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HOW BELIEVERS REGARD ONE ANOTHER


 

Leviticus 7:8;  Philippians 2:1-11;  John 13:34,35;  Ephesians 4:15,16

 

We spoke in the reading meeting about how God regards us, our acceptance in Christ.  I now want to speak about how as believers we regard one another.  I want to speak from these scriptures to the end that we might see one another as God sees us.

We referred in the earlier meeting to the burnt-offering.  The passage we have read in Leviticus is part of the law of the trespass offering.  We spoke about the intimate connection between the offerings, and how this passage as to the skin of the burnt offering comes in at the end of the law of the trespass offering.  That offering was needed where something had happened to offend against the rights of God or against the rights of someone’s brother, or neighbour as it is put.  This note is added, “And as to the priest that presenteth any man’s burnt-offering”.  We are not to think that this is somehow exclusive to one class of persons: it is worth reminding ourselves that in the present day, scripture says “ye are all God’s sons by faith in Christ Jesus” (Gal.3:26) so that each believer is and has the capacity to be a priest.  This passage therefore applies to all believers, not exclusively to a small group.

“As to the priest that presenteth any man’s burnt-offering, the skin of the burnt-offering which he hath presented shall be the priest’s for himself”.  The skin would involve the covering.  We know that the offering itself was not to be eaten, the ashes were taken to a clean place (Lev.6:11); but the skin was reserved for the priest.  That suggests to me that when we look on a believer, we see them as clothed in the worth of Christ.  The brethren with whom we gather are together often and that is good.  One of the results of being together is that we get to know one another.  We know things about one another and largely they will be positive, and we might know one or two things that are less positive.  But the starting point is that we are to see one another as God sees us.  That does not mean that there is never a requirement for adjustment, or that if something needs to be taken up it should be overlooked, but the starting point is that we see one another as God sees us.

Sometimes we speak about the weak brother, the brother for whose sake Christ died (see 1 Cor.8:11), and the emphasis may be placed on the fact that a person is weak.  But I suggest that we are to emphasise, as regards every one with whom we are associated in fellowship, and every believer, that they are the brother or sister for whose sake Christ died.  And no one is on any different footing.  In Exodus it speaks about the half shekel, after the shekel of the sanctuary.  Each was required to present the same amount – it says that the rich shall not give more and the poor shall not give less (chap.30:13-15).  Each is redeemed on the basis of the death of Christ, each is one for whom Christ died.  All are on that ground and all have that standing.  A believer may or may not be personally in the enjoyment of their acceptance before God but that does not alter the fact that they have been redeemed by the precious blood of Christ and God has forgiven them on account of that.  

Our scripture says that “the skin … shall be the priest’s for himself”.  A feature of impressions we gain of Christ is that we can share them, but it is essential that each of us has something for ourselves.  We cannot go through our Christian life depending on the impressions that others have; we must have something that is our own.  If you or I meet another believer, it is a good thing to speak about an impression of Christ that we have enjoyed, because you will find that they too have something for themselves.  You may be able to impart something to them, and it is good to listen also, so that we learn about what they have for themselves.  I would encourage everyone here to seek impressions of Christ for yourself.  Jabez appears in 1 Chronicles 4:9,10 and his request to God is, “Oh that thou wouldest richly bless me, and enlarge my border”.  He wanted to have more of the inheritance.  Was that a little selfish?  Did it mean that because he had something more, someone else had less?  That is not the way Christianity works.  One way to look at it is that our border is upwards, and so there is no limit to it.  I do not encroach on your border by getting an impression of Christ, because you can have it too.  We can all have distinctive impressions of Christ.  Sometimes we may receive a distinctive impression when there is no one else there.  You might have had the same impression, I do not know, but we can both have it for ourselves.  The blessings of Christianity are measureless: everyone can have them, and no one misses out.  When we look at one another as persons who are clothed in the worth of Christ, and who have impressions of divine glory, that is a good starting point for any conversation.

In Philippians, Paul the apostle says, “If then there be any comfort in Christ, if any consolation of love, if any fellowship of the Spirit, if any bowels and compassions”.  Beloved, this is not an ‘if’ of doubt.  Is there any comfort in Christ?  I am sure that everyone present today could speak of the comfort that there is in Christ.  Then, “if any consolation of love”: the consolation of the love of divine Persons, the consolation of the love of one another, brings great comfort.  The apostle goes on, “if any consolation of love, if any fellowship of the Spirit”.  What other fellowship would there be if it was not in the power of the Holy Spirit?  “If any fellowship of the Spirit, if any bowels and compassions”.  The inward feelings of believers, resulting from what is formed inwardly, are of great moment to God.  

The Lord had inward feelings, because of who He was.  When He saw a man who could not speak, it says, “he groaned, and says to him, Ephphatha … Be opened”, Mark 7:34.  He groaned, He felt it inwardly.  When He was at the grave of Lazarus it tells us that He wept (John 11:35).  He did not weep because the situation was hopeless.  He was there to demonstrate the glory of God in the raising of Lazarus.  He wept because He felt for those who were weeping.  He wept because of His sympathy with those who felt the sorrow.  He knew He would and could raise Lazarus and yet He wept.  Why weep when He knew He had the answer?  He wept because He felt for those that were there.  Such are the inward feelings of the Lord.  

Such also are to be our inward feelings, beloved, for one another.  When we hear of a sister or a brother who is suffering, do we not feel for them?  When we hear of one who is going through difficulties, do we not feel for them?  When we hear that someone has gone away, do we not feel it?  Of course we do.  I do not think Paul is saying ‘If this is true, please demonstrate it’.  But he says, “fulfil my joy”.  He says, in effect, ‘Bring it out in all its fulness’ – “that ye may think the same thing, having the same love, joined in soul, thinking one thing”.  How can this be so?  Paul’s appeal to the Corinthian saints is that they might be perfectly united in the same mind and the same opinion (1 Cor.1:10).  How is this to be arrived at?  I think the answer lies in the last clause, “thinking one thing”.  If we are all thinking about the Lord Jesus then other matters fall into place, “that ye may think the same thing”. 

I am not suggesting there are such, but there should not be schools of opinion (Gal.5:20).  Christianity is not a matter of logical argument.  I notice that there is an increasing tendency even in Christian circles to think that certain matters are open for debate, that they are for discussion, and different conclusions may be reached.  That is not how Christianity works.  When Paul wrote, “as the truth is in Jesus” (Eph.4:21) that was the standard of truth then and it remains the standard now.  If a brother or sister is not sure about something and asks a question, that does not mean that the matter is being debated.  It is right to seek help from others. But when for example the scripture says, “Because of this a man shall leave his father and mother, and shall be united to his wife … This mystery is great, but I speak as to Christ, and as to the assembly” (Eph. 5:31), that is the standard of marriage in scripture and there is not another one.  It is not a matter for debate, or of taking account of what may be common at the present day.  The divine standard remains.

When the scripture says, “male and female created he them” (Gen.1:27), that is the standard and it remains so.  Our relations with one another are greatly assisted by the recognition of the divine standard in all matters.  Christ is the Head of every man, and the man is the head of the woman (1 Cor.11:3): that is the divine standard, “and the Christ’s head God”.  Were I to start to abandon the divine standard, I may end up undermining the fundamental truth that Christ’s Head is God.  We are assisted greatly in our relations with one another if we maintain the truth.

The passage in Philippians goes on to speak about what may come in as a result of persons’ inclinations.  “Let nothing be in the spirit of strife or vain glory, but, in lowliness of mind, each esteeming the other as more excellent than themselves”.  When we are young, we can say that another brother or sister is more excellent than I am because they are better taught in the truth, and that may well be true: it is good that the younger should have respect for the elder.  But as I go on, I find more reasons, not fewer, to think that the brethren are more excellent than I am.  The more we get to know believers, and particularly those with whom we walk in fellowship, because we are closest to them, the more we come to understand why they are more excellent.

God helps us in this.  He points out to us positive features about one another.  The Lord has called home dear local brothers recently whom we greatly valued and witness was borne to what they had contributed under the Lord’s hand, but it would be sad if we had to wait until a person was taken to be with the Lord before we heard positive things about them.  If we have something positive to say about one another, the best time to say it is now.  If we are thankful for something that a brother or sister does or says, take the opportunity to thank them for it.  If a young person serves in some way, perhaps largely unseen, we should make sure that we thank them.  These are simple things. 

There are examples we know of persons who fill out what is said here, as to “regarding not each his own qualities, but each those of others also”.  It does not say that you are to dismiss your own qualities, but that you are not to regard them, while you do regard those of others also.  If you have an impression of Christ that the Lord has given you, then you should use it.  The scripture says, “there is that withholdeth more than is right, but it tendeth only to want”, Prov.11:24.  “More than is right” means more than is suitable, and that “tendeth only to want”.  If the Lord has given you something to do, then you should do it.  If you are asked to preach and you are able, then do it.  You might say ‘I do not feel particularly able’.  No one does, but the Spirit is here to help us.  If there is a service you can carry out, brothers as well as sisters, then I would encourage you to do it and the Lord will take account of it.  

When I was young, I did not value sufficiently being often in the houses of other brethren.  That kept us in the environment of what is right.  It was not that we were made to do hours of bible study, although studying the scriptures is very valuable, but we were in an environment of safety.  The children of Israel were given instructions about building their houses, and there was to be a parapet for the roof (Deut.22:8).  A parapet is a wall that surrounded the flat roof, and in the houses of these times people went up on the roof.  The parapet meant that you would not fall off.  Is there something in my house that would put one of my brethren in danger, or is it a place that protects them?  I believe it is so in the houses of the saints, but I commend the importance of this to us all: make sure that the parapet on your roof is in good repair, and that would include regarding one another as more excellent.

How is all of this to be done?  The answer is in the verses following: “For let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus; who, subsisting in the form of God, did not esteem it an object of rapine to be on an equality with God”.  Another translation renders “an object of rapine” as ‘robbery’; it means that He was not taking up a place or position that did not belong to Him.  It says “to be on an equality with God”:  He is on equality with God.  It says of Him in Romans 9:5, “who is over all, God blessed for ever”.  That is who He is.  He took nothing that did not belong to Him by being on equality with God, but despite that He “emptied himself, taking a bondman’s form, taking his place in the likeness of men”.   Subsequently we read, “and having been found in figure as a man, humbled himself”.  Why did He humble Himself?  So that the love of God might be seen in its fulness.  He humbled Himself because none could humble Him, and having humbled Himself, He became “obedient even unto death”.  That does not mean that He obeyed death, but He obeyed His Father’s will even to the extent of going into death – “and that the death of the cross”.  

We are speaking about how we regard one another, and have noted that each brother and sister is one for whom Christ died.  Not only did He die, but it was the death of the cross, involving shame, ignominy and suffering.  The outward suffering we read of, and we can take account of it to an extent, but the inward suffering was beyond measure.  Scripture says, “Now from the sixth hour there was darkness over the whole land until the ninth hour”, Matt.27:45.  No one could see, no one could follow, no one could bear what He bore in the death of the cross.  It is not that He obeyed death.  When it comes to the point of His death, it says He bowed His head and delivered up His spirit.  His spirit was His own.  He is distinctive in that, and He delivered it up because He had the right to do so.  It is my impression that He bowed His head because even the very portal, the gate of death, was something He had made and He was greater than it.  He had to bow His head to go in, and in doing so He broke the power of Satan and came out in victory in resurrection.  Every believer is bought by that work, and we look on one another in that way.  

It says too that He “has washed us from our sins in his blood”.  As we have been reminded in the reading, the objective in the gospel is not simply our being set free.  He “has washed us from our sins in his blood, and made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father”, Rev.1:5,6.  As we look on one another, we are looking on what Christ has done and what He has secured for the Father’s glory now and eternally.  It is no surprise, then, that it is ordained of God “that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow”.  This is the time to bow the knee to Jesus.  There is a time coming when all will have to bow.  They will have no choice in the matter.  They will bow and it will be to God the Father’s glory, but the blessing is in bowing now.  As we look on one another, we should regard one another as those who have bowed the knee to Jesus.

In John’s gospel we have read the Lord’s words: “A new commandment I give to you, that ye love one another”.  This is very interesting, as is all that the Lord says.  You might ask, why is this a new commandment, given that there is the commandment in the Old Testament that “thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself”, Lev.19:18.  What makes this a new commandment?  It is this: “as I have loved you”.  The best that could be commanded in the law was that you should love your neighbour as yourself; that is, be as good to your neighbour as you would be to yourself.  There is nothing wrong with that – the law is holy and just and good (see Rom.7:12).  But there was never an example like this before: “as I have loved you”.  Do you know how much the Lord has loved you?  I know He loves me.  I cannot say how much He loves me because I cannot exhaust or measure it, but I can say that as time goes by, I appreciate His love more.  And He says, as it were, ‘now I want that same standard of love to apply to your feelings for one another’ – “as I have loved you”.

It was and is love that gave everything.  “By this shall all know that ye are disciples of mine, if ye have love amongst yourselves”.  Love is to be taken account of by others – there is a testimony to love.  People should be able to tell how much we love one another.  Men and women in the world do see it.  There is a testimony in the fact that we love one another.  There is glory to God in it.  “Love amongst yourselves” is love in circulation, in activity.  God’s love is never static; it is active.  Grace is the activity of love in adverse circumstances, and of the fulness of Christ we all have received and grace upon grace (see John 1:16).  We can well afford to have love amongst ourselves, having benefited from such grace.  

In the passage in Ephesians, we have “holding the truth in love”.  It has been said in teaching that the truth is our bond because it is the standard and that is right.  My love might ebb and flow, and it cannot be regarded as the standard; but “holding the truth in love” is how we adopt the standard.  Love too is a bond, so it is not that the truth is our bond to the exclusion of all else.  Love is a bond.  What that conveys to me is that we should seek to touch or handle the truth only in love.  The truth is of great value.  It is to be handled and held in love.  That does not mean a dilution of standards, or letting go of principle.  We must maintain divine principles, but that must be done in love because we hold the truth in love.  It is so that “we may grow up to him in all things, who is the head, the Christ”.  Growing up to Him in all things is consequent on “holding the truth in love”.  And “the Christ” is God’s anointed, to whom we are to grow up so as to become like Him.  

The Lord held the truth in love.  He demonstrated it practically when He was here.  The woman in John 8 was brought before Him, and He stooped twice: He held the truth in love.  He said, “Neither do I condemn thee”, but He also said “go, and sin no more” (v.11).  He held the truth in love, love that was sufficient to take Him to the cross so that forgiveness can be offered.  Another example is His own words on the cross, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do”, Luke 23:34.  He did not say that they had not sinned, but the Lord applied the grace of Leviticus 4 in saying they did it through inadvertence (v.2).  He did not overlook the sin, but He was willing to die for those who had put Him on the cross.  He was holding the truth in love that God’s righteousness might be upheld, His holy claims of justice answered to.

“From whom the whole body, fitted together”: we have been fitted together, beloved brethren, and we have been put where we are by the Lord.  We are not saying that no one should ever move location for good reasons, but we have been fitted together, and connected.  It is possible for things to be fitted together but not connected.  If you were to fit a block of wood between two metal components, they are fitted together but they are not connected.  You could not pass an electric current from one side to the other, because the parts are not connected.  But the saints in the body are “fitted together, and connected by every joint of supply”.  A joint moves, it is flexible.  A joint of supply is not rigid, but it is available – “connected by every joint of supply”.  You might think that the analogy to the body, used by the apostle, falls down here because some parts of the body are connected to others but not everything is connected to everything else.  But in fact, every part of the human body is connected to the head, because if it was not it would fail in its function.  And every part of the body is connected to the heart because otherwise there would be no blood flowing and that part of the body, or perhaps the whole body, would die.  So we are connected with one Head and we are joined in soul.  

The thought of “joined in soul, thinking one thing” that we spoke about earlier links with “according to the working in its measure of each one part”.  Nobody can be done without.  What is in view is “each one part”.  There are parts of the human body so small that they can hardly be seen, but if they are not there the body would not function.  If you have a deficiency of iron in your blood, I do not suppose you could see that at all, but you would soon know because the body would not work properly.  Do not think that you do not matter in the body of Christ.  Each one part is to be “working in its measure”.  These words are important: “according to the working in its measure” means that each part is doing something in relation to the measure that God has given.  It specifically says, “of each one part”.  The scripture might have said ‘of each part’.  Scripture does not waste words, and if it says, “of each one part”, that means that the Lord is taking account of us as individuals.  If we have something to do, then let us do it.  

When we come to glory, when the Lord claims His church and takes all His own to be with Him, I think we will see “each one part” clearly, and what “each one part” has contributed.  But we can encourage one another at the present time to do what the Lord has given us to do, so that “the whole body … works for itself the increase of the body”.  That is another important matter: the body does not take instructions from outside itself.  I give an example of this.  There was a time when the government required persons to serve in the armed forces, to take up arms and be willing to fire a weapon and kill someone.  Brothers generally came to it that that was not what a believer should do, and they asked to be relieved from the requirement to bear arms.  Some went to prison for refusing to take up arms.  But the government provided for this and arranged that those who had a conscience about bearing arms were allowed to be what was called ‘conscientious objectors’, which meant that they had to do military service but were not required to take a weapon.  How does that relate to what we have read?  The scripture says that “the whole body … works for itself”.  The instruction to bear arms came from outside the body, from the lawful authorities, but it was inconsistent with the truth held in love and therefore could not be taken on.  

I say that because in these days the law requires us to accept certain things which scripture would call unlawful.  We may be expected to approve certain things that scripture says are not to be approved of, and indeed it would call them wicked.  What are believers to do who seek to be governed by scripture?  Firstly, we can help one another.  If you are not sure what to do, ask a brother or sister.  Secondly, the law of the land cannot tell you what to think, nor can it tell you what to believe.  I believe that what the scripture says is true through and through.  I further believe it is unassailable and that God will see to it that a way through will be kept open for believers until the Lord comes.  I might not know precisely what to say in any given circumstance, but I can say what I believe to be right.  No one is asking that believers enter into protests, or seek to make points in public.  But if I may give you an example, I know a young sister who was at school when there was a lesson about creation, and various theories were presented.  Afterwards, each pupil was asked to prepare a sheet of paper about what they thought.  The young sister prepared a sheet that said, ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth ...  And on the first day …’.  She went through the six days of creation, a line at a time, and that is what she submitted.  The teacher laminated the sheet and put it on the wall.  So there was a testimony.

Say what you believe to be true; you do not need to argue about what is not true – just stick simply to the truth.  It may not be easy, but you will be given in that hour what to say (see Mark 13:11).  We can encourage one another, and can point to scriptures that help.  We can encourage one another.  “The whole body … works for itself the increase of the body to its self-building up in love” is an encouragement.  You do not need to look for love outside the body.  It is all there, and you do not need anything else because Christ is the Head.  There is nothing further that you require.

I trust that the Lord may encourage and bless us, for His name’s sake.

 

Address at Birmingham

9 March 2024 

 

Paul Gray
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Philippians 2:1-11 (JND) [1] If then [there be] any comfort in Christ, if any consolation of love, if any fellowship of [the] Spirit, if any bowels and compassions, [2] fulfil my joy, that ye may think the same thing, having the same love, joined in soul, thinking one thing; [3] [let] nothing [be] in the spirit of strife or vain glory, but, in lowliness of mind, each esteeming the other as more excellent than themselves; [4] regarding not each his own [qualities], but each those of others also. [5] For let this mind be in you which [was] also in Christ Jesus; [6] who, subsisting in the form of God, did not esteem it an object of rapine to be on an equality with God; [7] but emptied himself, taking a bondman's form, taking his place in [the] likeness of men; [8] and having been found in figure as a man, humbled himself, becoming obedient even unto death, and [that the] death of [the] cross. [9] Wherefore also God highly exalted him, and granted him a name, that which is above every name, [10] that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of heavenly and earthly and infernal [beings], [11] and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ [is] Lord to God [the] Father's glory.
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Matthew 27:45 (JND) [45] Now from [the] sixth hour there was darkness over the whole land until [the] ninth hour;
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Luke 23:34 (JND) [34] And Jesus said, Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do. And, parting out his garments, they cast lots.

Leviticus 4 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel, saying, If a soul shall sin through inadvertence against any of the commandments of Jehovah [in things] that ought not to be done, and do any of them; [3] if the priest that is anointed sin according to the trespass of the people; then for his sin which he hath sinned shall he present a young bullock without blemish to Jehovah for a sin-offering. …

Mark 13:11 (JND) [11] But when they shall lead you away to deliver you up, be not careful beforehand as to what ye shall say, [nor prepare your discourse]: but whatsoever shall be given you in that hour, that speak; for *ye* are not the speakers, but the Holy Spirit.



ONENESS AMONG THE SAINTS


 

John 10:14-16;  Romans 15:1-7;  Philippians 2:1-5

 

I would like to speak about oneness.  The scripture in John 10 speaks about one flock and one shepherd.  In Romans, we have “may with one accord, with one mouth, glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”.  In Philippians, the well-known passage says, “that ye may think the same thing, having the same love, joined in soul, thinking one thing”.  

Mr Raven remarked that the principle of unity amongst the saints is emphasised in every epistle1.  In the reading earlier, a brother referred to unity, involving the saints being subject to the same Lord and moving in the power of the same Spirit.  We could have read many scriptures that refer to oneness and unity.  I have read these because I was thinking particularly of how we might promote unity and oneness amongst the brethren.  In John 17, the Lord three times expresses the desire, in different contexts, that the disciples may be one.  He adds, “as we are one” (v.22), when speaking to the Father.  It is a remarkable thing that the Lord should speak in this way of the divine standard of oneness.  Paul says, “For God is one”, 1 Tim.2:5.  God is love, but also God is one.  These are two absolute statements, eternally true.  

What a matter to consider, that the Lord’s desire is that the saints should be one.  His prayer in John 17 as to oneness was answered at Pentecost, when the Spirit came.  At that point, there was a powerful testimony in the oneness of the saints.  We sang in our hymn of the time to come when:

 

‘... all Thy saints, now scattered far and wide, 

  Shall be without one shade of variation,

All like thee, Lord, united by Thy side!’                                     (Hymn 421, v.2).  

 

The Lord desires that there should be oneness amongst the saints now.  The testimony publicly is in breakdown, and we are part of that.  But I think the Lord desires that the feature of oneness should be seen among those available to us in practical fellowship.  We all have responsibility to promote it and maintain it.  As Paul says to the Ephesians, “using diligence to keep the unity of the Spirit in the uniting bond of peace” (chap.4:3).  

I was impressed by these words in John, “one flock, one shepherd”.  John’s gospel was written for our times, for this day of breakdown.  The Lord has not given up the thought of one flock and one shepherd even in a day of breakdown.  I was thinking particularly of how oneness would be promoted.  The scripture speaks of the sheep hearing His voice and following Him.  That is what marks the sheep in John’s gospel.  They do not go astray, they hear His voice, the voice of the one Shepherd.  It is very close to what we have been considering as to Christ being the Centre, the Object of the saints, the One who is to be followed and whose voice we are to hear.  These things would promote oneness among the saints.  

The scriptures we have read also provide examples of persons who promote oneness.  The man in John 9 is often spoken of as an example of John’s sheep.  We also have the woman in John 4.  Up to chapter 9 of John’s gospel, we hear largely of individuals, but from chapter 10, John brings in the flock.  The man of John 9 is an example: he merged into the flock.  He was obedient to the Lord’s word, he was in subjection to the Lord.  He was told to go and wash in the pool of Siloam, which interpreted is Sent (v.7).  The Lord Jesus in John’s gospel is presented as the sent One.  He was obedient to the Father’s will.  In the man in John 9 there was moral correspondence with Christ.

The scriptures we have read bring out moral features that would promote oneness amongst the saints.  The first feature is subjection, and obedience to the Lord’s word.  How ready the blind man was to obey the Lord’s word.  We are often slow to be subject.  Naaman the Syrian was told four times to go and wash, and we are often like that; but this man was ready immediately to obey the Lord’s word.  That is a very fundamental matter.  There can never be any oneness if our wills are allowed to operate; that would be impossible.  It is the will of God that is to govern us.  The man in John 9 was very readily obedient.  He also recognised the Lord as a prophet; he recognised the Lord bringing in the divine mind.  He could also give an account of what the Lord had said to him.  He heard the Lord’s voice and took in what He said.  It is important to recognise what comes from Christ.  He is a prophet.  He is, of course, more than a prophet.  The man’s appreciation of Christ increases throughout the chapter and at the end he believes on Him as the Son of God.

John’s gospel speaks much about His voice, His words, His commandments, His word.  All these things are important, and they have to be recognised if there is to be oneness among the saints.  There could not be oneness on any other basis.  If there is this feature of hearkening to His word among the saints, that is very pleasing to the Lord and it provides a moral basis for oneness.  These moral features are to be seen in the saints.  Another thing that marks the man in John 9 is that he was faithful to the light he received.  “One thing I know” (v.25), he said, and he could not be moved from that.  That is another very important matter for us, to be faithful to the light that we have received.  How favoured we have been in being provided with light – light as to Christ, light as to the assembly.  The Lord would look for faithfulness to the light we have been given.  Many believers have not had the same light, but many are faithful to the light that they have received, and the Lord would commend that.  

Then he fitted in or merged into the flock.  He recognised the Lord’s speaking.  On the mountain Peter’s mistake was to say, “let us make here three tabernacles”, Matt.17:4.  That approach would never bring about oneness.  The Father’s voice was, “This is my beloved Son ... hear him”, v.5.  Every thing we know of divine love and divine Persons is through the Lord Jesus, and through hearing Him.  He is the One who has made everything of God known to us.  There is only one voice, the Shepherd’s voice.  He is the Prophet.  The woman in John 4 is remarkable, too.  We often speak of that woman and the blind man in John 9 together.  She also recognised the Lord as a prophet, so there was oneness there.  They were both examples of the Lord’s sheep.  She came to the same conclusion as this man: “I see that thou are a prophet”, John 4:19.  She recognised and appreciated His speaking.

The Lord says in Matthew “if two of you shall agree”, chap.18:19.  We are reading in Matthew’s gospel locally, and we noticed that he recounts in chapter 20 that two blind men were healed at Jericho.  Mark and Luke refer to one blind man.  Matthew has the assembly in mind.  The two blind men who were healed followed Jesus, so there is unity there, which is in principle an expression of the assembly.  The number of course can be increased.   Every believer in the Lord Jesus who has received the gift of the Holy Spirit belongs to the assembly, but there can be an expression of the assembly in even two or three believers who are following the one Shepherd and hearing His voice.

The man in John 9 is an example of one who merged into the one flock.  It involved the Lord’s death, if there was to be the one flock.  He speaks of that in John 10, He lays down His life for the sheep (v.11).  Jew and Gentile were brought together: what a triumph of divine grace!  We spoke of shepherds earlier, but none can be compared with the one Shepherd.  John’s sheep are following the same Shepherd and are hearing the same voice.

We read in Romans 15.  The context here is the weak brother.  Paul speaks of this in chapter 14: “him that is weak in the faith receive” (v.1).  This would apply particularly, at the time it was written, to Jewish believers who were not fully established in divine grace.  I think the principle still applies, that those who are strong are to bear the infirmities of the weak.  He goes on to speak about response to God: “with one accord, with one mouth, glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”.  The moral feature that I would like to highlight from this section of scripture is that Christ did not please Himself.  As was remarked in the reading, the Lord always did the things that pleased the Father.  If the Lord did what was pleasing to Himself, it would always have been right, but His motive was never to please Himself, and He is the model for us in this.  

Paul says, “For the Christ also did not please himself”.  In Philippians 2 we have the word, “let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus”.  The word “also” shows that He is the model for us.  This feature of not pleasing ourselves would certainly help to promote oneness amongst the saints, leading to a united response to God.  Romans gives us the teaching of the glad tidings.   Oneness amongst saints flows from acceptance of the glad tidings.  I thought of Luke’s gospel, where the glad tidings are illustrated.  In Luke’s gospel there are many illustrations, and one of the themes there is that persons give glory to God.  That is the effect of divine grace.  Persons who know divine grace in their souls give glory to God.  How often that is the case in Luke’s gospel.  

Paul goes on to speak of response to God in this paragraph, “that ye may with one accord, with one mouth, glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”.  What a united response!  Romans gives us the teaching of the kingdom, but there are hints as to the assembly in this description of a corporate response for divine pleasure.  This flows, I think, from the moral feature of not pleasing ourselves.  Christ did not please Himself.  We might do what we think is right, but we may be pleasing ourselves.  Self-pleasing would always hinder oneness amongst the saints.  The context in Romans 15 is that the strong bear the infirmities of the weak.  We all need to be carried sometimes.  It is like bearing one another’s burdens (Gal.6:2).  How the Lord bore burdens and carried the weak.  Even at Ephesus Paul speaks of the weak.  You would not think that there would be any weak persons there, but, as we are told in Acts 20, “we ought to come in aid of the weak” (v.35).  This may involve sacrifice on the part of those who are strong.  Otherwise, there might be something that the enemy could take advantage of.  The weak brother is not wilful, we must always remember that; he is not displaying his own will, but he is weak in the sense of not fully appreciating the liberty of sonship, the greatness of divine grace, and will be greatly helped through the display of the spirit of Christ in those who are strong.  

I think following the principle of not pleasing ourselves would greatly enhance oneness amongst the saints.  It involves a supply of grace.  We have all been shown grace: “where sin abounded grace has over-abounded” (Rom.5:20), but there is a continuing supply of grace needed, so that we are not on the line of pleasing ourselves but of pleasing our neighbour and considering for one another.  May we be encouraged to pursue this.  Again, it was a moral feature seen in the Lord Jesus.  There can only be oneness according to God as these features of Christ are seen in the saints.  Romans 16 also gives us a list of names of saints who did not please themselves.  They were examples that Paul could bring forward, and he makes various brief comments about some.  We speak of them as boards of the tabernacle, all contributing to oneness amongst the saints.  It says of one, “who has laboured much in the Lord” (v.12).  Another is spoken of as “a helper of many” (v.2).  These saints were not pleasing themselves but were considering for others.

What we have in Philippians is a very attractive local company.  Paul takes account of what was seen there.  He mentions four things: “comfort in Christ”, “consolation of love”, “fellowship of the Spirit”, “bowels and compassions”, then he adds, “fulfil my joy”.  Then he speaks of another four features.  There was room for further promoting this feature of oneness in this company which was already marked by oneness, a very attractive company.  Again, we have examples in Acts of persons who were in Philippi – Lydia and the jailor (Acts 16:14,27).  Paul proved this, the comfort that was there – the fellowship, bowels and compassions: he proved that in Philippi.  What marked Lydia was that she attended to the things spoken by Paul (v.14).  One thing that has caused division among believers is not listening to Paul.  It has been said in ministry that Christ is the test for every man, and also that Paul’s ministry is the test for every believer2.  There could only be oneness according to God as Paul’s ministry is listened to.  We are to attend to the things spoken by Paul.  Paul brings the greatest truth before us.  Lydia was marked by attending to these things.  How often discord comes in when something in Paul’s ministry is given up.

Paul was encouraging the saints to further promote oneness amongst them.  He could take account of those sisters who did not think the same way (chap.4:2).  Sisters have a great place in Philippi.  When Paul came to the city, it was to Lydia that he came.  He says in verse 2, “fulfil my joy”, showing that he desired to see oneness amongst them.  His desire was very much in line with the Lord’s own desire and longing “that they may be one, as we are one”, John 17:22.  That was the standard that the Lord had before Him.  Paul had the same standard before him in his ministry.  

Paul speaks here of thinking “the same thing, having the same love, joined in soul, thinking one thing”.  It is a high standard of oneness: thinking “one thing” could only be as having Christ before us.  As has been said earlier today, the Spirit is the power, the binding power, amongst the saints.  In the tabernacle, the middle bar (see Ex.26:28) would speak of the unity of the Spirit.  We have all been baptised into one body by the Spirit (1 Cor.12:13).  What an encouragement for us, and what resources are available.  The feature that Paul is drawing attention to here is lowliness of mind, particularly expressed in valuing what is of Christ in others – another blessed feature of Christ.  Any element of pride would bring in discord, but lowliness of mind is a beautiful feature so fully seen in Christ, one who is meek and lowly in heart.  

These features highlighted in the scriptures we have read – subjection to the Lord’s word, not pleasing ourselves, and lowliness of mind – would promote oneness amongst the saints.  All these features are displayed perfectly in Christ, and my desire is to draw our attention to them, in order that we may be formed in them and thus promote oneness.  

What divine blessing flows from oneness!  The Psalm says, “how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity”, Ps.133:1.  The psalmist goes on to speak of life: “there hath Jehovah commanded the blessing, life for evermore” (v.3).  It is eternal life conditions, and these can only be enjoyed as there is oneness amongst the saints.  It is for God’s pleasure too.  Romans says, “with one mouth, glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”.  What an example we see of oneness in the service of God.  The Lord’s supper too is an expression of oneness – one loaf, one cup – an expression of oneness that delights the Lord’s heart.  In the service of song too, there is oneness expressed in the hymns we sing together.  Young brothers give out hymns in the service of God that promote oneness by providing an opportunity for the saints to praise God as one.  What pleasure there is for divine Persons in this.  May we be encouraged in it.

The Lord speaks in John 10:12 of the sheep being scattered.  How much scattering there has been, but the Lord desires that this feature of oneness should be seen amongst His own.  We always have to keep in our minds the whole assembly; we must keep that in our affections as Paul always did.  We have to keep that in our minds and affections, but as we are often reminded, we live in the day of small things (Zech.4:10).  The Lord appreciates oneness amongst His saints even in such a day.  It is pleasing to Him and is according to His own longings.

May we be encouraged and blessed in these things, for His name’s sake.
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Scripture references

John 10:14-16 (JND) [14] I am the good shepherd; and I know those that are mine, and am known of those that are mine, [15] as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. [16] And I have other sheep which are not of this fold: those also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one flock, one shepherd.

John 10:14-16 (JND) [14] I am the good shepherd; and I know those that are mine, and am known of those that are mine, [15] as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. [16] And I have other sheep which are not of this fold: those also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one flock, one shepherd.

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.

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.
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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. …

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. …

1 Timothy 2:5 (JND) [5] For God is one, and [the] mediator of God and men one, [the] man Christ Jesus,

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. …

John 9 (JND) [1] And as he passed on, he saw a man blind from birth. [2] And his disciples asked him, saying, Rabbi, who sinned, this [man] or his parents, that he should be born blind? [3] Jesus answered, Neither has this [man] sinned nor his parents, but that the works of God should be manifested in him. …

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. …

John 9 (JND) [1] And as he passed on, he saw a man blind from birth. [2] And his disciples asked him, saying, Rabbi, who sinned, this [man] or his parents, that he should be born blind? [3] Jesus answered, Neither has this [man] sinned nor his parents, but that the works of God should be manifested in him. …
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Matthew 17:4 (JND) [4] And Peter answering said to Jesus, Lord, it is good we should be here. If thou wilt, let us make here three tabernacles: for thee one, and for Moses one, and one for Elias.
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John 9 (JND) [1] And as he passed on, he saw a man blind from birth. [2] And his disciples asked him, saying, Rabbi, who sinned, this [man] or his parents, that he should be born blind? [3] Jesus answered, Neither has this [man] sinned nor his parents, but that the works of God should be manifested in him. …

John 4:19 (JND) [19] The woman says to him, Sir, I see that thou art a prophet.

John 9 (JND) [1] And as he passed on, he saw a man blind from birth. [2] And his disciples asked him, saying, Rabbi, who sinned, this [man] or his parents, that he should be born blind? [3] Jesus answered, Neither has this [man] sinned nor his parents, but that the works of God should be manifested in him. …

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. …

Romans 15 (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. …

Philippians 2 (JND) [1] If then [there be] any comfort in Christ, if any consolation of love, if any fellowship of [the] Spirit, if any bowels and compassions, [2] fulfil my joy, that ye may think the same thing, having the same love, joined in soul, thinking one thing; [3] [let] nothing [be] in the spirit of strife or vain glory, but, in lowliness of mind, each esteeming the other as more excellent than themselves; …

Romans 15 (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. …

Galatians 6:2 (JND) [2] Bear one another's burdens, and thus fulfil the law of the Christ.

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. …

Romans 5:20 (JND) [20] But law came in, in order that the offence might abound; but where sin abounded grace has overabounded,

Romans 16 (JND) [1] But I commend to you Phoebe, our sister, who is minister of the assembly which is in Cenchrea; [2] that ye may receive her in [the] Lord worthily of saints, and that ye may assist her in whatever matter she has need of you; for *she* also has been a helper of many, and of myself. [3] Salute Prisca and Aquila, my fellow-workmen in Christ Jesus, …

Acts 16:14-27 (JND) [14] And a certain woman, by name Lydia, a seller of purple, of the city of Thyatira, who worshipped God, heard; whose heart the Lord opened to attend to the things spoken by Paul. [15] And when she had been baptised and her house, she besought [us], saying, If ye have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come into my house and abide [there]. And she constrained us. [16] And it came to pass as we were going to prayer that a certain female slave, having a spirit of Python, met us, who brought much profit to her masters by prophesying. [17] She, having followed Paul and us, cried saying, These men are bondmen of the Most High God, who announce to you [the] way of salvation. [18] And this she did many days. And Paul, being distressed, turned, and said to the spirit, I enjoin thee in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her. And it came out the same hour. [19] And her masters, seeing that the hope of their gains was gone, having seized Paul and Silas, dragged [them] into the market before the magistrates; [20] and having brought them up to the praetors, said, These men utterly trouble our city, being Jews, [21] and announce customs which it is not lawful for us to receive nor practise, being Romans. [22] And the crowd rose up too against them; and the praetors, having torn off their clothes, commanded to scourge [them]. [23] And having laid many stripes upon them they cast [them] into prison, charging the jailor to keep them safely; [24] who, having received such a charge, cast them into the inner prison, and secured their feet to the stocks. [25] And at midnight Paul and Silas, in praying, were praising God with singing, and the prisoners listened to them. …

John 17:22 (JND) [22] And the glory which thou hast given me I have given them, that they may be one, as we are one;

Exodus 26:28 (JND) [28] and the middle bar in the midst of the boards reaching from one end to the other.

Exodus 26:28 (JND) [28] and the middle bar in the midst of the boards reaching from one end to the other.

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.

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.

Psalms 133:1 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees. Of David.} Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!

John 10:12 (JND) [12] but he who serves for wages, and who is not the shepherd, whose own the sheep are not, sees the wolf coming, and leaves the sheep and flees; and the wolf seizes them and scatters the sheep.

Zechariah 4:10 (JND) [10] For who hath despised the day of small things? Yea, they shall rejoice [even] those seven and shall see the plummet in the hand of Zerubbabel: these are the eyes of Jehovah, which run to and fro in the whole earth.



THE THINGS THAT ARE ABOVE


 

Where are you looking?  Are you looking at the terrible things that are happening down here on the earth?  The apostle Paul says, “we look not at the things that are seen, but at the things that are not seen”.  Then he explains, saying, “for the things that are seen are for a time”.  Everything that your eye rests upon will come to an end.  Everything!  The things that are seen, whatever they are, are for a time.  He makes no qualification.  The millennium is a temporal thing.  I am not detracting from it.  It will be a wonderful testimony to God, showing that He can keep men alive here in flesh and blood as a testimony in spite of Satan’s work.  But the millennium is limited, it is only for a time.  But what is not seen, the assembly’s proper place and portion, is eternal.  Are you looking at that?

The day of Pentecost is the beginning of eternity for us.  The more you sow to the Spirit, the more you reap what is eternal; the more you look at it the more you are prepared for it.  The Spirit, through Paul, engages the heart with what is eternal, so that before we get there we are prepared for it, 2 Cor.4:13.  In chapter 5 Paul is looking for his ‘house from heaven’.  If you get a ‘house from heaven’ you will not be a stranger when you go there; the house is for that place.  Paul goes further and says, “he that has wrought us for this very thing is God, who also has given to us the earnest of the Spirit.  Therefore we are always confident”.

JT NS Vol.67 p.108

 

 

 

Edited and published monthly by Alistair Brown and Paul Martin

 

Additional copies are available, free of charge, by emailing

 notesofministry@virginmedia.com or paul@nofm.co.uk

27 Grange View Linlithgow EH49 7HY  UK

Printed by Crystal Print, 22 Western Road, Billericay, Essex CM12 9DZ


Scripture references

2 Corinthians 4:13 (JND) [13] And having the same spirit of faith, according to what is written, I have believed, therefore have I spoken; *we* also believe, therefore also we speak;



Notes


	[←1]
	FER NS Vol.14 p.167.



	[←2]
	FER NS Vol.19 p.253; JT NS Vol.10 p.190.
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