
Notes of Ministry - 323 - October 1999

Various
Brethren Ministry Library



Title Page






HOLD FAST WHAT THOU HAST

R. Taylor 

2 Timothy 1: 13, 14; 2 Samuel 23: 11–16 

Among the last words of the Lord to the assembly at Philadelphia are, “I come quickly: hold fast what thou hast, that no one take thy crown”, Revelation 3: 11. That is what led me to these scriptures, that we may be encouraged to hold fast what we have. We are in a day of great departure, with many of the cardinal truths of Christianity being given up and undermined, and I believe the Lord would use these words as an appeal to us to “hold fast what thou hast, that no one take thy crown”. What has come to us has come at great cost, 

“others have laboured, and ye have entered into their labours”, John 4: 38. I suppose most of us here can thank God for others who have held the ground, I say again, at great cost, so that today we can come into these circumstances of blessing to enjoy what we have. The need is to hold it fast. That would mean it is not to be held loosely. It is not to be held as something that we can take up at our leisure, or as something that we can enjoy when we have time, but holding it fast means it is to be cherished by us. I think one way, perhaps the only way, that things will be held, is in the affections of the saints. They certainly will not be held officially. 

I think we have seen that, and we see all around that you may have the terms of Christianity, with a great outward show, and yet the vitality has been lost. We suffer ourselves perhaps in our own histories, and certainly in a collective sense, from things having been held officially. 

The Lord speaks to Ephesus, where outwardly there was much to commend, saying, “thou hast left thy first love”, Revelation 2: 4. So the Lord would encourage us that the truth is to be held and enshrined in our affections; and held, as we have read in this first passage, by the Holy Spirit. It is a wonderful thing that the truth is going through in this dispensation as never before. What a comfort and strength and encouragement to hold fast. The Lord says, “I come quickly”, and as He comes, He comes to gather up what has been held in the affections of His people. Other dispensations, I use the word guardedly, have declined because they depended for their continuance on man’s responsibility. While that is not absent in our time, the dispensation we are in, dear brethren, is going through because everything has been founded on the Man in whom all the promises of God are yea and amen (2 Corinthians 1: 20). What an encouragement to hold fast as we see how things are sustained and maintained at that great level of what is set out and dependent upon Him. As I say, our responsibility is not absent, and we shall speak of that, but what an encouragement to faith that in the inauguration and the carrying through of this dispensation, divine Persons have charged Themselves to see it through. There is the stability, there is the assurance that the testimony is going through. It is not going to fade out but will end in glory, having been treasured in the hearts of persons, who will soon be gathered up into glory to be eternally with Christ. What a hope for our hearts and stay for our souls in the presence of what men may be doing! As the enemy is active to undermine, we have the blessed assurance in our hearts that the dispensation is going through in the Spirit’s power, a tribute to Him and His grace as being here in this long dispensation. It is going through too as the service of Christ is known; as His great priesthood and succour is known by the saints, we are supported to the end at the true level of what is characteristic of our time. 

So Paul here is encouraging Timothy in a broken day. He saw what was coming in, and says, 

“Have an outline of sound words, which words thou hast heard of me”. It is necessary that we should understand the outline, and, as the footnote says, hold it fast. The great cardinal truths that have come to us are to be held fast in the presence of so many efforts of the devil to 

undermine them. What we have in the blessed assurance of our sins forgiven, and the blessed hope of our souls of the return of our Saviour, these great cardinal features of the truth that have been set out and are to be cherished in the hearts of the saints; and also the truth that we have been freed from all that we are, as having been taken into favour in Christ. These are great outlines to be cherished in our souls. The enemy would bring many things in to cause doubts, but as Paul says here, “Have an outline of sound words”. It is very encouraging that they are still livingly maintained. Think of all that has gone on in this dispensation, the attacks there have been against the sound words, the truth of soul salvation being undermined, and the truth of the assembly being undermined. What efforts there have been to reduce the truth, but it is very fine that there is still an outline of sound words. 

It is there in the books, in the ministry of the recovery. It is important that it should be read and cherished by us, as that which has been recovered in the Spirit’s grace and is there to be appropriated. The Lord would encourage us to appreciate what we have. How much there is to engage our souls and our minds positively in that outline of sound words. Paul says elsewhere, “Think of what I say”, 2 Timothy 2: 7. Some of it may be hard to be understood the first time; read it again. He says, “the Lord will give thee understanding”. Do not just say, I do not understand it. It is there to be understood. The outline of sound words is there to be enjoyed. So it would encourage us all to broaden out in our outline of sound words, which Paul says, “thou hast heard of me”. One thing that has been attacked is Paul’s ministry, and I believe that is what was in mind in the Lord’s word to “hold fast what thou hast”. We can thank God for the truth that we have been recovered to that there is a Head in glory, a living Man up there, our Saviour and Lord, and there is the Holy Spirit here indwelling the assembly, maintaining something in a vessel here that is suitable and in accord to the One who 

is above in glory. That is to be held fast. The truth has come into our hands at great cost to God. 

What forethought has gone into this dispensation. Not that there was not forethought about Israel, but in this dispensation divine Persons have charged Themselves with seeing it through in triumph and glory, in a vessel down here being maintained in something of the joy of the place that Christ fills in heaven above. It is wonderful to know that we have been brought from darkness to light and have been brought into an area of divine blessing where the thoughts of Christ and the assembly can be cherished. I think it needs to be gone over increasingly day by day among us, what there is in this vessel that is so precious to Christ, what there is in this vessel that is the fruit of the Holy Spirit’s activities. You remember in Genesis 24, when the Spirit typically comes into the house. He brings out of His treasure these silver and gold articles, and gives them to Rebecca. That has happened in our time. The Spirit has unfolded the great things of divine love and the resources of divine grace. It does not just say He brought out silver and gold, but He brought out articles, something that had been formed in divine love and grace. Think of Rebecca appreciating what had come from another country, from outside of the area of man’s responsibility, from the resources and the wealth of divine love. The Servant, a type of the Spirit, brings them out and you see Rebecca appreciating what He had brought. It says the others were given something too, but there was something very precious for Rebecca in those silver and gold articles and clothing (Genesis 24: 53). 

These things have come in our time, I say again, at great cost there has been developed in the Spirit’s grace a ministry as to Christ and the assembly that needs to be held fast and cherished in our minds. You can see what an effect it had on Rebecca, immediately she says, “I will go” 

(Genesis 24: 58). I think that is the great effect of the truth of Christ and the assembly coming into our hearts 

and into our minds, that we are prepared to conduct ourselves in another way. Great influence is brought to bear upon her. They say, Do you have to be so responsive? Do you have to be so committed? Ah, she says, My heart is enraptured, captivated by what the servant has brought out, “I will go”. May that response be more vital in all our hearts as we come to see what we have been brought into in this area of wonderful blessing. There have been times when things were held very loosely. That seemed to happen after the apostles. Things were not treasured as they should have been. Officially they may have gone through, but there was, many years ago, a revival as to this great truth that I am speaking of, and it came into some hearts. It has been spread abroad by the Spirit that there is something here in the assembly that is precious to heaven. She is heavenly as to her origin and belongs to Christ, but presently is here in the Holy Spirit’s care. He is serving in untiring patience that we may be preserved in the light and joy of what through grace we have been called to have our part in. 

So it says, “Keep, by the Holy Spirit”. It is the only way it can be kept. Rebecca was kept in freshness. How long the journey was we do not know, but there she is in freshness adorned with that clothing and those precious articles, ready at the end of the journey to be in the embrace of Isaac, who is a type of Christ. That is how the dispensation will finish, dear brethren, we shall be there held in the embrace of Christ. He will be in the joy of what has been secured in suffering love, and we shall be there with our eyes feasting without a cloud on the One who has loved us and served us in such matchless grace. May it be kept alive in our hearts, as Paul says, “Keep, by the Holy Spirit which dwells in us, the good deposit”. We have in our hands now, “the good deposit”. It has been preserved intact despite all the efforts of the devil to undermine it. Think of Paul cherishing it in his soul as he was in prison, penning that epistle to the Ephesians, 

with such a sense of his place in Christ, and too of what Christ had in this vessel that is here, the same vessel that will be eternally His counterpart. Although the assembly was there in those conditions of persecution and reproach outwardly, Paul is in the enjoyment of that good deposit entrusted. May the Lord encourage our hearts to be more responsive, to be more caring, to be jealously guarding what has been brought within our reach. 

The scripture speaks of Solomon having a couch and of these mighty men that were around it. It is very like the local meeting. There is a place there that is different from what is around. 

The saints are not gathered on human principles but they are gathered in affection for Christ and for one another; it is like Solomon’s couch and it needs to be guarded. It is like the doors shut where the disciples were. There needs to be persons who are prepared to guard Solomon’s couch. Are you among them? Are you committed to guard the interests of Christ in the responsibility that has been placed on you where you are? Are you prepared to guard a place where He can find His rest? It says, “Behold his couch, Solomon’s own”. There are these mighty men guarding it, ready to defend his interests, ready to care that his rest is not disturbed. “Threescore mighty men are about it, Of the mighty of Israel. They all hold the sword, Experts in war”, Song of Songs 3: 7, 8. There is a call at the present time for persons who are not on the offensive exactly but are here with the sword ready to defend the interests of Christ, ready to see that His rest is not interfered with. In spite of the smallness and pressures and sorrows, they are prepared to guard what is precious to Him, so that He can find His rest in a world where His rights are denied. 

I think that would be like Paul here encouraging Timothy to “Keep, by the Holy Spirit”. As I have said, there is a divine Person here to help us to keep matters at the true level that is suitable to the heart of Christ. 

There is no other way, but what wonderful grace that the Spirit of God Himself has come to be with us and in us. What a mission He is carrying out in these days in which we are! May we give ourselves to know His grace and power and service so that there is something kept in our localities that is for Christ and for Christ alone. We must begin with ourselves, of course. 

These are individual days in which Paul is writing to Timothy saying, “Take thy share in suffering”, 2 Timothy 2: 3. That is how things will be preserved, sufferingly, as persons are prepared to sacrifice their own interests, their time, their satisfaction and their rest, so that the interests of Christ and the outline of sound words may be preserved for those who are coming on. It would be an exercise for all who are older to see that things are being passed on untarnished. It would be a big exercise that the truth is being passed on in its glory and freshness so that it is held and passed on attractively. So Paul is encouraging persons to take their share in suffering. That is the only way it will go through because of the condition and circumstances we are in. He says, “No one going as a soldier entangles himself with the affairs of life”. The Lord says very clearly, we cannot serve two masters (Luke 16: 13). 

Rebecca had no hesitation at the choice. What an appeal there was for her to stay, but she had no hesitation. That man had captivated her affections. The Spirit’s grace and service had endeared Isaac, the heavenly man, to her, and she says, “I will go”. So it says a soldier cannot entangle himself with the affairs of this life. If we have been called to have part in this wonderful vessel, these other things are below what is proper to the assembly. There are many calls upon us that we get grace and strength to fill out righteously, but the great calling for the Christian, as Paul speaks of it, is “the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus”, Philippians 3: 14. As called into such a vessel we are not to be entangled with the affairs of this life. The enemy is very active at the present time to entangle the saints with the affairs of this life. What demands are made upon us. 

It is like the people of old in Egypt; Pharaoh laid added burdens upon them and enslaved them in his system. The devil is doing that by the world today, in various insidious ways, to take the saints away from the glory and richness of their heavenly calling to ensnare them in the things of this life. You may say, there are difficulties, but we are to “Keep, by the Holy Spirit which dwells in us”. There is a divine Person come here to help us to fulfil righteousness. He has come here to help and strengthen our desires for the heavenly Man. 

Things are to be held in the affections of the saints, and the Spirit is here to nourish those affections, to keep us in the enjoyment of the love of God. It is a great word in Jude’s epistle, in a day of apostasy and of rising evil, he appeals to the saints to “keep yourselves in the love of God”, Jude 21. What love of God is all around us, and how richly we have been given to taste of it, but the exhortation in those declining days is, “keep yourselves in the love of God”. Then also it says, “make straight paths for your feet”, Hebrews 12: 13. The Lord says, 

“if therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body will be light”, Matthew 6: 22. What blessing there is in having our eyes directed to the heavenly Man. 

I read of David because we have here some men by whose activities things were held fast. In Saul’s time things were held very loosely, held as optional. The ark during Saul’s time, where was it? There was one woman, before Saul came to the throne, who said, “The glory is departed”, 1 Samuel 4: 22. Oh how she felt it, and publicly the saints would feel something of that now. There is not the glory of the beginning of Acts exactly, but the glory has not departed, dear brethren. The glory is not here in its public display, but it is here enshrined in the hearts of the saints. So the ark was very loosely regarded in Saul’s time. If you had asked persons, Where is the ark? they would hardly have known. It was in Abinadab’s house, and the Spirit of God uses these words about it, “the time was long”, 1 Samuel 7: 2. Things were held officially, persons perhaps kept the 

ritual, but the ark was not held in the affections of the saints. But David brought the ark, as a type of Christ, to be enshrined in the affections of the saints. And here are persons who, when the trial comes, are ready to hold fast. There is the attack of the Philistines. How strong that is, great pretentious armies that would carry all before them. They would take away the distinctiveness of Israel. That was their great effort, to destroy what was distinctive to the people of God, and that is abroad today. But here is a man who was ready to defend them against the attacks of the Philistines. 

Another group was gathered, the Philistines in a troop. Not only individual attacks but there was an organised attack, as there has been against Christ and the assembly, and here is this man who defended the food supply. There was this plot full of lentils, maybe not much value to men outwardly, but he would defend it; he stood there, and it says, “Jehovah wrought a great deliverance”. Hold fast, God will work the deliverance. We are not called upon to put the world right, we are not called upon to set Christendom right as to its errors, but we are called upon, dear brethren, to hold fast what we have “that no one take thy crown”. These persons with David, were holding fast the crown. They were appreciating what had come to them in David’s grace and in his reign. So it says of this man “he stood in the midst of the plot and delivered it, and smote the Philistines, and Jehovah wrought a great deliverance”. He had judged in himself the mind of man working in the things of God, and so he was able to bring help into the local company; he was able to name things when difficult circumstances arose, and God wrought the deliverance. May we be encouraged to stand and hold fast. 

Then there were three men who heard the longings of David. That is what we would seek to hold fast above all else. They heard the longings of David when he longed and said, “Oh that one would give me to drink 

of the water of the well of Bethlehem”. Have you ever thoughts of the longings of Christ? 

Have you ever thought what He feels about the breakdown? We know what we feel about it and the sorrows that have come in, but have you ever thought how the Lord Jesus feels it? It says about Him prophetically that He had laboured in vain and spent His strength for nought (Isaiah 49: 4). What service He rendered towards Israel and there they are unresponsive. 

What labours He has rendered towards the world, and there it is going on without Him. Have you ever thought of the feelings of Jesus, that men are so bent on themselves, how the Lord feels the departure that has taken place? These men were prepared not only to hold fast, they were prepared and ready to respond to his longings. May our hearts be encouraged to give Christ something that He longs for. How much He has given for us. How much He has brought us into. Now He would give us to know something of His longings, “Oh that one would give me to drink of the water of the well of Bethlehem, which is in the gate!” It says they “broke through”. They broke through going there to secure it, and they broke through coming back to deliver it into the hands of David. How precious it was to him! 

He longed for it for himself, but when he received it he poured it out to God. Oh how blessed an experience to know something of Christ appreciating what we minister to Him in our time. 

It says, “the three mighty men ... brought it to David; however he would not drink of it, but poured it out to Jehovah”. Think of the Lord Jesus having something in this present dispensation, through the saints holding fast what they have, answering to His affections, and the Lord Jesus taking that and pouring it out to God. Have you ever thought of that? It may be some little bit of suffering that you have undertaken, some confession of the name of Jesus that you have made, something simple in your life of committal to the Lord’s interests in your locality; the Lord says, How precious that is to Me, and He pours it 

out to God. That is how the response Godward is being secured, there are persons who are seeking to please the Lord Jesus, they are seeking to give Him something in response to the appeals of His grace and His love. May it be enshrined in our affections and held fast. He says, “I come quickly”. What a hope and assurance for our hearts, what an encouragement to hold fast, “I come quickly”. However long or however short the time may be, the Spirit of God is here so that these longings of Christ may be appreciated in the hearts of the saints and we give Him to drink. The celebration of the Lord’s supper each week may tend to become a formality, the recurrence of it may cause it to be held very lightly, but it is part of what is to be held fast. The Supper is to be held intact at its true level as the request of the Lord Jesus, 

“this do in remembrance of me”, 1 Corinthians 11: 24. In this time when Christ is rejected there are persons who would gather together to remember Him, to answer to His longings. 

There is what He has provided for us, but in the Supper there is what He secures for His own heart, and what He pours out to God. 

May there be, dear brethren, in all our places, an increase of what there can be in the hands of Christ that becomes so rich Godward. So that God has His joy in seeing, in spite of all that has come into time, the fruit of divine labours in something going through that is going to end in glory. May we increasingly, as committed in affection to our absent Lord and Saviour, have our part in holding fast, knowing the Spirit’s power and strength to hold the ground. We are not asked in these days to be pioneering, but things have come to us. May we have grace and affection to hold fast till He comes so that He may have a response in the meantime for His own heart and for the pleasure and praise of God, for His name’s sake. 

Address at East Finchley
20 February 1999 

 


Scripture references

2 Timothy 1:13-14 (JND) [13] Have an outline of sound words, which [words] thou hast heard of me, in faith and love which [are] in Christ Jesus. [14] Keep, by the Holy Spirit which dwells in us, the good deposit entrusted.

2 Samuel 23:11-16 (JND) [11] And after him, Shammah the son of Agee the Hararite: the Philistines were gathered into a troop, and there was there a plot of ground full of lentils, and the people had fled before the Philistines; [12] and he stood in the midst of the plot and delivered it, and smote the Philistines, and Jehovah wrought a great deliverance. [13] And three of the thirty chiefs went down, and came to David in the harvest time to the cave of Adullam, when the troop of the Philistines was encamped in the valley of Rephaim. [14] And David was then in the stronghold; and the Philistines' garrison was then at Bethlehem. [15] And David longed, and said, Oh that one would give me to drink of the water of the well of Bethlehem, which is in the gate! [16] And the three mighty men broke through the camp of the Philistines, and drew water out of the well of Bethlehem, which is in the gate, and took it, and brought it to David; however he would not drink of it, but poured it out to Jehovah.

Revelation 3:11 (JND) [11] I come quickly: hold fast what thou hast, that no one take thy crown.

John 4:38 (JND) [38] I have sent you to reap that on which ye have not laboured; others have laboured, and ye have entered into their labours.

Revelation 2:4 (JND) [4] but I have against thee, that thou hast left thy first love.

2 Corinthians 1:20 (JND) [20] For whatever promises of God [there are], in him is the yea, and in him the amen, for glory to God by us.

2 Timothy 2:7 (JND) [7] Think of what I say, for the Lord will give thee understanding in all things.

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

Genesis 24:53 (JND) [53] And the servant brought forth silver articles, and gold articles, and clothing, and he gave [them] to Rebecca; and he gave to her brother, and to her mother, precious things.

Genesis 24:58 (JND) [58] And they called Rebecca and said to her, Wilt thou go with this man? And she said, I will go.

Song of Solomon 3:7-8 (JND) [7] Behold his couch, Solomon's own: Threescore mighty men are about it, Of the mighty of Israel. [8] They all hold the sword, Experts in war; Each hath his sword upon his thigh Because of alarm in the nights.

2 Timothy 2:3 (JND) [3] Take thy share in suffering as a good soldier of Jesus Christ.

Luke 16:13 (JND) [13] No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and will love the other, or he will cleave to the one and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon.

Philippians 3:14 (JND) [14] I pursue, [looking] towards [the] goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus.

Jude 1:21 (JND) [21] keep yourselves in the love of God, awaiting the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ unto eternal life.

Hebrews 12:13 (JND) [13] and make straight paths for your feet, that that which is lame be not turned aside; but that rather it may be healed.

Matthew 6:22 (JND) [22] The lamp of the body is the eye; if therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body will be light:

1 Samuel 4:22 (JND) [22] And she said, The glory is departed from Israel, for the ark of God is taken.

1 Samuel 7:2 (JND) [2] And it came to pass, from the day that the ark abode in Kirjath-jearim, that the time was long; for it was twenty years. And all the house of Israel lamented after Jehovah.

Isaiah 49:4 (JND) [4] And I said, I have laboured in vain, I have spent my strength for nought and in vain; nevertheless my judgment is with Jehovah, and my work with my God.

1 Corinthians 11:24 (JND) [24] and having given thanks broke [it], and said, This is my body, which [is] for you: this do in remembrance of me.



SACRIFICE IN CHRISTIANITY

J. Mitchell 

Romans 12: 1, 2; 1 Kings 17: 7–16; Acts 20: 18–28 

What is on one’s spirit is to say a word about sacrifice. I need hardly say that sacrifice is the very essence of Christianity. It has been set on by God Himself. There is a verse in Romans which says, “He who, yea, has not spared his own Son, but delivered him up for us all”, Romans 8: 32. That verse is beautifully illustrated in Genesis 22 where God’s feelings in not sparing His own Son are brought out. In seeking to say a little about sacrifice, we have to bear in mind that it is seen supremely in God Himself. There has never ever been another sacrifice like it; it stands unique. It is one of the greatest expressions of divine feeling there could ever be. Think of what the humanity of Jesus meant to God. Think of the days of Christ upon earth here, days that were infinitely pleasurable to God Himself. Every breathing of His, every movement of His, everything that He did, every step that He took, afforded the greatest pleasure to God. For the first time God had in absolute fulness what had been in His affections in relation to man. He had it there in that blessed Man in its absoluteness and fulness, and yet that Man went out by way of death. There is a most affecting passage in Isaiah 53, where it says, “Yet it pleased Jehovah to bruise him” (Isaiah 53: 10). That is something I always marvel about, “it pleased Jehovah to bruise him; he hath subjected him to suffering”. I only bring that forward to show that if we are to say a little about sacrifice, we see it supremely in God Himself. 

Now I think that God is looking to us, looking to His own, that the spirit of sacrifice might be seen in ourselves. It is not that He would look for something that is beyond our measure or look for something that He Himself has not had the experience of. He Himself 

knows what sacrifice is in the supremacy of it, in the giving of His only-begotten Son, so that as He looks to us that there might be some measure of sacrifice with us. He does so feelingly, in the Old Testament sacrifice is spoken of extensively. When Pharaoh said to Moses that they could leave the cattle behind, Moses did not accept that; he said that the cattle would go with them because the divine thought was that His people should go into the wilderness and sacrifice to Himself. So as we come to the wilderness books, the book of Leviticus particularly, they set out in detail the sacrifices that God had in mind for His own people. An infidel, reading that, might think that God is very demanding and very selfish, but the background to God looking for sacrifice from His people is what He Himself has given. We need to maintain that in our spirits and in our affections so that no infidel thoughts might come into our minds. There were the set sacrifices which God arranged in detail in the book of Leviticus, but then there were the voluntary sacrifices. I understand that the children of Israel in the wilderness failed in the voluntary sacrifices. 

Now that is what I wish to speak about—voluntary sacrifices. The two-and-a-half tribes that settled on the wilderness side of the Jordan had much cattle, and the reason they had much cattle was because they were mean with the voluntary sacrifices. If they had been liberal with the voluntary sacrifices they would not have had so much of cattle, and it would not have hindered them from going over the Jordan to dwell in the land of Canaan. So God is looking for us to sacrifice. Sacrifice means that we give up things that may even be legitimate, and which we might think are our own; we give them up for God. That is what He is looking for. 

He speaks in the Psalms about “my godly ones, those that have made a covenant with me by sacrifice!”, Psalm 50: 5. Now a covenant has two sides to it; God has fully filled out His side, and now He is looking to us that we might fill out our side of that covenant by sacrifice. 

I have read in Romans to encourage even the youngest. The apostle’s affections are coming out as he is saying this, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the compassions of God, to present your bodies a living sacrifice”. The youngest might say, I have nothing, I have so little. But you have a body, and that is a very important thing, and what the apostle is bringing forward here is that that body is to be sacrificed for God. It is not a dead sacrifice. 

He is not expecting us to go to martyrdom. Of course, some have gone to martyrdom. Some have gone the full way, and given up their lives sacrificially for God. We were speaking in the reading about the Spirit’s operations in the Dark Ages, and I remember a time when it was said that there was nothing for the Spirit in that period; it was even said that there was nothing of the assembly in that period. But I commend to the young people, if they have time apart from reading the ministry, to have a look at Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. What you see in that book is that the Spirit of Christ was in persons who gave up their lives. They were like Stephen in the giving up of their lives. I take it that the record there is authentic. If it is, it is quite clear that these persons who gave up their lives had the Spirit of Christ in them, and that came out into expression in what they said as they were suffering. Some of them suffered awful deaths, men seeking in their own way to linger the matter on to increase the suffering, and yet what came out was the Spirit of Christ. There were beautiful results of the Spirit’s operations in persons like that. So that, I say without any hesitation or doubt, there was much for the Spirit in that period. Maybe there was not the intelligence that we have at the present time, but the quality was there in the Spirit of Christ. 

Here it is not exactly that the apostle is saying that is demanded of you. He himself gave his life, and we will come shortly to Acts 20, where he says he does not hold his life dear to himself. Think of that, a man who held his life sacrificially for God! What he is saying is, 

“present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your intelligent service”. Every one of us here has a body. Suppose you have nothing else that you can give to God, at least you have your body, and the appeal here is by the compassions of God. Think of what has entered into this epistle up to this point; the way that God has come in in regard to our guilt and our state as away from God and in sin; the way in which He has met these things in righteousness so that we have been set up in relation to God, and the love of God shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit that has been given to us (Romans 5: 5). After all that, he now says, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the compassions of God, to present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your intelligent service”. 

That is you become your own priest. One of the functions of the priest was to examine the offering that was brought, it was to be without spot, without blemish. That is the requirement in the Old Testament, and it is still the requirement, without spot and without blemish. So the priest looks on the offering. That is you and me, we become our own priest, we examine things, what we give our body to, that it might be “holy, acceptable to God, which is your intelligent service”. So it involves what we do, what we say, what we give our ear to, where we go. It involves everything because the body is the vehicle in which you are expressed. It is not just a certain period on a Saturday at the fellowship meeting or on a Lord’s day; it involves the whole of your life, every day, every hour of the day, the one who has been affected by the sacrifice of God is looking and ensuring that his body is holy. 

The epistle to the Thessalonians speaks to us about that, and I appeal to every one here, particularly our young people. It says, “that each of you know how to possess his own vessel”, that means your body, “in sanctification”, 1 Thessalonians 4: 4. Hold it apart from the awful trend that is in the world, the terrible system of sin from which you have been delivered through the sacrifice of 

Christ, through what God has effected. Deliverance from that system is the point in the epistle to the Romans; where we have all been such failures through sin, we are set up here in righteousness to answer to God. Now he is saying, “to possess his own vessel in sanctification”, hold it for God, hold it in a holy way. I appeal to every one of us. You may say, Well this is a pretty severe word, but I appeal to you to hold your body, your vessel, in sanctification, “holy, acceptable to God, which is your intelligent service”. It is a very blessed matter to hold your body as a sacrifice for God, not only clear of the whole system of sin, but clear of every matter. You might say, Such and such a thing is good for my health. In fact even the medical people say, Try a little of this, it is good for your health, sport or something of that description. How does that fit into this passage, presenting your body as a living sacrifice? That is the point of it, it is a question of sacrifice, you are giving something up. 

Sacrifice is costly. There is no question about it. Think of the cost it was to redeem our souls, a tremendous cost. Now God is saying to you, I want you to present your body a living sacrifice. The point here is that your body is put on the altar and it is never taken away. There is no time when you say, This is a little time for myself when I can please myself. 

It goes on here to say, “be not conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God”. 

Christ, the One who was here and set out in perfection the will of God, is now on high, and it is most affecting to think of a company of persons here who are filling out God’s will. In John’s gospel, he says, “Now is the Son of man glorified”, John 13: 31. That is not exactly that He has gone to glory. In the previous chapter as the Greeks come up it speaks of the Son of man coming into His glory. That is the future public display of it, but it says, “Now is the Son of man glorified”, that is there has been a Man here who in every detail has glorified God, even to the cost of giving 

Himself in death. The Son of man glorified in John 13 involves that, and the apostle Paul is saying here, “that ye may prove what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God”. 

There is here what is for the pleasure of God in persons who, in their measure, are characteristically like Christ. Of course, there is no one who would ever come up to His measure. The Son of man glorified is unique, but nevertheless persons who are here sacrificially in relation to the will of God are characteristically like Christ and are of great pleasure to God Himself. I think it is very beautiful to think of that. Man gave Christ a malefactor’s gibbet. The enemy may have thought he had secured a tremendous victory, but God is never defeated. He has here what is characteristically like that Man, in persons like you and me, as we lay our bodies on that altar, and that is for the pleasure of God. How attractive it is, and he is appealing by the compassions of God. He is bringing these to bear upon us in order that we might lay our bodies on the altar. He says, “be not conformed to this world”. I do not go into that, it is enough just to say that and to leave it there. 

When you come to 1 Kings 17 you find this widow woman. What a sacrifice it was for her. 

Elijah had been fed by the ravens at the torrent Cherith. In verse 1 he said, “As Jehovah the God of Israel liveth, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, except by my word”. If I may for a moment speak to brothers who seek to serve in ministry, I think there is something in this that we need to think about. As you bring out ministry you need to suffer along with the ministry. If we have something to say to the saints, God would look that there would be a suffering in our spirits in relation to what we may have to say to the saints. 

Do not let us forget that. Let us carry that constantly with us. Elijah had to suffer, but he was sustained at the torrent Cherith, then where we read it says, “And it came to pass after a while that the torrent dried up, for there had been no rain in the land”. They 

had drought in the land, no rain whatsoever to the extent even that the torrent dried up. He is sent to this widow woman and the first thing he says to her is, “Fetch me, I pray thee, a little water in a vessel”. I wonder what Elijah must have thought about that. There had been no rain on the earth. Not only was food scarce but water must have been scarce. The little water that there was must have been extraordinarily precious, and he says to this woman, “Fetch me, I pray thee, a little water in a vessel, that I may drink”. It says, “she went to fetch it”. She makes no demur about it, there is no questioning about it. She does not say, You know perfectly well that there has not been any rain over these years and the water that I have must be very little. The sacrificial spirit was there with the woman, she was quite prepared to go and fetch it. She had never seen this man before. She did not know at that point, I suppose, who he was. 

Then as she went to fetch it “he called to her and said, Bring me, I pray thee, a morsel of bread in thy hand”. What Elijah’s feelings must have been in that! He knew what the demands were upon this poor widow woman, but then at the same time he knew that God would sustain the woman. That is the point to come to, beloved, God is looking to us for sacrifice. Indeed as far as this woman was concerned she gave her all. She was like that widow in Mark’s gospel, when the Lord was sitting over against the treasury and she cast in two mites; the Lord said she cast in the whole of her living. That is what this woman did really when Elijah said, “a morsel of bread”, she answers saying, “I have not a cake”. She did not have it, she was in abject poverty, you might say, that was the situation. She says, “I have not a cake, but a handful of meal in a barrel, and a little oil in a cruse; and behold, I am gathering two sticks, that I may go in and dress it for me and my son, that we may eat it, and die”. Then Elijah said to her, “Fear not; go, do as thou hast said; but make me thereof a little cake first”. Things come that way, Make 

me thereof a little cake first. Elijah must have felt what it was to ask this of the woman. He goes on to say “and bring it to me; and afterwards make for thee and for thy son. For thus saith Jehovah the God of Israel—The meal in the barrel shall not waste, neither shall the oil in the cruse fail, until the day that Jehovah sendeth rain upon the face of the earth!” The sacrifice of that woman was her living, it was everything. If we are prepared to sacrifice in that respect, God is no man’s debtor. 

You might say, If I give up this, how can I be sustained? God will sustain you as sure as can be. Elijah was a man of experience in this. He had been to the torrent Cherith, where he drank of that torrent, and the ravens had fed him. It is a remarkable thing that God should use unclean carrion birds like the ravens, but it says, “the ravens brought him bread and flesh in the morning, and bread and flesh in the evening; and he drank of the torrent”. Elijah knew that God was able to sustain him. Where the greatest sacrifice is He is able to sustain persons with all that is required. What is impressing me in this meeting is that this really was this woman’s living. She had nothing else. She was going to gather two sticks and make a little meal out of that handful of meal in the barrel with the oil in the cruse and die. It was her everything, and yet she is prepared to give it. I think God looks for sacrifice from us. You might say, I cannot afford to give my everything, I need something for myself. God can sustain you as He sustained this woman, as it says, “she, and he, and her house, ate a whole year”. If she had kept the thing for herself it would have lasted a day or so, but then despite her sacrifice as she presented it to Elijah, she is sustained for a whole year. I have no doubt that that was not exactly in the mind of the woman. I think there was the sacrificial spirit in the woman which Elijah touched. In asking for “a little water in a vessel” I think he touched that sacrificial spirit in her, and he draws it out in its fulness. I believe the Spirit of God would seek 

to draw it out from us today. 

I come to Acts 20. Paul says there, “I make no account of my life as dear to myself”. That shows the sacrificial spirit in which Paul was here labouring among the saints. I suppose this chapter brings that out more than any other. The brethren know the saying, ‘love at the beginning, love in the middle and love at the end’. I think you find there the love of Paul coming out as he appeals to these elders, as he goes over his time among them, and in his affection for the saints at Ephesus he appeals to the elders as to their service. He says, “Ye know how I was with you all the time from the first day that I arrived in Asia, serving the Lord with all lowliness, and tears, and temptations, which happened to me through the plots of the Jews; how I held back nothing of what is profitable, so as not to announce it to you, and to teach you publicly and in every house”. What a life was the life of Paul. Now you might say he was an apostle and he had a unique place. He certainly did, but then he says, 

“Be my imitators”; not only is Paul an apostle but he is set out as an example for us. There were persons with him who got the gain of that example. Timothy being one such, but then we are to get the gain of it. The character of life of Paul has been left on record for us. He says that to Timothy; he speaks about his teaching and his manner of life. Timothy had known it and taken account of it, and I believe we are to take account of the manner of life of men like Paul, so that there might be some reflection of that character in us in order that the saints might be rightly served. 

It is often said that the Ephesian epistle is the height of Pauline ministry. The saints in Ephesus were the height of Pauline ministry. The truth was there in a substantial way. Sad to say, the Lord has to say to them later, “thou hast left thy first love”, Revelation 2: 4. But that should not in any sense becloud the fact that there was a full answer in a substantial way in Ephesus to the ministry of Paul. It was there in the persons. How wonderful it was at the very beginning. They did not come short in that respect, it was there. 

It was soon lost but there it was and he is speaking to these persons and he is bringing out his manner of life and the character of his service. I speak to those who in any measure seek to serve. This is an example for us. If you want an example of service you have to go to Christ. 

He says, “I am in the midst of you as the one that serves”, Luke 22: 27. And if you think of sacrifice, His life was a life of sacrifice culminating in the supreme sacrifice of giving Himself, “who by the eternal spirit offered himself spotless to God”, Hebrews 9: 14. But then there are men like Paul, men of like passions to ourselves who set out the same character of sacrificial service among the saints. That is the need of the moment, persons who will serve the saints sacrificially, and carry the burdens and the sorrows and the state of the saints in their spirits. It is a suffering position, and I think that the more those who serve suffer in their spirits the better the state of the saints will be. I have no doubt in my mind as to that, the more sacrifice there is among those who seek to serve and those who take responsibility for the saints in their localities (because Paul is here speaking to the elders, not exactly gifted men) the better the state of the saints will be. 

So he brings that out. I do not need to go into detail, but he says, “I held back nothing of what is profitable, so as not to announce it to you, and to teach you publicly and in every house ... repentance towards God ...”. I just make a comment on this, that he says, “But I make no account of my life as dear to myself”. His life was on the altar; not only his body but his life, that is where it was; he made no account of it as dear to himself, he held it for God. I often think of that passage, one of the most challenging passages in Scripture, where he says, “For for me to live is Christ”, Philippians 1: 21. What a thing that is, “for me to live is Christ”. I often wonder what that really means. Does that mean that Christ is the object of his life? That Christ is the power of his life? That his life is the very expression of Christ? I believe it means all three. 

He goes on to say, “and to die gain”. It seems as though he was given a choice there, to depart to be with Christ which is very much better or to remain here. What it must have meant to Paul as he contemplated that, to depart to be with Christ which is very much better, but, he says the alternative was to remain “for your sakes”. Not to remain for himself, but to remain “for your sakes”, how beautiful that is. You see the character of a life that is entirely sacrificial, held entirely for God and held here for the service of the saints. 

So he says, “Wherefore I witness to you this day, that I am clean from the blood of all, for I have not shrunk from announcing to you all the counsel of God. Take heed therefore to yourselves, and to all the flock, wherein the Holy Spirit has set you as overseers, to shepherd the assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own”. I think that is a word for every one of us; Take responsibility among the saints, “shepherd the assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own”. It is perhaps one of the most appealing references to the assembly in the whole of Scripture, “the assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own”. Well that is worth serving. May the Lord bless it to us, for His name’s sake. 
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Scripture references

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

1 Kings 17:7-16 (JND) [7] And it came to pass after a while that the torrent dried up, for there had been no rain in the land. [8] And the word of Jehovah came to him saying, [9] Arise, go to Zarephath, which is by Zidon, and abide there: behold, I have commanded a widow woman there to maintain thee. [10] And he arose and went to Zarephath; and when he came to the entrance of the city, behold, a widow woman was there gathering sticks. And he called to her and said, Fetch me, I pray thee, a little water in a vessel, that I may drink. [11] And she went to fetch [it], and he called to her and said, Bring me, I pray thee, a morsel of bread in thy hand. [12] And she said, As Jehovah thy God liveth, I have not a cake, but a handful of meal in a barrel, and a little oil in a cruse; and behold, I am gathering two sticks, that I may go in and dress it for me and my son, that we may eat it, and die. [13] And Elijah said to her, Fear not; go, do as thou hast said; but make me thereof a little cake first; and bring it to me; and afterwards make for thee and for thy son. [14] For thus saith Jehovah the God of Israel: The meal in the barrel shall not waste, neither shall the oil in the cruse fail, until the day that Jehovah sendeth rain upon the face of the earth! [15] And she went and did according to the word of Elijah; and she, and he, and her house, ate a whole year. [16] The meal in the barrel did not waste, neither did the oil in the cruse fail, according to the word of Jehovah which he had spoken through Elijah.

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

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

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

Isaiah 53 (JND) [1] Who hath believed our report? and to whom hath the arm of Jehovah been revealed? [2] For he shall grow up before him as a tender sapling, and as a root out of dry ground: he hath no form nor lordliness, and when we see him, there is no beauty that we should desire him. [3] He is despised and left alone of men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief, and like one from whom [men] hide their faces; despised, and we esteemed him not. …

Isaiah 53:10 (JND) [10] Yet it pleased Jehovah to bruise him; he hath subjected [him] to suffering. When thou shalt make his soul an offering for sin, he shall see a seed, he shall prolong [his] days, and the pleasure of Jehovah shall prosper in his hand.

Psalms 50:5 (JND) [5] Gather unto me my godly ones, those that have made a covenant with me by sacrifice!

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 5:5 (JND) [5] and hope does not make ashamed, because the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by [the] Holy Spirit which has been given to us:

1 Thessalonians 4:4 (JND) [4] that each of you know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and honour,

John 13:31 (JND) [31] When therefore he was gone out Jesus says, Now is the Son of man glorified, and God is glorified in him.

John 13 (JND) [1] Now before the feast of the passover, Jesus, knowing that his hour had come that he should depart out of this world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, loved them to the end. [2] And during supper, the devil having already put it into the heart of Judas [son] of Simon, Iscariote, that he should deliver him up, [3] [Jesus,] knowing that the Father had given him all things into his hands, and that he came out from God and was going to God, …

1 Kings 17 (JND) [1] And Elijah the Tishbite, of the inhabitants of Gilead, said to Ahab, As Jehovah the God of Israel liveth, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, except by my word. [2] And the word of Jehovah came to him saying, [3] Get thee hence, and turn thee eastward, and hide thyself by the torrent Cherith, which is before the Jordan. …

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. …

Revelation 2:4 (JND) [4] but I have against thee, that thou hast left thy first love.

Luke 22:27 (JND) [27] For which [is] greater, he that is at table or he that serves? [Is] not he that is at table? But *I* am in the midst of you as the one that serves.

Hebrews 9:14 (JND) [14] how much rather shall the blood of the Christ, who by the eternal Spirit offered himself spotless to God, purify your conscience from dead works to worship [the] living God?

Philippians 1:21 (JND) [21] For for me to live [is] Christ, and to die gain;



EXTRACT

Peace is a moral element in Christianity, and it must be the effect of righteousness. If there be not righteousness, the maintenance of divinely-appointed relationships in integrity, God will not tolerate peace. 

“There is no peace for the wicked”. If there be righteousness, then I can understand that peace follows upon it, “The kingdom of God is not meat and drink, but righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit”. 

It is most important to see the place that Christ has in relation to peace; how He has come in, in the cross, to remove the cause of confusion, and there is now peace by Him between those who were by nature very far separated, Jew and Gentile. We were all very far separated from one another, we were not of the same kindred, but Christ has come in to displace practically in us what He removed in the cross. The old man was removed in the cross, and the Spirit of Christ is come in to effect the setting aside of the old man in us, that there may be no room for anything but Christ, if there is distance between saints there is a defect on the point of righteousness, not simply on the point of love. There is the allowance of the flesh, that which has been removed in Christ’s death, and that is not righteousness. The great part of our difficulties is not as regards affection, but as regards righteousness, practical righteousness, the fruit of which is peace. 

Christ has made peace, He is our peace, and He gives to us His peace that we may walk in quietness and sobriety down here, having complacency in the will of God, and, at the same time, confidence in God that He is able, in due season, to give effect to His will. Thus will the peace of Christ rule in our hearts. 

F. E. Raven (Vol. 4, pp.279, 280) 
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