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THE WORD OF GOD


1 Corinthians 1:27-29; Isaiah 55:6-9; Luke 2:8-14; John 4:1-7, 15-19, 24-26, 28-30, 39-42;

Luke 23:39-47; Acts 2:22-24, 34-38

The notice board outside the hall refers to this preaching as the Word of God, and that is a big claim.  When I stand up as I do now, the nature of the responsibility that lies on me to preach the Word of God often burdens me, because the Word of God is absolutely unique and distinctive.  It deals with the needs of men, but I believe that in its fulness it gives something of the sweep of the greatness of God’s ways that not only deals with the needs of men, but accomplishes what will be for the pleasure of God eternally.  That is a magnificent, elevated, glorious message to be able to proclaim.  The Word of God meets needs, but it also has in view the fulness of the accomplishment of all the ways of God.

Now, there is plenty of concern about needs in the world; they are on every hand.  We could have ideas about how some of these might be met; we could look at the prominent issues of the day.  We could consider what is happening in Syria and the Middle East; we could talk about Scottish independence, we could talk about all sorts of things that would be viewed as pressing issues of the day, and we could offer opinions on them.  We would simply be engaging in what is being multiplied time after time throughout this land and throughout the rest of the world.  Men are using the resourcefulness, the inspiration that they might think they have, to try to solve the difficulties that beset mankind, and are making proposals for their resolution.  But even where they might be successful, they would never have anything like the scope of the Word of God, which ultimately has in view the glory of God eternally.  So the Word of God is a very different kind of message; it operates at a completely different level.  God takes a different way from any other approach, and what I would like to do is to be able to convey something of the magnificence of this in one or two examples from the New Testament.

I have read in 1 Corinthians chapter 1.  The apostle Paul was instructed by God to go to Corinth; he was told that God had “much people in this city” (Acts 18:10), and I think that must have surprised Paul.  Corinth was a city which had a unique reputation for its evil, and it had had that reputation for half a millennium.  That God would have many people in Corinth was beyond imagining.  But that is what God told Paul, and the way in which the Word was going to be preached to the Corinthians, the way that Paul would approach it, is given in these few verses that we have read.  On the one hand, there was Corinth’s commercial success and on the other its unspeakable corruption.  There was the power of a Roman colony and a heritage of Greek wisdom.  All the things that went into the melting pot as far as human affairs were there in Corinth.  But God said that none of these things would have any significance whatsoever in the approach that He was going to have to the many people that He had in Corinth, those that Paul could describe as the “assembly of God which is in Corinth”, 1 Cor.1:2.  Paul indicated the way in which God operates, and it is beyond anything that the normal intellectual approach of man, or any other kind of approach, would ever imagine.

Paul wrote “But God has chosen the foolish things of the world, that he may put to shame the wise; and God has chosen the weak things of the world, that he may put to shame the strong things; and the ignoble things of the world, and the despised, has God chosen”.  You might say, that is a most bizarre choice, “the ignoble things of the world, and the despised, has God chosen, and things that are not, that he may annul the things that are”.  But that was the approach that God took to dealing with the intractability of Corinth, and God was going to have glory from it.  He was going to bring men into salvation and He was going to glorify Himself in the preaching of the word.

I have read briefly in Isaiah.  I think there is confirmation there that what God did at Corinth was not a new departure for Him.  Isaiah belonged to a completely different time, hundreds of years before Paul wrote to Corinth.  What the apostle Paul wrote to Corinth in effect was “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith Jehovah.  For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts”.  Now you might say that that is a bit different from Corinth, because Isaiah is not talking about ignoble things and weak things.  But I think Isaiah is talking about what God is doing morally at a surpassingly elevated level.  So once again we see, in principle, the fact that God’s ways really have not changed.  They have become clear as the work of Christ has been unfolded.  Things have been clarified as to the way God would work, but in principle God always operates at a different level.

There is another reason for referring to this scripture here.  It says: “Seek ye Jehovah while he may be found, call ye upon him while he is near.  Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; and let him return unto Jehovah, and he will have mercy upon him; and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon”.  What we have referred to thus far is what God does on the one hand, and without God’s activity there is no prospect of anything happening at all.  On the other hand, you and I and every other man or woman, young or old, have a responsibility to answer to that.  While God operates, the glad tidings are preached to people who are responsible, and the word that is spoken requires a response on your part.  The gospel is not simply an outline of the greatness of what God is doing; there is a moral challenge in the glad tidings that has to be taken up.  Notice how the prophet puts it “Seek ye Jehovah while he may be found”; that is an instruction.  When the apostle Paul was preaching to the Athenians, he said that God “enjoins men that they shall all everywhere repent”, Acts 17:30.  Now, that is a strong word.  An injunction is something that you have to do.  We are not talking about choices here, but about things which are enjoined by God of responsible people, that there may be a response to what He makes known in the glad tidings.  “Let the wicked forsake his way”.  Ultimately the ways of God will be moral.  Things are as they should not be because of a moral challenge to God by the god of this world, and therefore the moral issue has to be faced.  “Let the wicked forsake his way”.  The apostle Paul had preached in Ephesus, “repentance towards God, and faith towards our Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 20:21), and these were things that had to be embraced.  We have to forsake our own way, “Let the wicked forsake his way”.  That is part of the glad tidings.  You might say, ‘I find it difficult’, and do not we all, because of what we are as sons of Adam?  But we find that God will provide a power to enable us to walk in a way in which, practically and effectively, the way of the wicked is forsaken.  It is by the power of the blessed Holy Spirit, and that is part of the preaching of the glad tidings.  It is part of the resource that is communicated to enable us to walk here in a way that pleases God and gives Him glory in a universe where His holiness has been challenged.

It says “the unrighteous man his thoughts”; now that is a challenge to every one of us.  What we do is evident, but this goes as far as our thoughts.  The word of God is discerning according to the epistle to the Hebrews, “a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart”, Heb.4:12.  The word of God comes and discerns the distinction of the thoughts and intents of the heart.  Then, “and let him return to Jehovah, and he will have mercy upon him”.  This is one of the wonderful dimensions of the glad tidings, that God is a merciful God.  Where there is no claim upon God, where things have been forfeited because of evil and there is no way of providing a remedy by one’s own efforts, we find that we are dealing with a merciful God.  Then “and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon”; this is the evangelist of the Old Testament preaching, and the wonderful way in which pardon is available becomes very clear in the New Testament.  What I would like to do is to look at the circumstances of the incoming of the Lord Jesus along those lines.

We know how Jesus was born of Mary when she and Joseph arrived at Bethlehem.  As to external circumstances, this was because the Roman emperor was interested in knowing how big his empire was.  It was a census that took Joseph to Bethlehem; because of his lineage, that is where he would be registered in the census roll.  A Roman emperor was seeking to gratify his pride by operating a census and disturbing the whole of the Roman empire in order to know how big it was.  That was what was happening at man’s level.  In terms of what existed in Bethlehem, it was part of the land of Judӕa which had been overrun by the Romans and the rulers there, by turns, sought to ingratiate themselves with the Romans, or attempted to overthrow the yoke under which they were.  That is the way the people round about Bethlehem were operating; these were the considerations of the day.  If you had lived at the time of this census, these would have been the things that everyone would have been talking about and which would have affected your daily routine.  And how does God deal with it?  He comes in, in the person of the Lord Jesus, as a Babe.  The manner of approach is totally different, and to whom is this communicated?  It is communicated to “shepherds in that country abiding without, and keeping watch by night over their flock”.

If there were people who were out of the mainstream of life, I would imagine it might be these shepherds.  They were abiding without, and I think that is a little hint about their manner of life.  They were not in the mainstream of Jewish life, nor in the mainstream of the life of anyone who formed part of the Roman empire.  They watched by night over their flock, and it was to them that the angel of the Lord appeared “and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they feared with great fear”.  This was God’s intervention, and if we think back to the way in which God approaches men in the section that we read in 1 Corinthians, these shepherds, I think, bear the character and the tone of that.  It was to them that this great communication was made, “And the angel said to them, Fear not, for behold, I announce to you glad tidings of great joy”.  It was a completely different message; not the oppressive obligations of meeting the demands of Augustus in his census, but “glad tidings of great joy, which shall be to all the people”.  How comprehensive the Word was; “for to-day a Saviour has been born to you in David’s city, who is Christ the Lord”.  The moral aspect is not pressed heavily on the shepherds, but they are told about a Saviour.  They are not exactly told about a Saviour for the rest of humanity; this would be a Saviour for them.  Whatever their distinction by being given this message, these shepherds nonetheless needed a Saviour, and this was part of the message of blessing and glory that was given to them.  The message of “glad tidings of great joy”, “for to-day a Saviour has been born to you in David’s city, who is Christ the Lord”.  You might say, ‘That is a magnificent Personage, that must have the authorities sitting up and taking notice!  What does the Roman governor think about that?’, a Saviour “who is Christ the Lord”.  This is the Messiah that the Jews have been waiting for; this must overturn everything.  I think that there is a strong indication here of what the apostle outlined in principle in the first Epistle to the Corinthians when he wrote about the weak things and the ignoble things.  This is the way that Jesus Christ came in, “And this is the sign to you: ye shall find a babe wrapped in swaddling-clothes, and lying in a manger”.  Could you imagine anything more lowly than that?  This was not a Babe that had been brought in to fine circumstances or even ordinary circumstances; He had been brought into circumstances of extreme poverty.  If you had found this Babe lying in an animal’s feeding trough in Bethlehem, then you would have known that this “is Christ the Lord”.  The ignoble things, the poor things, the weak things; the incoming of Jesus indicates how God was operating.

Now I want to touch on John chapter 4.  Jesus was moving through Judӕa, and found that He had to leave Judӕa because of circumstances and go into Galilee, “And he must needs pass through Samaria” and “Jesus therefore, being wearied with the way he had come, sat just as he was at the fountain”.  He encountered a woman.  This chapter is about a weary Man and a poor woman.  Once again, we see here how God operates.  Jesus had accepted the conditions of humanity, and so unceasing was His activity in His commitment to the will of His Father that it has to say of Him here “Jesus therefore, being wearied with the way he had come, sat just as he was at the fountain”.  “Just as he was”; how was that?  Well, He was weary, that is how He sat.  Can you just picture a wearied Man sitting down at the side of a fountain?  Now, we have not read the whole story, but a woman came to get water.  Obviously, she was not in magnificent circumstances, and her situation was such that she needed to come and draw water from the well.  This is not a picture of affluence, or prosperity, having to carry a vessel from a well back to her home.  The Lord Jesus spoke to her; the detail of that has been covered many times; most of us will be familiar with it.  But the Lord Jesus spoke to her in spite of His weariness, He spoke to her in a way that engaged her attention sufficiently for her to say to Him “Sir, give me this water, that I may not thirst nor come here to draw”.  He had spoken about how a well of water springing up into eternal life was what He could provide her with, and this had engaged her attention.  She did not expect that from a weary Man sitting at the fountain, a Man so weak that He had to ask her to give Him to drink.  This came like a word, I think, from a very different place.

So Jesus told her to “Go, call thy husband”, and we find a little indication of the confusion and the distress that must have surrounded this woman’s life.  The Lord Jesus described the person that she was living with as “not thy husband”.  There had been one failed relationship after another.  The nature of this woman’s life raised a moral issue, and yet how gently Jesus does it.  He did not drive her away.  Later on she said to Him “Sir, I see that thou art a prophet”.  She was aware of being exposed to the gaze of heaven.  She was exposed to Jesus; she was exposed to God Himself.  She then referred to worship and, most remarkably, the Lord Jesus took her up on that and He told her about worship, “God is a spirit; and they who worship him must worship him in spirit and truth”. So the woman then referred to “Messias”, and Jesus said to her “I who speak to thee am he”.  He had taken her a way that did not give her a moment’s opportunity to say ‘That is far too big a claim from a poor Man like you’.  It was unthinkable, given the way that this woman had been taken, that she should speak like that.  The Lord Jesus, the One who was wearied with the way He had come and sat by the fountain, spoke with the power of the Messias Himself.  Now, she went into the city and bore a testimony there, “Come, see a man who told me all things I had ever done: is not he the Christ?”  People knew what she had done, and there was a huge moral dimension to that, yet she was happy to speak as she did, and she said “is not he the Christ?”

There was a little intermission where the Lord Jesus dealt with His disciples, but in verse 39, we see something of the power of her testimony.  It says they “believed on him because of the word of the woman who bore witness”.  Such had been the impact of this encounter with Jesus Christ that this woman, who would have no authority in the town whatsoever – she would have been an object of contempt and derision – could speak with the Samaritans, and they “believed on him because of the word of the woman who bore witness, He told me all things that I had ever done”.  He then spent two days there, and what they were brought to was a conviction in themselves.  Things were becoming closer and more personal; the inhabitants of the city were having to come to a conclusion for themselves, “It is no longer on account of thy saying that we believe, for we have heard him ourselves, and we know that this is indeed the Saviour of the world”.  That is the Person whom we preach; this is the poor Man who was “wearied with the way he had come” and sat down at the fountain.  This is the way that God operates.  My desire is that something of the power of this Person would affect every one of us, so that each one of us, individually, would be able to speak about our own encounter, by faith, with Jesus Christ.

At the end of Luke’s gospel, there is another scene.  Jesus was being crucified.  We have often spoken about His crucifixion, we have often read this chapter; the hideous awfulness of a crucifixion would be difficult to comprehend.  We are spared this; we are grateful for such developments that there may have been under God’s merciful hand that prevent us from having to be witnesses of a scene such as is portrayed here.  Anyone who passed would have seen three people being executed and suffering the most hideous and extreme agonies.  Jesus was crucified with two men, one on either side, and there was a discussion between them.  One of them offered a reproach and the other one engaged in a discussion with Jesus Himself.  I would imagine that this was completely without precedent.  Anyone suffering crucifixion would be at the extremity of distraction with their own misery, but here is someone who is so affected by the power of the presence of the Lord Jesus that, in circumstances of such grave extremity, he can say, “Dost thou too not fear God, thou that art under the same judgment? and we indeed justly, for we receive the just recompense of what we have done”.  This was a man who was repenting as he hung on a cross.  This is utterly exceptional; then he said “but this man has done nothing amiss”.  There was recognition of the fact that he as an unrighteous man was being crucified by the side of the One who in the Acts is called the righteous One.

So he said “this man has done nothing amiss” and what a blessing he got.  He asked to be remembered when the Lord came in His kingdom.  Had a man in the process of being crucified ever been credited with the prospect of a kingdom?  It is beyond imagining.  But this man had grasped something of the character of the Person who was hanging beside him.  This of course was communicated to him by the work of God in his soul.  Jesus said “Verily I say to thee, To-day shalt thou be with me in paradise”.  Can you imagine a greater transformation from this desperate scene here than to be with Christ in paradise?  I do not know how big a transformation your life may need, but can there be a greater transformation than we have here, from the extremity of crucifixion to being with Christ in paradise?  It is the blessing that is promised to everyone who accepts that what proceeded from the sixth hour to the ninth hour was effective in removing sin as an offence to God, completely and eternally.  You can lay hold of that by faith, and you can have Christ Himself as your Saviour.

The centurion was someone who was sufficiently hardened by experience to be in charge of this event, I would suppose, and he sees Someone laying down His life in a way that he had never witnessed before.  “Now the centurion, seeing what took place, glorified God, saying, In very deed this man was just”.  He was situated very differently from the thief on the cross, but a similar transformation was wrought in his soul.

I read in the Acts because it relates to our time, the Christian period.  The women in John chapter 4 and the scene at Golgotha were during the life of Jesus Christ, but in the passage that we have read in the early Acts, Jesus Christ was no longer on this earth.  He had risen from among the dead, a fact established by witness.  That is how confident you can be of the resurrection; it is established by witness.  For forty days, Jesus had walked in resurrection, known to His own, in circumstances of His own choosing.  He had been taken up into heaven, and again there was witness to that.  He went into heaven, we can say confidently, because He was seen doing that and, according to His promise, the Holy Spirit had come upon those whom He had left behind.  There was this immensely powerful testimony that went out by virtue of the power of the Holy Spirit here.  I suppose Jerusalem would have been full of people at this time.  They may have gone there for the passover, and remained for the feast of Pentecost, and you can see the enormous geographical sweep of where they had come from.  This became the opportunity for the spread of the great things of God according to verse 11, “we hear them speaking in our own tongues the great things of God”.   Nobody expected this.  The Jewish religious authorities could not endure the challenge of the teaching and practice of Jesus, and the Roman governor had been overwhelmed by the insistent demands of the Jews.  Both difficulties seemed to have been resolved by the crucifixion of Jesus, according to human modes of thought.  God then acts, and the Holy Spirit is given as a result of the glorification of Jesus; He came here to bear testimony to Jesus glorified.  And so people heard the great things of God.

We read about the way in which Peter spoke.  The very people who had put Jesus on a cross are addressed in this preaching by Peter in these words; “Jesus the Nazarӕan, a man borne witness to by God to you by works of power and wonders and signs, which God wrought by him in your midst”.  These things could not be contested; they had had the benefit of the Saviour, the Son of God, in their midst, and had treated Him according to these words: “him, given up by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God, ye, by the hand of lawless men, have crucified and slain”.  They were guilty of this unspeakable evil, but God used the evil of men.  We return to 1 Corinthians chapter 1; this way in which God operates is beyond the imagining of men.  Can God use the hatred and the murderous instincts of men?  Can God use that?  Well, according to Peter, Jesus had been taken by lawless men and crucified and slain, but he had been “given up by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God”.  God works in this way, and finally Peter concluded his word: “The Lord said unto my Lord, Sit at my right hand until I have put thine enemies to be the footstool of thy feet.  Let the whole house of Israel therefore know assuredly that God has made him, this Jesus whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ”.  Peter in effect said, ‘This is your Messiah, and this is the One who has universal dominion’.  What a powerful effect it had, “they were pricked in heart, and said to Peter and the other apostles, What shall we do, brethren?”  And the word was “Repent, and be baptised, each one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ, for remission of sins, and ye will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit”.  Here we have repentance once again, and the name of Jesus Christ recognised for remission of sins, “and ye will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit”.  The men who demanded His crucifixion were being given the offer of the indwelling Spirit of God.

So we return again to the magnificence and the absolute superiority of the ways of God, that those who were responsible for His crucifixion were offered the wonderful opportunity of repentance and the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Well, these gifts are not diminished.  You can be brought in to be able to live practically and powerfully above the instincts that may have driven you before, to live by a new principle by the reception of the Spirit of God.  May we all have this blessing, for His name’s sake.

Preaching at Linlithgow 

29 September 2013

J. M. Macfarlane


Scripture references

1 Corinthians 1:27-29 (JND) [27] But God has chosen the foolish things of the world, that he may put to shame the wise; and God has chosen the weak things of the world, that he may put to shame the strong things; [28] and the ignoble things of the world, and the despised, has God chosen, [and] things that are not, that he may annul the things that are; [29] so that no flesh should boast before God.

Isaiah 55:6-9 (JND) [6] Seek ye Jehovah while he may be found, call ye upon him while he is near. [7] Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; and let him return unto Jehovah, and he will have mercy upon him; and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon. [8] For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith Jehovah. [9] For [as] the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.

Luke 2:8-14 (JND) [8] And there were shepherds in that country abiding without, and keeping watch by night over their flock. [9] And lo, an angel of [the] Lord was there by them, and [the] glory of [the] Lord shone around them, and they feared [with] great fear. [10] And the angel said to them, Fear not, for behold, I announce to you glad tidings of great joy, which shall be to all the people; [11] for to-day a Saviour has been born to you in David's city, who is Christ [the] Lord. [12] And this is the sign to you: ye shall find a babe wrapped in swaddling-clothes, and lying in a manger. [13] And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying, [14] Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good pleasure in men.

John 4:1-42 (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. [4] And he must needs pass through Samaria. [5] He comes therefore to a city of Samaria called Sychar, near to the land which Jacob gave to his son Joseph. [6] Now a fountain of Jacob's was there; Jesus therefore, being wearied with the way he had come, sat just as he was at the fountain. It was about the sixth hour. [7] A woman comes out of Samaria to draw water. Jesus says to her, Give me to drink [8] (for his disciples had gone away into the city that they might buy provisions). [9] The Samaritan woman therefore says to him, How dost thou, being a Jew, ask to drink of me who am a Samaritan woman? for Jews have no intercourse with Samaritans. [10] Jesus answered and said to her, If thou knewest the gift of God, and who it is that says to thee, Give me to drink, thou wouldest have asked of him, and he would have given thee living water. [11] The woman says to him, Sir, thou hast nothing to draw with, and the well is deep: whence then hast thou the living water? [12] Art thou greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well, and drank of it himself, and his sons, and his cattle? …

Luke 23:39-47 (JND) [39] Now one of the malefactors who had been hanged spoke insultingly to him, saying, Art not thou the Christ? save thyself and us. [40] But the other answering rebuked him, saying, Dost *thou* too not fear God, thou that art under the same judgment? [41] and *we* indeed justly, for we receive the just recompense of what we have done; but this [man] has done nothing amiss. [42] And he said to Jesus, Remember me, [Lord,] when thou comest in thy kingdom. [43] And Jesus said to him, Verily I say to thee, To-day shalt thou be with me in paradise. [44] And it was about [the] sixth hour, and there came darkness over the whole land until [the] ninth hour. [45] And the sun was darkened, and the veil of the temple rent in the midst. [46] And Jesus, having cried with a loud voice, said, Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit. And having said this, he expired. [47] Now the centurion, seeing what took place, glorified God, saying, In very deed this man was just.

Acts 2:22-38 (JND) [22] Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus the Nazaraean, a man borne witness to by God to you by works of power and wonders and signs, which God wrought by him in your midst, as yourselves know [23] him, given up by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God, ye, by [the] hand of lawless [men], have crucified and slain. [24] Whom God has raised up, having loosed the pains of death, inasmuch as it was not possible that he should be held by its power; [25] for David says as to him, I foresaw the Lord continually before me, because he is at my right hand that I may not be moved. [26] Therefore has my heart rejoiced and my tongue exulted; yea more, my flesh also shall dwell in hope, [27] for thou wilt not leave my soul in hades, nor wilt thou give thy gracious one to see corruption. [28] Thou hast made known to me [the] paths of life, thou wilt fill me with joy with thy countenance. [29] Brethren, let it be allowed to speak with freedom to you concerning the patriarch David, that he has both died and been buried, and his monument is amongst us unto this day. [30] Being therefore a prophet, and knowing that God had sworn to him with an oath, of the fruit of his loins to set upon his throne; [31] he, seeing [it] before, spoke concerning the resurrection of the Christ, that neither has he been left in hades nor his flesh seen corruption. [32] This Jesus has God raised up, whereof all *we* are witnesses. [33] Having therefore been exalted by the right hand of God, and having received of the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this which *ye* behold and hear. …

1 Corinthians 1 (JND) [1] Paul, [a] called apostle of Jesus Christ, by God's will, and Sosthenes the brother, [2] to the assembly of God which is in Corinth, to [those] sanctified in Christ Jesus, called saints, with all that in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both theirs and ours: [3] Grace to you and peace from God our Father, and [the] Lord Jesus Christ. …

Acts 18:10 (JND) [10] because *I* am with thee, and no one shall set upon thee to injure thee; because I have much people in this city.

1 Corinthians 1:2 (JND) [2] to the assembly of God which is in Corinth, to [those] sanctified in Christ Jesus, called saints, with all that in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both theirs and ours:

Acts 17:30 (JND) [30] God therefore, having overlooked the times of ignorance, now enjoins men that they shall all everywhere repent,

Acts 20:21 (JND) [21] testifying to both Jews and Greeks repentance towards God, and faith towards our Lord Jesus Christ.

Hebrews 4:12 (JND) [12] For the word of God [is] living and operative, and sharper than any two-edged sword, and penetrating to [the] division of soul and spirit, both of joints and marrow, and a discerner of the thoughts and intents of [the] heart.

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 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. …

1 Corinthians 1 (JND) [1] Paul, [a] called apostle of Jesus Christ, by God's will, and Sosthenes the brother, [2] to the assembly of God which is in Corinth, to [those] sanctified in Christ Jesus, called saints, with all that in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both theirs and ours: [3] Grace to you and peace from God our Father, and [the] Lord Jesus Christ. …



SPIRITUAL PROGRESS


Deuteronomy 18:1-5:  Hebrews 12:1-14 

It is important to bear in mind when thinking about how we make spiritual progress, how we become spiritual persons, that God has great thoughts in mind for us.  God has not merely considered us for salvation from our sins, but He desires that every man should be like Christ.  We cannot elect ourselves out of that.  God desires that every person – you, me, every one in this room and every man, woman and child – should be just like His own beloved Son.  There are two orders of men introduced in Scripture; one is Adam and the other is Christ.  The history of Adam is that he failed, and the history of Christ is that He entirely satisfied God in every respect.  When we are young Christians, we may desire to do things to please the Lord Jesus and to please God, but as we get older we realise that what God really wants is to work in our souls and work in our affections to make us like His own beloved Son.  We might desire to do some great thing for God, but God desires that, in our own places and in our own lives, we should walk and sow to the Spirit so that we become like His own beloved Son.  That is what pleases God most.  To this end, He has given us of His own Spirit, and we spoke of that in the reading this afternoon.  The Spirit glorifies Christ, and the only way in which we can follow these scriptures which I have read is in the power, and with the help, of the Holy Spirit.

The first scripture in Deuteronomy speaks of the food which the priests ate.  Priests speak of spiritual people who approach God, who have links with God.  So it tells us that if we want to be spiritual and please God, we must eat the right kind of food.  If we want to become spiritual, dear brethren, we need to discern between good food and bad food.  The priests’ food was Jehovah’s offering by fire, the sacrifices.   They speak of the Lord Jesus Himself and the precious work which He accomplished on the cross.  So we see these offerings in the gospels.  John’s gospel gives us the burnt-offering and Luke the oblation; it is great food.  One point that I would like to make is that the priests ate of the sacrifices – what had come through death.  They also ate of the oblation, although even then the part which was offered to Jehovah was burned on the altar, suggesting that the fragrance of that life came out in the laying of it down; and they ate of the devoted things of which we also read.  There is nothing in this world that can be fed on in this way, dear friends, only what is of Jesus Christ.  What blessed food He is for us, the One who went into death to save us from our sins, the One who took on the whole will of God and fulfilled it to God’s eternal satisfaction.

While these offerings, speaking to us of the Lord Jesus, are presented to us as light and as food, and as knowledge and understanding, yet we see in the next section something that is very important; that is that the priests ate of the shoulder, the jawbone and the maw.  That tells us that to become spiritual, we need to put our strength into it – that is the shoulder, showing that we cannot drift into these things.  The jawbone speaks to us of the need to chew our food; we do not just swallow it straight away.  We enjoy this food and take it in; we take time to eat it.  The world would take away that time and would give us no time for anything else, but we need to spend time to eat good spiritual food and grow, and understand, and enjoy it.  It goes from just being in our heads to our understandings.  Then the meaning of the maw is that the food goes down further into the stomach and begins to be taken into our inwards and our affections.  A cow will chew its food, eat it and swallow it, and then it will bring it back up and chew it again and swallow it several times.  That is how spiritual food becomes formed in us.  We feed on it, we enjoy it, we take time and the Spirit helps us to work it out in our lives.  Then we feed on it again; it keeps working.  The more we feed on and enjoy this food, the more we appreciate the pathway and worth of the Lord Jesus.  It comes into our inwards as we feed and are formed like that blessed Man.  We become like the One on whom we feed; so we must get other men out of our sight, and have only Christ before us, then we will become like Him.  As we feed on this food, we see that the first fruits are ours – the corn, the new wine and the oil.  The very best belongs to us, and we begin to discern and understand that the very best things belong to spiritual persons, persons who have the Spirit and enjoy these things.

Hebrews helps us on another side of this matter.  It shows us how in our circumstances and in matters that come up in our lives, we get help as we turn to Him to be formed like the Lord.  That is, we come to know God and to know the Lord Jesus through our experience with Him in our circumstances.  A man in the world may fall into bad circumstances, ill health or something like that, and he can become bitter against God, but the believer turns to God and finds that he gets the knowledge of God through turning to God in these circumstances.

The Hebrews were Jews who had converted to Christianity.  As Jews, they had previously had the Jewish temple, they had the sacrifices, they had the robes, they had the priests.  Ostensibly they had God; they had a status in this world, and these Jewish believers had given all that up to become Christians.  Outwardly, or publicly, all that it would seem they received in return for giving all this up was persecution, suffering, loss of houses, their families casting them out, the synagogue casting them out.   They might have wondered if they were on the right path, and if they had done the right thing.  We may find difficulties in our lives and we may wonder if we are really doing what is right.  But the writer seeks to encourage them, to show them that the path they were on was the same way that all these persons of faith in the previous chapter had followed.  These great men, Enoch and Moses, Isaac and Joseph, had all been on that same path of suffering that the Hebrews were on.  But this scripture says, “having so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, laying aside every weight, and sin which so easily entangles us, run with endurance the race…”.  The writer says in principle, ‘You are on the right road that leads to Christ in heaven.  Do not let these weights and sin and other obstacles hold you back.  You are on the right road’.  He shows us that the Father allows circumstances for our chastening so that we should be partakers of His holiness.  Mr. Coates has said that as Christ is formed in us, and as we grow up into Him, we become partakers of God's holiness, and thus more and more suited to His house1.  If we are partaking of His holiness, it means that we become like Christ, the very Man that God loves.  God is holy and He has found in that blessed Man such holiness that He delighted in. 

God the Father would allow things to come into our lives which would help us to see that man after Adam’s order is not pleasing to God, but to see the need to accept Christ, the Man before God for His pleasure.  So the writer says, “laying aside every weight, and sin”.  We leave aside the things that will hinder us in this race, things that will not help us to run towards Christ, things that are not profitable for us.  Sin will hinder our link with the Lord Jesus and stop us in this race.  It says here that the Lord loves whom He chastens, so that when difficulties arise in our lives, we can turn to divine Persons and They help us.  The writer says, in effect, that the chastening of the Father, which we often think of as hindrances and difficulties, is actually the Father helping us.  Often when we look back on our lives, we find that the times when we were brighter and most enjoyed our link with God were when things were most difficult for us.  We find then that God is a God who is for us, and can help us, and would bring us near to Him, and our links with Him become so much better.

Dear brethren, if we want to progress and make spiritual progress we must do it despite the presence of evil.  What is of God in us is greater than the flesh.  We must first learn to deal with the flesh in ourselves and turn to the Lord for help.  We must get help against the evil outside ourselves by the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ.  The writer to the Hebrews says here that, in the presence of difficulties and evil, we must go on whatever the circumstances, and the motive for us to go on is Jesus, the Leader and Completer of faith.  He endured the cross and despised the shame.  He was not turned aside by the most terrible evil, and He is so great that God has put Him at His right hand.  That is the goal for everyone who walks in this pathway of faith; they are on a moral road to heaven to be with Christ. 

Then it goes on, “For consider well him who endured.”  Consider Him!  Think of that blessed One who endured and went on despite such contradiction.  The end of all this is given in verse 11, which says, “but afterwards yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those exercised by it”.  Men in the world do not get this benefit, they do not worry about sin in themselves, they do not think about God in their circumstances.  They turn against God when things go wrong, but dear brethren, the Christian knows that God is towards us; He never allows more than we are able to bear, and He is going to bring us through to glory.  God is going to make us like Christ as long as we maintain our links with Him.  So the writer says, You have all this suffering now, but “lift up the hands that hang down”.  Go on the right road and God will bless you, and remember that the end of the race is Christ in glory.  We are in the race morally from earth to heaven!  The end for every believer is glory with the Lord Jesus.  Let us use our time here to be formed like Christ and to make spiritual progress in our souls by feeding on Christ.  Let Him sink into our understanding and into our affections, through the quiet contemplation of divine things, and by going on and progressing in the presence of difficulties and evil here, considering that these difficulties are only matters that the Father has allowed for our own chastening.  Dear young believer, if God allows something in your life that you find very hard, then if you accept it from the Father and turn to Him, He will help you and form you like Christ to be able to deal with it.  We will not be overcome by it, because if we are like Christ, we will overcome evil, not be overcome by evil.

Well, brethren, let us be encouraged by these things and go on, run the race with endurance, look to Christ and maintain our links with Him by the Holy Spirit.  May we do so for His name’s sake.

Address at Anand, India

27 December 2013

N.C. McKay


Scripture references

Deuteronomy 18:1-5 (JND) [1] The priests, the Levites, [and] the whole tribe of Levi, shall have no portion nor inheritance with Israel: Jehovah's offerings by fire, and his inheritance shall they eat, [2] but they shall have no inheritance among their brethren: Jehovah, he is their inheritance, as he hath said unto them. [3] And this shall be the priest's due from the people, from them that sacrifice a sacrifice, whether ox, or sheep: they shall give unto the priest the shoulder, and the jawbones, and the maw. [4] The firstfruits [also] of thy corn, of thy new wine, and of thine oil, and the firstfruits of the shearing of thy sheep, shalt thou give him; [5] for Jehovah thy God hath chosen him out of all thy tribes, that he may stand to serve in the name of Jehovah, he and his sons continually.

Hebrews 12:1-14 (JND) [1] Let *us* also therefore, having so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, laying aside every weight, and sin which so easily entangles us, run with endurance the race that lies before us, [2] looking stedfastly on Jesus the leader and completer of faith: who, in view of the joy lying before him, endured [the] cross, having despised [the] shame, and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God. [3] For consider well him who endured so great contradiction from sinners against himself, that ye be not weary, fainting in your minds. [4] Ye have not yet resisted unto blood, wrestling against sin. [5] And ye have quite forgotten the exhortation which speaks to you as to sons: My son, despise not [the] chastening of [the] Lord, nor faint [when] reproved by him; [6] for whom [the] Lord loves he chastens, and scourges every son whom he receives. [7] Ye endure for chastening, God conducts himself towards you as towards sons; for who is the son that the father chastens not? [8] But if ye are without chastening, of which all have been made partakers, then are ye bastards, and not sons. [9] Moreover we have had the fathers of our flesh as chasteners, and we reverenced [them]; shall we not much rather be in subjection to the Father of spirits, and live? [10] For they indeed chastened for a few days, as seemed good to them; but he for profit, in order to the partaking of his holiness. [11] But no chastening at the time seems to be [matter] of joy, but of grief; but afterwards yields [the] peaceful fruit of righteousness to those exercised by it. [12] Wherefore lift up the hands that hang down, and the failing knees; …



THE OBEDIENCE OF JESUS


Hebrews 10:5-10;  Luke 22:41-44;  Hebrews 5:7-9

We were speaking yesterday, dear brethren and friends, about feeding on the Lord Jesus.  I would now like to speak about Him in a way which would have you think of Him more, and love Him more.  That is what feeding on the Lord Jesus means.  As we think of Jesus, we feed on Him, and He becomes greater to us.  There are many things we could say about the Lord Jesus because He is so great, but I only want to speak about one, and that is His obedience.  The first scripture is about the Lord Jesus coming to this earth in obedience.  The second scripture we have read is about the end of His life here; in that life, He was perfectly obedient to His Father.  And then we read in the last scripture of His suffering and death.  I trust that as we speak of the Lord Jesus from these scriptures, He will become more precious to our hearts, because His obedience when He was here was one of the things that made Him so precious to His God and Father.

This scripture in Hebrews 10 is a very wonderful one, because it gives us an insight into eternity, before the worlds were made.  This scripture is a quotation from a psalm, but we know, because the Lord Jesus told us, that these Old Testament scriptures speak of Him.  So in verse 7, it is the Lord Jesus speaking prophetically; “Lo, I come … to do, O God, thy will”.  Of course, He was not called the Lord Jesus then; He took that name when He came into this world.  But He was always a divine Person, and as a divine Person equal with God, He said ‘I will do Thy will’.  This One who became known as the Lord Jesus came into the world, and immediately the good pleasure of God was proclaimed; the angels could say “good pleasure in men”, Luke 2:14.  How pleased God the Father was with His beloved Son in every way.  When Jesus was here, the sacrifices were still being offered in the temple by the Jews, but God was no longer pleased with these sacrifices, because His beloved Son, a blessed Man, had come into the world.  Jesus came in love for His God, and in love for man, but He came in perfect obedience to His God and Father.  The desire I have is that we might see in Him what the Father saw, and that we might share the Father’s appreciation of His beloved Son.

As a boy of twelve, Jesus was perfectly obedient to His Father.  He said to His parents, “did ye not know that I ought to be occupied in my Father’s business”, Luke 2:49.  For thirty years, He lived a life of perfect obedience about which we know almost nothing.  When He was baptised at the Jordan, before He did any of the wonderful things that are recorded in the gospels, the Father said, “Thou art my beloved Son, in thee I have found my delight”, Luke 3:22.  During every day of the Lord’s life until then, the Father had seen a perfectly obedient Man.  So Jesus moved out in His public service, which we know about from the gospels, and everything that He did, He did perfectly well.  There is a scripture in Mark 7:37 where the crowd said “He does all things well”.  They said that about Jesus because they had seen what He did in healing sick persons, but the Father had seen much more of the perfection of Jesus than the crowd had seen.  Jesus was guided by the Father’s will; He said prophetically that “He wakeneth morning by morning, he wakeneth mine ear to hear as the instructed”, Isa.50:4.  The doing of the Father’s will was food for Him; He said that “My food is that I should do the will of him that has sent me”, John 4:34.  Think of how pleasurable it was to the Father that the Lord Jesus was so happy to do His Father’s will that it was food for Him.  Every day for thirty three and a half years, He was perfectly obedient.  The devil tried his best to get Jesus to be disobedient.  You will remember when the devil suggested that Jesus should make the stone into bread when He was hungry (Luke 4:3), but because of His perfection, He could not be disobedient to the word of God.

Where we read in Luke 22, there came the greatest test of the obedience of Jesus.  Because of who He is, He could see in His mind what lay ahead of Him, and in the holiness of His soul He shrank from it.  He asked the Father to remove the cup of suffering which He was about to drink, but then in perfect obedience, He said “but then, not my will, but thine be done”.  His will was perfectly in line with the will of His God and Father, and He accepted this way of suffering love.  Think of what that meant for Jesus, that in all the holiness of His manhood, He was going to die on the cross; yet He accepted it as the will of His God and Father.  It says later in this scripture that His sweat became as great drops of blood.  That is how much what lay before Him affected the Lord Jesus.

That is what we read of in Hebrews 5, which speaks of His strong crying and tears.  The feelings of Jesus were involved in His obedience.  It was an awful thing for Him to go into death, but He went to the cross in perfect obedience.  Thank God He did, because we can say, He did it for us.  If Jesus had not been obedient to death, then I would still be a sinner in my sins.  He went in obedience into this place of suffering; it speaks here of “the things which he suffered”.  We cannot understand them, because they were so deep, but I trust that speaking about Jesus in this way will make you understand more the obedience and love of our Saviour.

But now He is out of death.  This perfect Man has been raised, and He is alive now.  So it says in verse 9 that having been perfected, He “became to all them that obey him, author of eternal salvation”.  I have presented to you the obedience of our Saviour.  Although He is perfect and unique, He is also an example to us, for we are to obey Him.  During our time together this weekend, we have been speaking about love’s commandment.  We have to be obedient to the commandments of our God, to the commandments of Jesus, but it is not the kind of obedience to the law which said, If you do this, you will live, and if you do not do it, you will die.  It is the obedience of persons who know Jesus as the One who was obedient Himself.  So He would say to us tonight, I loved you so much that I was obedient even to death; will you be obedient to Me?  That is why I say that to be obedient to this blessed Man is to answer to the commandment of love.  Being subject to the will of the Lord Jesus is the way of happiness.  Sometimes when we are younger, we think that to be happy is to do our own wills, but the way of happiness is submission to our Lord Jesus Christ.  A life lived in obedience to the Lord Jesus is a happy life.

May we feed on this blessed Man and on His perfect obedience.  We can pray to the Father to ask Him to show us more of what He finds so precious in His beloved Son, and we can pray to the Holy Spirit to ask Him to help us to make these things real in our affections for Christ.  May this blessed One be more precious to us all, for His name’s sake.

Address at Anand, India

28 December 2013


Scripture references

Hebrews 10:5-10 (JND) [5] Wherefore coming into the world he says, Sacrifice and offering thou willedst not; but thou hast prepared me a body. [6] Thou tookest no pleasure in burnt-offerings and sacrifices for sin. [7] Then I said, Lo, I come (in [the] roll of the book it is written of me) to do, O God, thy will. [8] Above, saying Sacrifices and offerings and burnt-offerings and sacrifices for sin thou willedst not, neither tookest pleasure in (which are offered according to the law); [9] then he said, Lo, I come to do thy will. He takes away the first that he may establish the second; [10] by which will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.

Luke 22:41-44 (JND) [41] And he was withdrawn from them about a stone's throw, and having knelt down he prayed, [42] saying, Father, if thou wilt remove this cup from me: but then, not my will, but thine be done. [43] And an angel appeared to him from heaven strengthening him. [44] And being in conflict he prayed more intently. And his sweat became as great drops of blood, falling down upon the earth.

Hebrews 5:7-9 (JND) [7] Who in the days of his flesh, having offered up both supplications and entreaties to him who was able to save him out of death, with strong crying and tears; (and having been heard because of his piety;) [8] though he were Son, he learned obedience from the things which he suffered; [9] and having been perfected, became to all them that obey him, author of eternal salvation;

Hebrews 10 (JND) [1] For the law, having a shadow of the coming good things, not the image itself of the things, can never, by the same sacrifices which they offer continually yearly, perfect those who approach. [2] Since, would they not indeed have ceased being offered, on account of the worshippers once purged having no longer any conscience of sins? [3] But in these [there is] a calling to mind of sins yearly. …

Luke 2:14 (JND) [14] Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good pleasure in men.

Luke 2:49 (JND) [49] And he said to them, Why [is it] that ye have sought me? did ye not know that I ought to be [occupied] in my Father's business?

Luke 3:22 (JND) [22] and the Holy Spirit descended in a bodily form as a dove upon him; and a voice came out of heaven, *Thou* art my beloved Son, in thee I have found my delight.

Mark 7:37 (JND) [37] and they were astonished above measure, saying, He does all things well; he makes both the deaf to hear, and the speechless to speak.

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

John 4:34 (JND) [34] Jesus says to them, My food is that I should do the will of him that has sent me, and that I should finish his work.

Luke 4:3 (JND) [3] And the devil said to him, If thou be Son of God, speak to this stone, that it become bread.

Luke 22 (JND) [1] Now the feast of unleavened bread, which [is] called the passover, drew nigh, [2] and the chief priests and the scribes sought how they might kill him; for they feared the people. [3] And Satan entered into Judas, who was surnamed Iscariote, being of the number of the twelve. …

Hebrews 5 (JND) [1] For every high priest taken from amongst men is established for men in things relating to God, that he may offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins; [2] being able to exercise forbearance towards the ignorant and erring, since he himself also is clothed with infirmity; [3] and, on account of this [infirmity], he ought, even as for the people, so also for himself, to offer for sins. …



THE PRESENCE OF THE LORD


I desire to encourage myself and you as to the reality of the presence of the Lord with His own.  I believe it is a great characteristic of faith, and particularly in a day of general failure, to stand in the consciousness of this.  I do not mean merely holding to the statements of Scripture, or regarding the words in Matthew 18:20 as a principle or ground of gathering.  What we need is to be encouraged in the sense of the Lord's presence in the way of support.

In Matthew 18, the Lord speaks of being with His saints in the way of support.  When the Holy One and the True says to Philadelphia, "thou hast a little power", it is not reproach but commendation.  The secret of having strength is the consciousness by the Spirit of the Lord's presence with us.  When Paul was before Nero no man stood with him, but he could say, "the Lord stood with me, and strengthened me" (2 Timothy 4:17).  Others failed him, but the Lord did not fail him.  He had the consciousness of being supported by the Lord.  We, in our day, are in difficult times, but it is our privilege to be here in the blessed sense of the Lord's support.  The Lord is here to support His own.  I dare say you have noticed that there is no ascension recorded in Matthew.  The Gospel ends with, "lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the age".  "All power is given unto me in heaven and in earth" – to support His saints and servants.

There are certain things in the world that are of the deepest interest to the Lord Jesus Christ.  I wish we were more conscious how the heart of the glorified One is interested in what is going on down here.  His Name is here; His interests are here; and His saints are identified with His Name and His interests.  If we are in affection and purpose here for Christ, we need not have any misgiving, however great the difficulties may seem to be.  Let us be encouraged in the Lord; He is with His saints.  He will not abandon what is so dear to His heart.  He takes pleasure in seeing His saints cherishing His Name and interests, and He delights to give them the support of His own presence in so doing.  He is with His saints to protect us from the power of evil, and to encourage our hearts in all the blessed resource that is in Himself.

He says, "That if two of you shall agree on earth as touching anything that they shall ask, it shall be done for them of my Father which is in heaven" (Matthew 18:19).  It is "two of you" – that is, two of Christ's assembly.  He had before spoken of His assembly, saying "I will build my assembly, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it" (Matthew 16:18).  In Christ's assembly no other business is entertained but the interests of Christ.  He has called us out from this world that He might entrust us with His interests, and that we might be wholly for Him in the day of His rejection.  And if we are on this line it is impossible that He should fail to support us.  The weaker we are the more necessary and certain is His support if we are set for Him.

May we be more familiar with His blessed presence.

C.A. Coates ‘The House of God’ pp.135,136
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