also beseech that ye receive not the grace of God in vain: [2] (for he says, I have listened to thee in an accepted time, and I have helped thee in a day of salvation: behold, now [is the] well-accepted time; behold, now [the] day of salvation:) [3] giving no manner of offence in anything, that the ministry be not blamed; …

Deuteronomy 20:10 (JND) [10] When thou approachest unto a city to fight against it, thou shalt proclaim peace unto it.

Revelation 2:21 (JND) [21] And I gave her time that she should repent, and she will not repent of her fornication.

Philippians 2:20 (JND) [20] For I have no one like-minded who will care with genuine feeling how ye get on.



EXTRACT – THE CIRCLE OF FELLOWSHIP


May we look, first of all, at what appears to have originally characterised the company of those who were privileged to be identified with the Lord Jesus Christ during His absence from this world.  It will be seen, as we proceed, that what this company was at the first, so it is, in principle, at this moment.  Failure and confusion have made no difference in the Lord's thoughts as to His own company here, and therefore those who seek to be true to Him can count fully, and without reserve, upon His faithfulness.

Now the reader hardly needs to be reminded that Christ has not yet entered upon His rights here.  Whatever may be the thoughts and purposes of God concerning Him, it is only too evident that, for the present, He has no place here except in the hearts of His own.  It is this fact which gives such a depth of meaning to a passage which, perhaps, has not received the attention it deserves: “For as often as ye shall eat this bread, and drink the cup, ye announce the death of the Lord, until he come”, 1 Cor 11:26.  We may have occasion to look a little more at this later on, but we may just say now that it throws great light upon the Christian's position, as far as this world is concerned.  Why is it that we announce His death?  Why not His life, or His resurrection, or His glory?  The simple answer of the believer is that He to whom our hearts are now so closely attached has been refused and cast out here, and that just as death meant for the blessed Lord the closing-up of all His links with this world (for the world, as such, never saw Him again after His death) so, for those who are identified with Him, the associations which once we cherished and cultivated here have no longer any hold upon us.  His death has severed the ties which once bound us here.

This great fact, when accepted, leads to much thought and exercise, but the true heart is not afraid of it; for, in His death, we see not only that which closed up for us everything here, but also that which opens the door to all that lies beyond.  That which is really life is reached through death.  It may seem difficult to apprehend this at first, but it no longer presents any difficulty when we remember that every blessing for the Christian is connected with Christ where He now is in the resurrection-scene, and not with Him where He was before His death.  It is this fact which gives stability and joy to the soul.  May every reader be led more and more into the knowledge of it.
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Scripture references

1 Corinthians 11:26 (JND) [26] For as often as ye shall eat this bread, and drink the cup, ye announce the death of the Lord, until he come.
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