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THE RECOGNITION OF WHAT IS SUPERIOR

D. Robertson 

John 3: 27–34; 11: 7–16; 20: 13–18; 21: 20–22 

John the Baptist is a model for us in many ways, but I want to suggest that he is so in the sense that he has the ability to recognise what is superior. He seems to have grasped, I would think through his contact with the Lord Jesus, that the Lord had longings for the bride, “He that has the bride is the bridegroom”; and while John had a ministry, his ministry certainly could not produce the bride. It is only the One who comes out of heaven that can produce what is of heaven. So John points to the One who came out of heaven. It is a remarkable testimony to His ability to recognise a superior line of things. In fact he says here of himself, “the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him”. I think John was standing there, we may say, in the holy respect of his apprehension of what was coming in in Christ. One would commend that thought to the brethren, that we might desire God’s help to have the ability to apprehend and appreciate what is superior. 

John’s ministry was of God, and had in view to prepare the way of the Lord. He testifies of the One who comes out of heaven. He says, “He who has his origin in the earth is of the earth, and speaks as of the earth”, that was himself, but he says, “He who comes out of heaven is above all, and what he has seen and has heard, this he testifies”. No doubt the fulness of it is opened up in Paul’s ministry, the great truth of the heavenly line that was coming onto view, but the source of it, the origin of it, is in Christ Himself. Paul had nothing that had not been set out by Christ. Christ is the source of everything for God. He came out of heaven, and what comes out of heaven can produce what is of heaven, and the great result of the heavenly ministry is the production of a bride for Christ. I do not say any more about the bride than that, but John goes on to say, “no one receives his testimony”. How solemn that is, “no one receives his testimony”, and yet remarkably he goes on to say, “He that has received his testimony has set to his seal that God is true”. It implies that there is a person, no doubt abstractly spoken of here, who has the ability to receive the testimony out of heaven. But I believe that John was looking beyond his time to the present dispensation. How I would love to be one such, affected by the heavenly testimony. There is a result from it, “He that has received his testimony has set to his seal that God is true”. I believe that is an assembly man. 

I trust all of us, and particularly the young people, have the desire to be assembly men. It is the need of the moment, and an assembly man is a reliable man. If we are going to be such we must be marked by the feature of reliability. That character of man has a seal, he is not vague, he is not drifting aimlessly, he can put his seal to things. I believe he is a man who means what he says, and could put his signature to it if required. Beloved brethren, there is a great need for reliable persons at the end of the dispensation. The Lord’s coming is drawn nigh, He will soon come. I would encourage the hearts of the brethren in that. The Lord is coming, and the need in these final phases of the dispensation is for persons of reliable character, not persons who are tossed about by every wind of that doctrine, nor influenced by one thing or another, but persons who have a seal, and that seal is that God is true. 

Then John goes on to say, “for he whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God gives not the Spirit by measure”. It is a wondrous reference to Christ as the sent One of God. 

Christ received the Spirit without measure, and it is also the truth that the assembly as a corporate whole contains the Spirit without measure; a wonderful matter. So what John is referring to is a testimony that goes beyond his own day. He is pointing to the One who can establish this whole period in which God is working out His thoughts, we may say His heavenly thoughts, and the great production of the day will be the bride of Christ. May we be exercised, beloved brethren, to be reliable persons. It would be a challenge to me as it is to you. Have I really been affected by the heavenly testimony? If I have, you can be sure it will come out in reliability, and I believe that is the feature of an assembly man. 

I want to come to John 11 now. The Lord had just heard of the sickness at Bethany. It reads, “Now Jesus loved Martha, and her sister, and Lazarus. When therefore he heard, He is sick, he remained two days then in the place where he was”. That is a remarkable thing. You think of the intensity of the love of Christ for that family, and yet He remained away two days. You might say, He never stirred from His place. He remained there “in the place where he was”. It is a testimony really to the devotion of Christ to the will of the Father. I think it initiates us into the secret of the principle of Christ’s life. The principle of Christ’s life was the will of the Father. He lived on account of that. He lived to accomplish it, every movement of His was governed by the will of the Father. I think that is really the indication here, that He had no word from the Father to go there, and so He waited. It is a lesson for us as to the measure in which our own lives are governed by that principle, the principle of the will of the Father. What a perfect contemplation it is. 

We were speaking about the Man of the gospels, what holy food for the soul, what quality is shining here. On the one hand there is His intense love for the family, no doubt His longing to be with them, and yet what shines out is His devotion to the Father’s will. It says, “Then after this”. I think it would indicate He had now received word that He could proceed. He had received word from the Father. He says, “Let us go into Judaea again”. Now Judaea, as we know, was a place of danger. His disciples knew that and they reasoned with Him, “The disciples say to him, Rabbi, even but now the Jews sought to stone thee, and goest thou thither again?” But just as He did not move without an indication of the Father’s will, there was nothing that would divert Him from it. No power could divert Him, not the dangers of Judaea, nor all the hatred that marked Judaea. He says, “Are there not twelve hours in the day? If any one walk in the day, he does not stumble”. That is really I think walking in the principle of the light of the will of God. Nothing of the darkness around ever governed Christ; He walked in the light of the will of God and of the counsel of God. Think of a pathway like that. What food it is for us to feed on, holy food! Every step of Christ was governed by both the counsel and by the will of God. 

Now I want to speak about Thomas. It is a remarkable touch that comes in here. The Lord goes on to explain things to them as to Lazarus, but then He says, “But let us go to him”. Then it says, “Thomas therefore, called Didymus, said to his fellow disciples, Let us also go, that we may die with him”. That is not Lazarus he is speaking about, it is Christ, “die with him”. I think the disciples, as Thomas indicates, were beginning to apprehend that the Lord was on His way to death. He was so committed to the will of the Father that He was now on His way to death. From here on, as we have been often reminded, it is really the filling out of the type of the ark moving towards Jordan; the holy footsteps of the Son of God, directed by the will of God in every way and in every measure and in every step that He took. Think of the glory that shone from this point on as Christ moved towards death. I think the disciples, as indicated by Thomas here had some grasp of that. Now I know that Thomas has much on the debit side, but this is the credit side. He says to his fellow-disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with him”. In speaking of dying with Jesus, we need to measure our words and keep in mind the two thousand cubits between the people and the ark. However Thomas here is clearly marked by the spirit of devotion that would follow Christ no matter what it cost. I would like to encourage the brethren that we might be exercised to be marked by the spirit of devotion to the Lord. And if I may speak to someone here who has ceased to be marked by that spirit, let Thomas be an encouragement to you. We often speak of the failures of Thomas, especially in John 20, how he was wanting at that time and missed the inbreathing. We often speak about that but let us not ignore how the Holy Spirit in His faithfulness records this moment when Thomas shone. Beloved brethren, the Lord would appeal to us that we might be recovered to the spirit of devotion. If any ceased from it, oh that our hearts might be attracted to follow Christ in the way He is leading, cost what it might. He is now in glory but the path of the testimony lies ahead of us. For how long that may continue who can say? The Lord is coming. May it be that we have not only the ability to recognise what is superior, and that we are not only reliable, but may we be deepened in the spirit of devotion. It is something that the Lord treasures deeply. 

In John 20, there is something very wonderful in Mary that I want to speak of. She was inconsolable in her grief. Not even two angels could console her. You would have thought she would have paid more heed to what the angels said, but no, she was not diverted from her grief. She needed more than angels and so do we. What we need is Christ, that He might fill and satisfy our hearts. And so the Lord first of all says to her, “Woman, why dost thou weep? 

Whom seekest thou?” It says, “She, supposing that it was the gardener, says to him, Sir, if thou hast borne him hence, tell me where thou hast laid him, and I will take him away”. 

There was one thing that was unmistakable about Mary, it was her love for Christ, but she is marked by the spirit of unbelief here as to the resurrection. She requires a certain adjustment. Then it says, “Jesus says to her. Mary”. What a word that is. Do you think the Lord would fail to speak to you? Do you think He has no knowledge of yourself, no knowledge of your state, no knowledge of where you are in soul history, no knowledge it may be of unbelief working in your heart? Of course He has. The Lord Jesus has perfect knowledge of every one of His own, and He has perfect knowledge of all here. He says, “Mary”. It says, “She, turning round”. That is a beautiful touch. It is no longer a question of turning backwards and looking over her shoulder, she turned round. The point I want to bring out, beloved brethren, is that I believe the Lord touched something deep in Mary. He has touched the real Mary. He has touched the instincts of one who has been begotten of God, and immediately there is a reaction, she turns round. 

I remember Mr Andrew Steven, many years ago, giving a word at a burial in Prestwick. He gave a beautiful touch, he said, it meant that her back was to the tomb. What had caused her so much desolation, what had brought her into an inconsolable state of grief, that was now behind her, and what was filling her gaze was the One in whom was the light of life. What a sight this must have been. What it must have meant to the heart of Mary, and what it must have meant to the heart of the Lord Jesus! It may be that you need to turn round, and the Lord would speak to you. Oh I trust that the reaction might be that the instincts of the divine nature might operate and cause you to turn round, and turn your back on the world, and turn your back on the tomb, for Christ is no longer there; He is out of it. His face would be radiant with the light of life. What a wonderful thing! Mary’s being would absorb that. I do not think she remained unintelligent very long. She is able for the instruction now, the most wonderful instruction, I believe, that was ever given to a creature in a way. Of course it is filled out in Paul’s ministry, but what a word she received. The Lord says, “Touch me not”, that is, You have known Me down here, but now you have to know Me in a completely different way as beyond the range of death. 

I wonder if your knowledge of Christ includes that, that you really know Him, that you have a conscious link with Him beyond the range of death. The Spirit is given as the link between Christ out of death and the believer. Christ is there, not only raised but He has ascended, and Mary is brought into touch with this wonderful order of things. No doubt it would touch what we have in 2 Corinthians 5, “if even we have known Christ according to flesh, yet now we know him thus no longer” (verse 16). Christ is no longer to be known in flesh; it was not a final condition. He was absolutely perfect in it, but it was not a final condition; it was a condition He took in order to fill out the will of God down here, but He has now taken another condition, and our link with Christ now is as a Man in glory. Then Mary gets this word, “I ascend to my Father and your Father, and to my God and your God”. I believe the word involves the full light of Ephesians. It is not only that the Lord indicates to Mary the new position, but He indicates also the new relationships which are equivalent to the new position. Then later in the chapter He breathes into them and says, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (John 20: 22); that is, He gives them capacity for the enjoyment of these new relationships. He gives them everything they need to sustain them in the warmth and glory of these relationships that had been brought about by His going into glory. 

I come to the final scripture. The Lord is dealing with Peter in recovery. It is not the first time He dealt with Peter in that way. There was a time when the Lord looked at Peter, it says, “And the Lord, turning round, looked at Peter ... And Peter, going forth without, wept bitterly”, Luke 22: 61, 62. I think at that point Peter was recovered in conscience. I think here the Lord is recovering him in affection. It may be you have reached the point where you are recovered in conscience. You fear the Lord, and the Lord has looked round and He has seen you, and that look is very significant. We sometimes quote the poem, “Tis the look that melted Peter’. I wonder if you have ever been conscious of the Lord’s look. I do not think it was a look of reproach, but a look of deep feeling. What it must have conveyed to Peter as he went out and wept bitterly. It was sufficient to recover Peter in his conscience, but Peter still went astray. 

He was astray here at the beginning of John 21. What Peter needed was recovery in his affections, and it may be that is what we need, to be recovered in our affection for Christ. 

That burning affection you once had, beloved brother, beloved sister, the affection for the Lord Jesus evidenced in your earlier history, is perhaps no longer there. The Lord Jesus feels it. Do you believe that? He says to the assembly at Ephesus, “thou hast left thy first love”, Revelation 2: 4. Who felt it first? The Lord felt it first. If you have drifted in your affections from the Lord, He feels it. Here He is, you may say, in His priestly grace, and He is recovering a beloved one to affection for Himself. Peter was still searching about, he turns round and sees the disciple whom Jesus loved following. John is not wandering here, John is following. That is the characteristic line of John’s gospel, following. 

The great feature that marked John is one that we should all desire to be marked by, and that is steady attachment to Christ. What is the quality of your attachment to Christ? is it steady or does it vary? John is marked by steady attachment to Christ. It is a wonderful thing to be attached to Christ. Dear young people, we would love to see you attached to Christ. We long to see you not only in fellowship, not only taking the emblems on Lord’s day morning, but firmly attached to Christ. What a cherished thing it is, there is nothing quite like it, to be attached to Christ by an indissoluble bond, of which you are conscious by the Holy Spirit’s power. Have you got it? Are you marked by it? Have you got steady attachment to Christ? Peter goes on to say, “what of this man?” Jesus says, “If I will that he abide until I come, what is that to thee?” The Lord is indicating the quality that will remain to the end, persons who are marked by steady affection and attachment to Himself. Then He says to Peter, “If I will that he abide until I come, what is that to thee? Follow thou me”. Is that a word for you, “Follow thou me”? 

I would like to remind the brethren of what Mr Stoney said as to following. He said it is the practice of communion. If you are going to follow Christ you will need to be maintained in communion with Christ. Otherwise you will cease to follow Him, and you will fall into a religious kind of way, or into a worldly kind of way. Following is really the fruit of communion with Christ, communion with God. What a word that is, a word for each one of us, “Follow thou me”. We had this from Mr Dadd in the three-day meetings at Aberdeen a few years ago, a simple direct word from one of our fathers, “Follow thou me”. How emphatically the Lord would say it. It is a scripture I like to read, and also I always picture the Lord saying it emphatically. I do not think it would be whispered, Follow thou Me. Take it into your soul, and if you have ceased following may you flee back to Him. As Peter says elsewhere, “ye were going astray as sheep, but have now returned to the shepherd and overseer of your souls”, 1 Peter 2: 25. Beloved brother and sister, if you have got away from Him, flee back to Him! It is imperative. Mr Darby says in his hymn, if I could read the verse in closing, 

‘O keep my soul, then, Jesus, 

Abiding still with Thee, 

And, if I wander, teach me 

Soon back to Thee to flee’. (Hymn 51) 

May it be so for His name’s sake. 

Address at Dundee
13 August 1999 

 


Scripture references

John 3:27-34 (JND) [27] John answered and said, A man can receive nothing unless it be given him out of heaven. [28] Ye yourselves bear me witness that I said, I am not the Christ, but, that I am sent before him. [29] He that has the bride is the bridegroom; but the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices in heart because of the voice of the bridegroom: this my joy then is fulfilled. [30] He must increase, but I must decrease. [31] He who comes from above is above all. He who has his origin in the earth is of the earth, and speaks [as] of the earth. He who comes out of heaven is above all, [32] [and] what he has seen and has heard, this he testifies; and no one receives his testimony. [33] He that has received his testimony has set to his seal that God is true; [34] for he whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God gives not the Spirit by measure.

John 11:7-16 (JND) [7] Then after this he says to his disciples, Let us go into Judaea again. [8] The disciples say to him, Rabbi, [even but] now the Jews sought to stone thee, and goest thou thither again? [9] Jesus answered, Are there not twelve hours in the day? If any one walk in the day, he does not stumble, because he sees the light of this world; [10] but if any one walk in the night, he stumbles, because the light is not in him. [11] These things said he; and after this he says to them, Lazarus, our friend, is fallen asleep, but I go that I may awake him out of sleep. [12] The disciples therefore said to him, Lord, if he be fallen asleep, he will get well. [13] But Jesus spoke of his death, but *they* thought that he spoke of the rest of sleep. [14] Jesus therefore then said to them plainly, Lazarus has died. [15] And I rejoice on your account that I was not there, in order that ye may believe. But let us go to him. [16] Thomas therefore, called Didymus, said to his fellow disciples, Let *us* also go, that we may die with him.

John 20:13-18 (JND) [13] And they say to her, Woman, why dost thou weep? She says to them, Because they have taken away my Lord, and I know not where they have laid him. [14] Having said these things she turned backward and beholds Jesus standing [there], and knew not that it was Jesus. [15] Jesus says to her, Woman, why dost thou weep? Whom seekest thou? She, supposing that it was the gardener, says to him, Sir, if thou hast borne him hence, tell me where thou hast laid him, and I will take him away. [16] Jesus says to her, Mary. She, turning round, says to him in Hebrew, Rabboni, which means Teacher. [17] Jesus says to her, Touch me not, for I have not yet ascended to my Father; but go to my brethren and say to them, I ascend to my Father and your Father, and [to] my God and your God. [18] Mary of Magdala comes bringing word to the disciples that she had seen the Lord, and [that] he had said these things to her.

John 21:20-22 (JND) [20] Peter, turning round, sees the disciple whom Jesus loved following, who also leaned at supper on his breast, and said, Lord, who is it that delivers thee up? [21] Peter, seeing him, says to Jesus, Lord, and what [of] this [man]? [22] Jesus says to him, If I will that he abide until I come, what [is that] to thee? Follow thou me.

John 11 (JND) [1] Now there was a certain [man] sick, Lazarus of Bethany, of the village of Mary and Martha her sister. [2] It was [the] Mary who anointed the Lord with ointment and wiped his feet with her hair, whose brother Lazarus was sick. [3] The sisters therefore sent to him, saying, Lord, behold, he whom thou lovest is sick. …

John 20 (JND) [1] And on the first [day] of the week Mary of Magdala comes in early morn to the tomb, while it was still dark, and sees the stone taken away from the tomb. [2] She runs therefore and comes to Simon Peter, and to the other disciple, to whom Jesus was attached, and says to them, They have taken away the Lord out of the tomb, and we know not where they have laid him. [3] Peter therefore went forth, and the other disciple, and came to the tomb. …

John 20 (JND) [1] And on the first [day] of the week Mary of Magdala comes in early morn to the tomb, while it was still dark, and sees the stone taken away from the tomb. [2] She runs therefore and comes to Simon Peter, and to the other disciple, to whom Jesus was attached, and says to them, They have taken away the Lord out of the tomb, and we know not where they have laid him. [3] Peter therefore went forth, and the other disciple, and came to the tomb. …

2 Corinthians 5 (JND) [1] For we know that if our earthly tabernacle house be destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. [2] For indeed in this we groan, ardently desiring to have put on our house which [is] from heaven; [3] if indeed being also clothed we shall not be found naked. …

John 20:22 (JND) [22] And having said this, he breathed into [them], and says to them, Receive [the] Holy Spirit:

Luke 22:61-62 (JND) [61] And the Lord, turning round, looked at Peter; and Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he said to him, Before [the] cock crow thou shalt deny me thrice. [62] And Peter, going forth without, wept bitterly.

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

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

1 Peter 2:25 (JND) [25] For ye were going astray as sheep, but have now returned to the shepherd and overseer of your souls.



HOW OUR SOULS ARE AFFECTED BY CHRIST

J. McKay 

Matthew 11: 25–30; Psalm 23: 1–6; Jeremiah 31: 10–14 

The background to the passage in Matthew 11 is a very solemn one. The Lord begins to reproach the cities where most of His works of power had taken place. We have spoken together today of the things that God is doing and the need to perceive them, the need to be alert as to them, and the need to be positively affected by them. Here is the contrast to that; the Lord had been in these places, and had done all these works of power and there had been no response. He says, It will be more tolerable for Sodom and Gomorrah in judgment day than for you. What this really means is that divine activity brings with it a degree of responsibility which we cannot avoid. It is something that the Lord would remind us of in days when we realise the greatest privileges. We are in a dispensation, dear brethren, the like of which has never occurred before, it has never had an equal. God will secure from it an answer to His greatest thoughts, the assembly in all her glory and distinction will come down out of heaven from God having the glory of God. The universe will see the great aggregate of what God has secured for His pleasure; and we, in these days of opportunity, are in the time when God is active towards that. Let us be alert to it. Let us not be casual, but be ready to be affected positively by the things that God does. 

Now it is very wonderful to see the answer in the Lord Jesus to this condition, “At that time. 

Jesus answering said”. It is an answer to the public casualness, the public lack of responsiveness. He says, “I praise thee, Father, Lord of the heaven and of the earth, that thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them to babes”. There was something, dear brethren, in Jesus that the enemy could 

not disturb. Is that not wonderful? Hebrews tells us to “consider well him who endured so great contradiction from sinners against himself”, Hebrews 12: 3. Think for a moment of all that mounted up against Him, and yet there was something that was undisturbed in His relations with His Father. He lifts His eyes to heaven and says, “I praise thee, Father, Lord of the heaven and of the earth”. What a great title that is, involving the unchallenged supremacy of that glorious Person. The Lord’s affections are towards the Father and He is going through, and in spite of the scene of turmoil and unresponsiveness around, there is something tranquil in the soul of Jesus as totally undisturbed by it. Now I believe, dear brethren, that God is working that such a condition may be reached in His people. This first, scripture refers to rest of soul, “ye shall find rest to your souls”. 

I want to speak at this time, if the Lord helps a little, as to soul prosperity. John refers to it in his third epistle, saying as to Gaius, “I desire that in all things thou shouldest prosper and be in health, even as thy soul prospers” (2 John 2). What was evident apparently was that his soul was prospering, his outward circumstances are not described. We live in days of affluence publicly; in days when material things are easily secured, and God does not grudge us what we need. But what is very important, dear brethren, is that there shall be soul prosperity. A believer should have an identity spiritually, not being dependent on others, not simply going along with the current of things even among the brethren, but having an identity according to God. The psalmist says, “my heart is not haughty, nor mine eyes lofty; neither do I exercise myself in great matters, and in things too wonderful for me. Surely I have restrained and composed my soul, like a weaned child with its mother”, Psalm 131: 1, 2. We are thankful for those who have exerted maternal influence among the brethren. How much we owe to it, in the way of early nurture, encouragement and protection. You young people, learn to thank God for what is amongst the brethren for your 

protection. Nevertheless there comes a time when you need to stand upon your own feet, like the psalmist saying, “my soul, like a weaned child with its mother”; standing in its own distinction, character having been imparted, yet not engaging in matters too great for us. So the soul is key to the personality formed. Mary refers to it in the passage we have been engaged with; she says, “My soul magnifies the Lord”, Luke 1: 46. 

I am concerned as to myself, and I am concerned for my brethren in these days that we should be delivered from what is superficial. The world is suffering from it, religiously, politically, commercially; there is a veneer on the whole system that is around us, and if you penetrate that veneer things are not the same underneath. Christianity is to be the complete contrast to that, persons are to become like Jesus was, a Man who said, I am “Altogether that which I also say to you”, John 8: 25. How is it with us, dear brethren? You know, it is possible to be a believer, to have your faith in Christ and to have your eternal future secure, and yet go through the whole of your life in testimony without finding rest to your soul. 

Should we not be exercised? Isaiah says in contrast to this, “the wicked are like the troubled sea, which cannot rest, and whose waters cast up mire and dirt”, Isaiah 57: 20. How much that characterises the public scene is the casting up of what is unclean, of what corrupts, of what comes from Satan, “the wicked are like the troubled sea”. How distinctive the saints are to be in the midst of such a scene as that because they know what it is to find rest to their souls. How much blessing we have come into, how much there is in the way of wealth, even in this passage that we have read. 

The Lord goes on to say, “All things have been delivered to me by my Father”. Think of the greatness of the Person who was speaking. How great Christ is! He says, “no one knows the Son but the Father”. Do you know that the Person whom you have learned to 

trust has a greatness that will always be beyond you? I think our links with Christ are vital if we are to have spiritual identity in the testimony of God. No one knows who the Son is but the Father, so eternally there will be what is inscrutable about the Person of the Lord Jesus. 

He has called the universe into being. He sustains all things by the word of His power. He is the focus of attention of all those who are true in the area of testimony, and at this point He says, “Come to me”. 

What an appeal! I would like to pass that appeal on today. The Lord says, “Come to me”. He is not asking you to come to an area of Christendom. He is not asking you to come to a particular persuasion, a particular company of persons; He is asking you to come to Himself. 

I would ask you, dear fellow believer. How long is it since you came to Jesus? You came a long time ago, you put your trust in Him for eternity. Have you kept coming? The answer to an unsettled condition of soul is to come to Christ. He says, “I will give you rest”. Our brother spoke in the reading about impartation. Nobody can impart things like He can. As coming into His presence you find that the divine answer to everything is there. It really means that if you are in an unsettled condition of soul it is because you have not tapped divine resources. It means that in some sense you are depending on your own strength, depending on your own convictions perhaps, even as to the truth. Mr Darby exhorts in his ministry. Depend upon what Christ is and not on your thoughts about it. You learn to depend upon what Christ is, it is He that says, “Come to me ... and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am meek and lowly in heart; and ye shall find rest to your souls”. 

Now this is additional to what is given. Firstly He says, I will give it to you, and there is nothing can surpass what we receive from Christ. Go through the Scripture and look for the things that He gives and the things that the saints receive. It is a very interesting study. But this is beyond what He gives, He says, “ye 

shall find rest to your souls”. It involves exercise on our part and involves the reaching experimentally of a condition that is undisturbed in our relation to Him. I wonder if we have found it. You may say, Yes, he gave it to me; but have you found it practically? Has it become characteristic of the walk that you are pursuing? He says, “I am meek and lowly in heart; and ye shall find rest to your souls; for my yoke is easy, and my burden is light”. What was the yoke of Christ in this context? Another has suggested that His yoke was to bear the burden of others. That was the yoke that Jesus took. Thus Paul says in Galatians, “Bear one another’s burdens, and thus fulfil the law of the Christ”, Galatians 6: 2. The Lord Jesus was so low in the scale of human affairs that He was willing to be a burden-bearer for others. 

Would you be willing to take such a place? There are tremendous pressures among the saints. 

You look around and you wonder at the capacity of the saints to endure. Revelation speaks of it, “the endurance and the faith of the saints”, Revelation 13: 10. We are in the presence of these things. Are you able to take somebody’s burden? Can you bear it and thus fulfil the law of the Christ? “My yoke is easy, and my burden is light”. I would appeal, dear brethren, that we should get into the presence of Jesus and that our walk should become characterised by our link with Him, and we shall find rest to our souls. There is a very interesting passage in Jeremiah 6 which we were reminded of not too long ago. I will read it to you. “Thus saith Jehovah—Stand in the ways and see, and ask for the ancient paths, which is the good way, and walk therein, and ye shall find rest for your souls” (Jeremiah 6: 16). Notice the way that walking is connected with what we are saying. It is your actual path in the wilderness. As subjects of the divine call, ‘Here for a season, then above’. What shall our walk be? 

In Psalm 23 we have the Shepherd, and the word I want just to draw attention to is in verse 3, 

“He restoreth my soul”. What if you got away from what you first 

knew? What if that nearness that brought you into such rest, to cause you to find a tranquillity which nothing could break in upon, has been lost in your experience? The great answer is that 

“Jehovah is my shepherd”. Here it is not what the Shepherd does, it is what He is; and here it is not that He is claiming you, it is that you are claiming Him. I speak to the young ones here, we are glad to see you, and the Lord would appeal to you today as to whether you are prepared and willing to claim Him on this line. Not simply to respond as a needy sinner to His love but to claim Jehovah as your Shepherd. The care of a shepherd is something that you will always need. As reading in the gospels we find more than one occasion when the Lord Jesus describes persons as “sheep not having a shepherd”, Mark 6: 34. There is something very vulnerable about that, and the implication is that sheep always need this kind of care. 

The lambs, according to John’s gospel, need feeding, but the sheep need shepherding and it will always be so. Can I appeal to you, lest any spirit of self-sufficiency should creep in amongst us. You need the touch of the Lord’s shepherd care, “Jehovah is my shepherd: I shall not want”. His sufficiency is our great resource. He is unfailing in His care, attention and affection. 

He says in the gospel, speaking to the Father, “I have not lost one of them”, John 18: 9. How precious the sheep are then to the heart of the Shepherd. But the emphasis here is in the experience of one person who claims Jehovah as his Shepherd, “He restoreth my soul”. Did you ever try to restore your own soul? I think we have all been guilty of that. Such efforts, however well intentioned, will not be effective. He restoreth my soul. We belong to Him, and the only answer to departure is to be brought back to a direct relation with Himself. There are many sheep, and I speak spiritually, there are many sheep in this world at the present time who are unattached. At the end of Psalm 119 the writer says, “I have gone astray like a lost sheep”. He said many precious things, he stated much in the way of wonderful 

truth, and yet as to his soul experience he went astray. I appeal to you today, the One to restore your soul is the One to whom you first came. So he says, “seek thy servant”. The Lord will not fail to answer such an appeal, and the confirming of your link with Christ will make it easy to have your link with the brethren re-established too. 

That is why I read Jeremiah 31, because here we have a very interesting collective reference to the soul. It says, “their soul shall be as a watered garden”. Is that not an attractive allusion? 

This is not what you are personally, it is not what I am personally, it is what the saints are as together. So it says here, “He that scattered Israel will gather him, and keep him, as a shepherd his flock”. Not simply the individuals, but together the saints are preserved under the gracious service of the Lord Jesus. He says, “I am the good shepherd; and I know those that are mine”, John 10: 14. He says, I know them. It is not simply that they know Him and know His voice, precious truth, but He says, I know them, and He is able, dear brethren, to bring us together in a unity which is of God. Men strive after unity, do they not? And the kind of unity that men strive for is unity by agreement. How different it is to realise that in the divine system, we have agreement in the light of a unity that is already established. If you seek to work the other way, you make everything depend upon man and you will never reach a unity that is supportable. The unity of the Spirit exists and as seeking to keep it, it is confirmed in our experience. The service of Christ would bring the saints together under His own matchless touch, so that we have this reference to the Shepherd and His flock. For Jehovah hath ransomed Jacob, and redeemed him from the hand of one stronger than he”. 

Then it says, “And they shall come and sing aloud upon the height of Zion”. What will it be on the morrow? If the Lord does not come, we shall gather 

and our engagement will be a very wonderful one in regard of the service of God, “they shall sing aloud upon the height of Zion”. Zion is the place that Christ has acquired in the affections of His people on the principle of sovereign mercy. The mercy that has met you is the mercy that has met me, and He brings us together, and we learn to celebrate the sovereignty of the grace that has brought each of us into blessing. I think “the height of Zion” 

is a wonderful allusion. Perhaps in the service of God we should think more of the mercy that has brought us to the blessing that we know in answer to God’s purpose in His love, “they shall come and sing aloud upon the height of Zion, and shall flow together to the goodness of Jehovah, for corn, and for new wine, and for oil, and for the young of the flock and of the herd”. What can we say? It is an attractive passage that requires little comment, but flowing together is very positive, is it not? As if unresistingly we are brought under the influence of what is of God, and we flow together in the experience of it. The goodness of Jehovah has met our condition, but more than that, has poured in an abundance that will ensure that there is always an answer for God Himself. Our response is not to be a superficial thing, not a crystallised thing, but a living spontaneous response, the result of a unity among the saints which is entirely according to God, “their soul shall be as a watered garden”. Paul speaks in Philippians about being “joined in soul”, Philippians 2: 2. That is the feelings of the saints are brought together. We spoke of it a little in the reading as to Mary and Elizabeth, brought together, joined as to the deepest and most intimate things. We thus have not simply an external link, but a constitutional, organic link with one another. So it says, “their soul shall be as a watered garden”, territory that the Lord has cared for. The Song of Songs refers to it, the spouse says, “Let my beloved come into his garden”, Song of Songs 4: 16. 

As the Lord comes amongst us, what sort of condition does He find? I conclude with this question 

because I feel it very challenging, but the greatness of divine resource means that He should find what is described in this wonderful passage, “a watered garden”, a refreshed area; not an area that is arid and lacks fertility. It is not an area that is unresponsive, but an area that is full of life as the Lord comes into it. He says, “I am come into my garden, my sister, my spouse”, Song of Songs 5: 1. May it be as He comes amongst us, dear brethren, that He finds the answer to the skill in service that He Himself has expended. The expenditure of grace is very wonderful, and the answer to it is to be realised as the saints come together in an atmosphere where Christ being supreme, all that is in the saints of Himself becomes responsive. May we be encouraged in some sense by these few words, for His name’s sake. 

Address at Peterhead
7 August 1999 

 


Scripture references

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

Psalms 23:1-6 (JND) [1] {A Psalm of David.} Jehovah is my shepherd; I shall not want. [2] He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside still waters. [3] He restoreth my soul; he leadeth me in paths of righteousness for his name's sake. [4] Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. [5] Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies; thou hast anointed my head with oil; my cup runneth over. [6] Surely, goodness and loving-kindness shall follow me all the days of my life; and I will dwell in the house of Jehovah for the length of the days.

Jeremiah 31:10-14 (JND) [10] Hear the word of Jehovah, ye nations, and declare [it] to the isles afar off, and say, He that scattered Israel will gather him, and keep him, as a shepherd his flock. [11] For Jehovah hath ransomed Jacob, and redeemed him from the hand of one stronger than he. [12] And they shall come and sing aloud upon the height of Zion, and shall flow together to the goodness of Jehovah, for corn, and for new wine, and for oil, and for the young of the flock and of the herd; and their soul shall be as a watered garden, and they shall not languish any more at all. [13] Then shall the virgin rejoice in the dance, and the young men and old together; for I will turn their mourning into gladness, and will comfort them, and make them rejoice after their sorrow. [14] And I will satiate the soul of the priests with fatness, and my people shall be satisfied with my goodness, saith Jehovah.

Matthew 11 (JND) [1] And it came to pass when Jesus had finished commanding his twelve disciples, he departed thence to teach and preach in their cities. [2] But John, having heard in the prison the works of the Christ, sent by his disciples, [3] and said to him, Art *thou* the coming [one]? or are we to wait for another? …

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

2 John 1:2 (JND) [2] for the truth's sake which abides in us and shall be with us to eternity.

Psalms 131:1-2 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees. Of David.} Jehovah, my heart is not haughty, nor mine eyes lofty; neither do I exercise myself in great matters, and in things too wonderful for me. [2] Surely I have restrained and composed my soul, like a weaned child with its mother: my soul within me is as a weaned child.

Luke 1:46 (JND) [46] And Mary said, My soul magnifies the Lord,

John 8:25 (JND) [25] They said therefore to him, Who art thou? [And] Jesus said to them, Altogether that which I also say to you.

Isaiah 57:20 (JND) [20] But the wicked are like the troubled sea, which cannot rest, and whose waters cast up mire and dirt.

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

Revelation 13:10 (JND) [10] If any one [leads] into captivity, he goes into captivity. If any one shall kill with [the] sword, he must with [the] sword be killed. Here is the endurance and the faith of the saints.

Jeremiah 6 (JND) [1] Flee for safety, ye children of Benjamin, out of the midst of Jerusalem, and blow the trumpet in Tekoa, and set up a signal in Beth-haccerem; for evil appeareth out of the north, and a great destruction. [2] The comely and delicate one do I cut off, the daughter of Zion. [3] Shepherds with their flocks shall come unto her; they shall pitch [their] tents against her round about; they shall feed every one in his place. …

Jeremiah 6:16 (JND) [16] Thus saith Jehovah: Stand in the ways and see, and ask for the ancient paths, which is the good way, and walk therein, and ye shall find rest for your souls. But they said, We will not walk [therein].

Psalms 23 (JND) [1] {A Psalm of David.} Jehovah is my shepherd; I shall not want. [2] He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside still waters. [3] He restoreth my soul; he leadeth me in paths of righteousness for his name's sake. …

Mark 6:34 (JND) [34] And on leaving [the ship] [Jesus] saw a great crowd, and he was moved with compassion for them, because they were as sheep not having a shepherd. And he began to teach them many things.

John 18:9 (JND) [9] that the word might be fulfilled which he spoke, [As to] those whom thou hast given me, I have not lost one of them.

Psalms 119 (JND) [1] ALEPH. Blessed are the perfect in the way, who walk in the law of Jehovah. [2] Blessed are they that observe his testimonies, that seek him with the whole heart; [3] Who also do no unrighteousness: they walk in his ways. …

Jeremiah 31 (JND) [1] At that time, saith Jehovah, will I be the God of all the families of Israel, and they shall be my people. [2] Thus saith Jehovah: The people [that were] left of the sword have found grace in the wilderness, [even] Israel, when I go to give him rest. [3] Jehovah hath appeared from afar unto me, [saying,] Yea, I have loved thee with an everlasting love; therefore with loving-kindness have I drawn thee. …

John 10:14 (JND) [14] I am the good shepherd; and I know those that are mine, and am known of those that are mine,

Philippians 2:2 (JND) [2] fulfil my joy, that ye may think the same thing, having the same love, joined in soul, thinking one thing;

Song of Solomon 4:16 (JND) [16] Awake, north wind, and come, [thou] south; Blow upon my garden, [that] the spices thereof may flow forth. Let my beloved come into his garden, And eat its precious fruits.

Song of Solomon 5:1 (JND) [1] I am come into my garden, my sister, [my] spouse; I have gathered my myrrh with my spice; I have eaten my honeycomb with my honey; I have drunk my wine with my milk. Eat, O friends; drink, yea, drink abundantly, beloved ones!



THE TESTIMONY AS OUR BOND

F. E. Raven 

It appears to me a matter of importance that we should understand where we are in relation to all that is around us in Christendom, and why we are there. Many and different causes have operated to bring us where we are, some in the providence of God; but it is only poor work to be there without being able to give a reason for our continuing there. I hope to be able to throw a little light on this matter. The two epistles of Paul to Timothy have been often referred to as justification for our having taken a position outside of the great churches and systems which go to make up Christendom as a whole. And indeed it is a great mercy that these epistles have been given to us. Before touching on them I would refer to the position in which many of us are found, and to the reasons that have tended to bring us there. These may be summed up in one consideration, that is that the form 

which things have assumed on every hand is a practical falsification of all that the words of the Lord and of the apostles lead us to expect. I am of course aware that I am assuming the right of every Christian to judge all that he finds by scripture. I might have said the responsibility. If the Spirit of God said “to the law and to the testimony, if they speak not according to this word it is because there is no light in them”, surely we are entitled to bring all things to the same test, and, if need be, to arrive at the same conclusion. I admit the gravity of this, and it ought not to be undertaken in any light spirit, for it may result in the disallowance of many things that are in a sense venerable, and that have held a great place in the minds of many children of God. 

What I observe in all around is that the forms into which Christianity has been moulded are not at all according to the mind of God as far as that mind has been made known to us; and more, that scripture gives us a very different estimate from that entertained by men of what Christianity would eventuate in. That which in the eyes of men may appear fair and suitable, may in the eye of God be confusion. The main justification for the forms around is that they are suited to the world as it is now. It can hardly be contended that these forms existed at the outset, but things in the world have greatly changed, and hence the order that existed at the beginning is said to be hardly suited to the changed world. It will be seen that this line of argument assumes that Christianity was intended as a religion for the world, and hence has to be adapted to the changes that take place in the constitution of the world. Now all the scripture writers give us the idea that what was established by apostolic care at the beginning would in the hands of men be corrupted, and they hold out no hope of reparation. The apostle Paul gives us the figure of a great house with vessels in it of every kind, and puts on a man the obligation to purge himself from vessels to dishonour if he would be a vessel meet for the Master’s use. So too in the second epistle to the 

Thessalonians, he shows what had already come in within the limits of professing Christianity, and in what it would eventuate. The apostasy is brought into view. John speaks of its being the last time, and that already there were many antichrists. In the beginning of the Revelation, under the addresses to the seven churches in Asia, he pictures the defection of the church, and so far from there being any hope of amendment, all is succeeded by the judgments that precede the kingdom. Peter in his second epistle pictures the unrighteousness that would be brought in by heretical teachers, and how false principles would work; he too holds out no hope of amendment; there remains nothing but the certainty of the kingdom. 

Jude shows us the working of apostasy, and sees nothing in view but the coming of the Lord with ten thousands of His saints. The testimony of all the writers is concurrent. It will be evident that this view is diametrically opposed to that entertained by the apologists and ministers of the great systems around. They see not ruin or decay, but would rejoice in the place which Christianity has gained in the estimation of men. And yet this is very unreal. 

Disguised underneath a respect for what has had a great place in the world, and is still useful in a worldly sense, is a profound scepticism as to all that is propounded in scripture. And this is intelligible, for the mind of man cannot compass the manner of the intervention of God to overthrow all that held in bondage the conscience and mind of man. But the point at which I arrive is this, that if there is this divergence of view, I am entitled to accept the view presented in scripture, and to come to the conclusion that things around do not answer to the mind of God, and therefore have no claim upon me. Hence I am justified in standing apart from them. At the same time I would do this in all humility, aware that many Christians are still to be found in these associations. 

I come now to the epistles to Timothy, to see the light which they afford as to the course which the Christian should take. The point in the two epistles is 

evidently different. In the first the object of the apostle in writing is that the servant may know how a man should behave himself in the house of God. In the second the point is that the servant should not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord. I gather from this the great importance of our being in the first place imbued with a true view of the house of God, so that we may have a standard by which to judge of all around; and having and applying this, and feeling our obligation to a place of separation, that we should find the special bond that can hold us together under such circumstances. I believe that this is to be found in the testimony of our Lord. If we take our idea of the house of God from the first epistle we shall be bound to confess our inability to find anything that answers to it around. We see in it the saints in their priestly place making prayer and supplication with thanksgiving for all men, for kings and all that are in authority. To do this they must be in a place of moral superiority to all for which they supplicate, whatever this may take in. Then we see men and women relatively in their proper place, the men marked by praying, lifting up holy hands, and the women unnoticeable in modest adornment. It all speaks of moral comeliness. Then there is the care by elders and deacons for the souls and bodies of the believers; and amid such a state of things the voice of the Spirit is heard. Where can this be found in the din and confusion of Christendom. We are compelled to acknowledge that all is ruin. Hence it is that we are confirmed in the place of separation that we have taken. But nothing can be more important than that in that place we should have our minds permeated with true thoughts of what God intended to be the character of His house. And it is to be remembered that the Spirit of God abides here. 

But having taken the place of separation, it is important to see that in the darkest and most difficult time there is a bond of surpassing interest that will hold us together, not leading us to form a sect, but holding us in agreement of mind so that we can walk together. For 

certainly two cannot walk together except they be agreed. I believe that this agreement is to be found in the testimony; we have been accustomed to use this word testimony with more or less vagueness. I would desire to give more definiteness to it in our minds. I believe that testimony is always of that which God intends to display. I think it is a principle in the ways of God, that He displays nothing until He has given testimony of it. This is seen in the prophets. Now what God is going to display is comprehended in one word, and that is Christ. 

Hence Christ is the testimony. In riding into Jerusalem on an ass, and a colt the foal of an ass, the Lord gave testimony to Himself as Zion’s King, and He will be displayed in that way. He has now ascended far above all heavens that He may fill all things, and He is to be displayed in that way. The Spirit has brought tidings of Him as there, and this is the testimony. 

Probably every epistle presents Christ in some light in which He is going to be displayed, and the sum of all gives us the completeness of Christ. The point for us now is that we should be strengthened with all might in the inner man that we may have the Christ dwelling in our hearts by faith, so that we may be morally in the testimony. This word covers the gospel and everything. The testimony is not the interest simply of preachers, it is the bond of all saints, and especially in a day when Christianity has assumed the form of a vast pretentious system in the world. We need to be rigidly apart from all that is around, and to be intelligent in every light in which Christ will be displayed. Then it is that there will be real power in the setting forth of the glad tidings of the Christ. The gospel is the interest of all, though all may not be qualified to publish it; and it is the glad tidings of that which is to be displayed. 

In making known to us our calling, God has brought to light the extent of His purpose in Christ Jesus, and what marks the One in whom all that purpose is effectuated is that He has annulled death, and brought life and incorruptibility to light. In the light and power 

of this, Christ will be manifested. “By man came death, by man also came the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ will all be made alive”. The last Adam is a quickening Spirit. He has acquired this place in regard to men by redemption, and will be manifested according to the glory of it. Meanwhile it is the moment of testimony, and therefore of the grace of God, and as we have seen, the testimony is Christ. May God grant that we may be led into greater appreciation of Him, and so into moral accord with Him. “As is the heavenly, such are the heavenly”. 

(Vol. 2, pp.105–110) 

 


EXTRACT

I believe from the outset and at every stage of the believer’s life, the thought of being under limitations attaches to him. He thinks he is under limitations as not being spiritual; he is at a disadvantage if he goes to school, or to business; right along to the end of his life everything is against him, at least in measure from the natural point of view; but if he goes through with God (one can speak of it with the utmost confidence from one’s own experience) he is better off in every way as choosing what pleases God. If you are a salesman, He will help you to make a sale; if you are a student, He will help you to study; if you are married, He will support you in your married life. There is not a thing that He cannot come down to in relation to our natural lives to make us prosper. 

J. Taylor (Vol. 87, p.157) 
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