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UNITY AND POWER


D A Burr

John 17:9-11, 20-23; 2 Samuel 23:13-17; Matthew 18:15-20

I have carried an exercise to speak to you about unity and power, and to relate them to the desires of the Lord Jesus.  The Lord Jesus has the most intense desires, which are the expression of His love.  He desires the things that His love claims, and because He has a claim to them, He is jealous about them.  Jealousy is not the same as envy.  Envy is when I want something that belongs to somebody else, but jealousy is about what belongs to me, and especially about what I love; jealousy is especially awakened if my claim to what I love is either neglected or questioned by somebody else.  Paul wrote to the saints at Corinth that he was jealous for them “with a jealousy which is of God; for I have espoused you unto one man, to present you a chaste virgin to Christ”, 2 Cor.11:2.  He served with an urgency and emphasis that was born of his understanding that they were the objects of Christ’s special love.

This passage in John 17 is a very striking one with much teaching in it, and I want to draw your attention to what the Lord Jesus said about the unity of His own.  It is very striking that there are five references in this passage to the oneness of His own.  There is one in the first section we read, and then He kept coming back to the matter in the later verses we read, that He desired that His own should be one.  He made it clear that that desire was not only related to those whom He had kept in the Father’s name, whom He was about to leave, but was to encompass all believers; and therefore it encompasses ourselves.  This chapter is a prayer, and we know that the Lord never failed to pray according to the will of God, as indeed we should not either.  We can therefore reckon that the things which the Lord Jesus asked for in this prayer were according to the will of God.  We learn from other scriptures that what the Lord Jesus was speaking about here touches what is at the very heart of the purpose of God.  He was asking the Father to bring into practical manifestation, in the world that He was leaving, what had hitherto been kept in mystery, a secret that God had kept through ages and generations.  Jesus asked for something the like of which had never been seen before, and will only ever be found in the company of His Christian disciples.  Whatever their natural characteristics or origin or experience or temperament, He was asking that they should be one.  Paul wrote of it, that there should be “a joint body”, Eph.3:6.  Barriers that had hitherto existed in measure in God’s ways were to be removed, and something was to be established here which answers to the desires that the Lord Jesus expresses in His prayer, and at the same time fulfils a public testimony to the purpose and counsels of God.  

Every single person covered by this prayer is covered by the Lord’s own desire that, when the Spirit came, they should be united to Him, and that this should lead to them having a bond with one another that united them together in a glorious vessel that would be His counterpart – His wife in testimony and His bride in the coming day of display.  What a glorious and wonderful thing!  The Lord Jesus did not say very much to the Father about any of that here, but He and the Father knew exactly what the Lord had in mind.  This was something on which divine purpose and counsel had dwelt, no doubt, on many occasions.  The truth of it is unfolded in the teaching we have in the epistles.  The practice of it and the realisation of it were also manifested in the early days of the Christian company, as we read of it in the book of the Acts.  I do not want to go further into the detail, but rather to point out how fundamental the Lord’s prayer in John 17 is in relation to the fulfilment in practical testimony of the purpose of God.  That is what the Lord was asking for.

I want to say a word about what He asked for, and who He asked.  He did not ask that the disciples might find it in their hearts to stick together.  He did not ask that the disciples might find common ground on which they could form some kind of corporation here that unified the Christian testimony.  What He asked for is only achievable in divine power, and the request He made is therefore that the Father Himself would act.  He did not ask the Father if He would see that it was done, but that the Father would do it Himself.  I only say that to draw attention to the greatness of what the Lord has in mind.  It lies beyond the imagination – and beyond even the most well-meaning calculation of sincere believers – to achieve what the Lord Jesus has in mind, but there is Someone who can, and it is to that Person He appealed, His Father.  How was He going to do it?  The Lord Jesus spoke to the Father in the liberty of sonship about how it was going to be done.  They were to be kept, He said, in the holy Father’s name.  I wonder sometimes, when I am exercised about the unity of my brethren and my own part in that, how much that desire enters into my thoughts.  But if this unity is to be realised or achieved – if it was ever to be realised or achieved – then it would be in the holy Father’s name.  We might all agree that holiness is something that we are not as scrupulous about as we might be.  We may be concerned with appearances, and will do a lot to maintain them.  In the present circumstances in which we are, dare I say, we will do a lot to maintain the appearance of togetherness.  But that is not what the Lord Jesus asked for here.  He asked for something that would have to be secured by acknowledgment of and faithfulness to a holy Father’s name.

And then, the Lord Jesus goes on – again in the liberty of sonship – to explain to the Father, in the presence of His own, why He was asking for these things.  He gave two reasons, and they are very precious.  The first was that the world might know that the Father had sent Him.  It might be thought that there were other ways in which He could have achieved that: a voice out of heaven, for example, or even the resurrection.  But that is not what the Lord proposed here.  He proposed that there would be a testimony to a world that was about to reject Him utterly, that the Father had indeed sent Him, that He was not an imposter, that He was the Father’s only Son sent to do the Father’s will, and to walk in the pathway of it and to accomplish His work.  The testimony to that would rest, not simply in some general way in the beliefs and profession of His own, but in their unity together.  Then He asked that the world might also know that the disciples were loved as Christ Himself is loved.  We spoke in the reading about rewards.  What a precious thing that is; that where unity exists among the people of God, there is to be a testimony to the nature and depth and strength of the Father’s love, and that it would be towards His own, found here together, in the same way as it had been towards Christ Himself.

How did the Father answer this prayer?  I am assuming that everyone recognises that He did.  The first answer to that question is that He sent the Holy Spirit.  The Father did not move the matter out of divine hands.  I think it is a very precious thing to see how important and crucial is the mission and the service of the Holy Spirit.  We were speaking elsewhere about the part the Spirit plays in our being born anew.  It is very easy to say I was affected by a preaching, or by something I read.  But that was not something out of the blue.  Something went on in your soul that was not entrusted to anyone other than the Holy Spirit of God.  That is true of everyone here, and it is true of every believer.  Everyone who has answered to the gospel, everyone who has put their faith in Christ, has been the object of the prior personal service of the Holy Spirit of God.  Now think of the scale of that.  Think of the millions who are the Lord’s.  Think of the rate at which, even in this evil world, people are coming to Christ, largely unseen by us.  It is all the personal work of the Holy Spirit of God.  He also has this other mission as sent by the Father, to secure an answer to this prayer of the Lord Jesus.  So, in meeting that request for unity, there was a manifestation of the power by which it can be secured.  What a wonderful thing that is, that the Father has found in the Person of the Holy Spirit not only the means of securing unity – for we are all baptised by one Spirit into one body, that is how the great divine perception can be turned into practical reality – but the same Person by whom we are baptised into one body is Himself the power to maintain the unity thus created, so long as He is not grieved.  What wonderful things these are!

Now there is another way in which the Father will answer this prayer.  The Lord Jesus is coming in glory, and when He comes in glory, all His own will be with Him; as we sang (No 421); they will be together.  There will not be a shade of variation.  The world may scorn the state in which things are now, but it will not be able to scorn then.  There will be no room for cynicism or sarcasm about the Christian profession in that day.  It will be, as Paul wrote to the Thessalonians, our gathering together to Him, “we beg you, brethren, by the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to him”, 2 Thess.2:1.  It is what the Lord Jesus had in mind in referring to those who would believe through the apostles’ word, “that they may be perfected into one”.  A process has been going on over time, and when the time comes to unveil what the Spirit has been doing, it will be in a gathering together to Christ.  The Lord Jesus will have His public answer to this prayer.  The pentecostal days have already been a very wonderful manifestation of this prayer being answered.  It says “the heart and soul of the multitude of those that had believed were one”, Acts 4:32.  It was not simply that they met in one place, or they signed up to some common creed, but the heart and soul of the multitude were together.  I think that is put in a way which emphasises their diversity.  They were not all the same, but the multitude was as one, and the world was afraid.  They could not deny this testimony to the truth and power of the ministry of Jesus.  Here was something among His own, assembling together, and gathering out of the world in His absence in rejection, that was so united in such a new way, such an unprecedented way, that it was undeniable to the world.  The world did not know about the prayer, but there was something that they saw which was an answer to this prayer.  The company at first assembled from within the city of Jerusalem, with thousands of inhabitants of Jerusalem joining the Christian assembly in that city.  Then the testimony spread to other parts of the country of Israel, and then beyond, and Jews and Greeks were formed into one.  What Paul wrote of doctrinally actually happened, and its practical manifestation was in the way in which they cared for one another, the way in which they shared the teaching and experiences they had, and the way that they rejoiced in the addition of others in different places and of different kinds to themselves.  It was a wonderful, unforgettable manifestation at that time which was in truth a display of what had lain hidden in the secret of the purpose of God until the Lord Jesus was on high, and this prayer that He made came to be answered.  

Now, I have been speaking about the past, and the future, but what about now?  It is easy to say that everything is broken up, believers no longer agree, the power might seem to have gone, and it does not seem possible now, in the day in which we are, to experience this kind of thing now.  But if that is really what we think, then what we are saying in effect is that the deepest longings of the love of Christ will, for the time being, go unanswered.  It does not seem to me that any lover of Christ could contemplate tolerating a situation like that.  How could we?  Especially as the power which God sent, which the Father sent, to bring it all to pass, is still here.  There will be no new power to secure this in a coming day that could not be drawn on and experienced now.  My impression is that we owe it to the Lord Jesus, not simply to stick together, or just to find some mutual common interest which binds us together, but to think about this prayer and the way the Father has chosen to answer it; then to apply ourselves in our exercises in fellowship with one another to see if it is possible, even in the limited conditions in which we are, that there could be some answer with which we might be associated to the deep and repeated longings of the heart of the Lord Jesus Himself.  

This is something for which, as Paul wrote, He gave Himself.  “Christ also loved the assembly, and has delivered Himself up for it”, Eph 5:25.  Think of the cynical comments of the high priest, who said that one should die for the people – and the inspired writer adds, “that he should also gather together into one the children of God who were scattered abroad (John 11:52); then think of the great unifying power that there is in the death of the Lord Jesus, and what has flowed out from it.  I believe the Lord Jesus would challenge our hearts.  He would have those who serve to entreat for Christ.  Is it possible to have unity among His people who know and have the light of His desires; is it possible, with the Spirit’s help, to express some answer to Him for His heart’s satisfaction?  Is it possible?  Do not let any of us say there is not the power for it.  There might not be the power to hold the world enthralled as there was at the beginning.  That is not the same thing as saying there is not the power to hold on to a unity among the people of God on the basis on which the Lord Jesus spoke of it here.  It is the only power.  We have a lot of associations with one another, family ties, and there are common interests that we have with people we walk with.  We like doing things together, we enjoy one another’s company, and that is something that we can enjoy.  The Lord Jesus, beloved, deserves more.  He desired that every single one of us should commit ourselves to use the power and presence of the Holy Spirit to provide something that answers to His desires among us.

I come to this passage in Samuel.  One of the things we say about the difficulties of the present time is that they are associated with the last days.  We are very ready to agree with the apostle who said that the last days will be difficult (2 Tim.3:1), and we would agree that one of the most difficult things in the last days is to maintain unity.  In a sense, the picture painted here is rather like the one we paint of the last days; David was in rejection, and the Philistines occupied Bethlehem.  That is a bit like the public situation now.  What is Philistine is indulgent; it is more interested in art and the expression of man’s mind, not necessarily in an uncouth way, but in a cultivated way, a civilised way, but it speaks of what blocks the access that Christ would have to what He most desires.  That is like the public position in the last day. I could have read in Chronicles, but I read in Samuel because it gives us another way of looking at the last days: the last days are days of harvest, and what is the characteristic of the harvest if it is not gathering?  Is that not the point of the harvest, to gather things in?  Isaiah speaks of God as the gatherer of Israel (Isa.43:5).  He is interested in the harvest.  So it is one thing to have your eye on the difficulties – we might think that, as we have scripture for saying things are difficult, we should accept that.  They were difficult days here, but there was a harvest.  It was the time of harvest, and in the time of harvest you need people who have the spiritual desire and energy to gather, and in doing so to satisfy the longings of David.  I suppose he had four hundred men with him.  According to this scripture, he did not have the whole army of Israel at this stage, but he had four hundred men, and no doubt they were all around him in the cave of Adullam waiting for something to do.  I expect most of them thought that the situation was too difficult; maybe if they could have had reinforcements, they might have thought of taking on the Philistines.  But there were three men who did not think like that, just three.  Could you be one of them?  They are not named, are they?  It often used to be said that, if names are not given in Scripture, one of the people could be me.

What gave them the power to do what they did?  Two things gave them the power.  One was that they wanted to satisfy the desires of David, and the other was that they were together.  So whatever might be said about the others, here were three people in a broken day, when things were very difficult and dominated by the Philistines, who were united.  Their unity was because of this, that at all costs, and sparing nothing, they would satisfy the expressed longings of David.  It might have seemed likely that that they would be defeated by the Philistines, that they would not get anywhere, but they succeeded.  Something gave them enough power, and there were two things that gave them that power.  One was that – cost what it may and with no self-consideration whatsoever, they would satisfy the express longings of David; and the other was that they would do it in fellowship with one another.  And, beloved, surely, we could do something like this?  Surely we could satisfy the expressed longings of Christ.  His prayer in John 17 was explicitly in the hearing of His disciples; it gives us His expressed longings.  Even when the Philistines appear to have overrun what is for the heart of Christ, surely with the harvest upon us, it must be possible with divine resource alone, and out of love for Christ, to answer to those longings?

In Matthew 18 we could say we see such mighty men in action.  We are not now talking about getting water from the well in Bethlehem; we are talking about a person who has offended.  Sadly that happens and it is a terrible intrusion into the unity of which I have been speaking.  It is something for which the person concerned would carry a very heavy responsibility for being the cause of such a thing.  The Lord does not suggest that someone might have stumbled him or anything like that; he is presented as the occasion of this offence.  It might be out of neglect or a failure to understand it, but the Lord contemplates one who – perhaps by his own selfishness – has intruded into something precious, the like of which there has never before been on earth for the heart of Christ.  

So the Lord speaks of a brother who feels what is due to Christ, and who rises up to meet this matter, not by excluding the person immediately, but by seeking to gain him.  What a work that is!  How can it be done?  The Spirit will give the power to do it, but the motive power is a deep conviction about what is due to the Lord Jesus in relation to the unity of His people with whom I am identified.  The brother is first to go on his own to see if he cannot rally this person and have him come back into the company.  He may succeed; what a happy thing that is.  It is not easy, but he may succeed.  But if he does not succeed, he is to draw in reinforcements, other people like himself.  It is like these men who went down to the gate in Bethlehem; each of them was able to find other like-minded people who would come with them in their enterprise.  Here this brother who has tried and failed is to bring in reinforcements, others like him, who agree on earth concerning this matter.  How do they agree?  You might say that they would agree the brother was wrong.  Maybe they would.  But they would agree that the desires of the heart of Christ must at all costs be righteously satisfied.  That is what they must agree about, and they are then to go and see this brother together.  And if they fail, then they are to bring in the greatest force that exists on earth for this purpose, the assembly of God itself.  

The most powerful force to answer to and carry the interests and desires and claims of Christ on earth is engaged in this matter.  You might think that the brother who has offended is insignificant.  No, he is not.  The whole assembly is brought into this matter to see if he can be gained.  One of the memorable things I will carry all my life is the day I went to an assembly meeting for a brother who appeared to be quite recalcitrant.  We waited on him for fifteen minutes without saying anything, and the brother was gained – not by the people who had been to see him, not by the people who spoke in the care meeting; but he was gained by the assembly.  What a wonderful thing that is.  He had a taste of the unity that he was on the very brink of giving up his part in.

Then the Lord said in Matthew 18, “Again I say to you, that if two of you shall agree on the earth concerning any matter”.  The Lord Jesus is not giving us carte blanche to have private party ideas about what is going to be done among the brethren; He was talking about people who can be trusted to act in His interests.  He was talking about people who can be trusted to respect and honour and carry out His desires.  He was talking about people like the mighty men, and He said that where such agree, as the mighty men had agreed, then the Father Himself will deal with the matter.  In John 17, He put this matter into the hands of the Father.  He does not exactly say that the Spirit will deal with it; He says the Father will deal with it.  He says that it shall come to pass to you “from my Father who is in the heavens”.  

I think it is a very touching thing, beloved.  The Father is certainly engaged, very engaged, with the desires of the Lord Jesus, very engaged with the practical expression in the present time of the purpose of all eternity.  Here the Father is presented as moving in relation to a practical matter of administration, not only so that the will of God might be done, but so that the heart of Christ should be satisfied.  We often say that this is for a broken day.  Maybe – it works in a broken day anyway; but it has been pointed out that these people to whom verse 20 is addressed might be the same people who took up the matter in the beginning.  The two might be the brother who offended and the person who went at first to see him; or they might be the two who went to see him and failed; or they might be the two who went and the offender; or they might be the three who had tried to help him.  The offender might not be included, but I would like to think he would be somehow.  But there are three who started off with an offence for which a brother was responsible, and they end up gathered to the name of the Lord Jesus.  That is the kind of place to which the Lord Jesus loves to come.  Beloved, surely He does not need to wait until all His own are together before He has the liberty to answer to the desire to come among His own?.  And if He comes, surely He would expect to find among us some answer to His expressed longings and desires, even if the furnishing of that answer was at some cost to ourselves.

Well that is all I have to say, beloved.  I commit the word to the Lord, in His Name.

Address at Glasgow
24 August 2013


Scripture references

John 17:9-23 (JND) [9] I demand concerning them; I do not demand concerning the world, but concerning those whom thou hast given me, for they are thine, [10] (and all that is mine is thine, and [all] that is thine mine,) and I am glorified in them. [11] And I am no longer in the world, and these are in the world, and I come to thee. Holy Father, keep them in thy name which thou hast given me, that they may be one as we. [12] When I was with them I kept them in thy name; those thou hast given me I have guarded, and not one of them has perished, but the son of perdition, that the scripture might be fulfilled. [13] And now I come to thee. And these things I speak in the world, that they may have my joy fulfilled in them. [14] I have given them thy word, and the world has hated them, because they are not of the world, as I am not of the world. [15] I do not demand that thou shouldest take them out of the world, but that thou shouldest keep them out of evil. [16] They are not of the world, as I am not of the world. [17] Sanctify them by the truth: thy word is truth. [18] As thou hast sent me into the world, I also have sent them into the world; [19] and I sanctify myself for them, that they also may be sanctified by truth. [20] And I do not demand for these only, but also for those who believe on me through their word; …

2 Samuel 23:13-17 (JND) [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. [17] And he said, Be it far from me, Jehovah, that I should do this thing! is it not the blood of the men that went at the risk of their lives? Therefore he would not drink it. These things did the three mighty men.

Matthew 18:15-20 (JND) [15] But if thy brother sin against thee, go, reprove him between thee and him alone. If he hear thee, thou hast gained thy brother. [16] But if he do not hear [thee], take with thee one or two besides, that every matter may stand upon the word of two witnesses or of three. [17] But if he will not listen to them, tell it to the assembly; and if also he will not listen to the assembly, let him be to thee as one of the nations and a tax-gatherer. [18] Verily I say to you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on the earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatsoever ye shall loose on the earth shall be loosed in heaven. [19] Again I say to you, that if two of you shall agree on the earth concerning any matter, whatsoever it may be that they shall ask, it shall come to them from my Father who is in [the] heavens. [20] For where two or three are gathered together unto my name, there am I in the midst of them.

2 Corinthians 11:2 (JND) [2] For I am jealous as to you with a jealousy [which is] of God; for I have espoused you unto one man, to present [you] a chaste virgin to Christ.

John 17 (JND) [1] These things Jesus spoke, and lifted up his eyes to heaven and said, Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son may glorify thee; [2] as thou hast given him authority over all flesh, that [as to] all that thou hast given to him, he should give them life eternal. [3] And this is the eternal life, that they should know thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent. …

Ephesians 3:6 (JND) [6] that [they who are of] the nations should be joint heirs, and a joint body, and joint partakers of [his] promise in Christ Jesus by the glad tidings;

John 17 (JND) [1] These things Jesus spoke, and lifted up his eyes to heaven and said, Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son may glorify thee; [2] as thou hast given him authority over all flesh, that [as to] all that thou hast given to him, he should give them life eternal. [3] And this is the eternal life, that they should know thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent. …

2 Thessalonians 2:1 (JND) [1] Now we beg you, brethren, by the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to him,

Acts 4:32 (JND) [32] And the heart and soul of the multitude of those that had believed were one, and not one said that anything of what he possessed was his own, but all things were common to them;

Ephesians 5:25 (JND) [25] Husbands, love your own wives, even as the Christ also loved the assembly, and has delivered himself up for it,

John 11:52 (JND) [52] and not for the nation only, but that he should also gather together into one the children of God who were scattered abroad.

2 Timothy 3:1 (JND) [1] But this know, that in [the] last days difficult times shall be there;

Isaiah 43:5 (JND) [5] Fear not, for I [am] with thee: I will bring thy seed from the east, and gather thee from the west;

John 17 (JND) [1] These things Jesus spoke, and lifted up his eyes to heaven and said, Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son may glorify thee; [2] as thou hast given him authority over all flesh, that [as to] all that thou hast given to him, he should give them life eternal. [3] And this is the eternal life, that they should know thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent. …

Matthew 18 (JND) [1] In that hour the disciples came to Jesus saying, Who then is greatest in the kingdom of the heavens? [2] And Jesus having called a little child to [him], set it in their midst, [3] and said, Verily I say to you, Unless ye are converted and become as little children, ye will not at all enter into the kingdom of the heavens. …

Matthew 18 (JND) [1] In that hour the disciples came to Jesus saying, Who then is greatest in the kingdom of the heavens? [2] And Jesus having called a little child to [him], set it in their midst, [3] and said, Verily I say to you, Unless ye are converted and become as little children, ye will not at all enter into the kingdom of the heavens. …

John 17 (JND) [1] These things Jesus spoke, and lifted up his eyes to heaven and said, Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son may glorify thee; [2] as thou hast given him authority over all flesh, that [as to] all that thou hast given to him, he should give them life eternal. [3] And this is the eternal life, that they should know thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent. …



GOING FORTH TO JESUS


J.B. Ikin

Hebrews 13:10-14; Matthew 27:55-66; 28:1-20

I would seek to speak a little about going forth to Jesus, “let us go forth to him without the camp”, and what that means.  We have been speaking about the attractiveness of what it is to go forth to Him as the bridegroom.  He is the One who has the bride, He is the One who is seeking bridal affections for Himself, from His assembly, from the saints who love Him.  But it involves too that we should bear His reproach, and this is the exhortation at the end of this epistle.  This epistle, which we have good reason to believe was written by the apostle Paul, begins at the top and ends with this exhortation.  In our experience, however, we have to work backwards, so that we start with this test, to “go forth to him without the camp”.

What is the camp?  We read in Exodus 32 verse 6 about what the camp was.  “To-morrow is a feast to Jehovah! And they rose up early on the morrow, and offered up burnt-offerings, and brought peace-offerings; and the people sat down to eat and to drink, and rose up to sport”.  It was a mixture.  It was nominally for God, but it was obnoxious to God because it was mixed with the mind and pleasure of man to satisfy the indulgence of man.  That is in large measure the camp today, but there is a solution; the solution is to go forth to Him.  He is the Bridegroom; He is the One who makes that movement so attractive, dear brethren.  But it is a test.  Some of our brethren who have gone away might have said ‘I want an easier path’.  This is not an easy way, it is a separate path, but I would seek to show you that as taking this path, it has very great rewards from the Lord Jesus Himself.

We see that there are two things, “bearing his reproach” and “we seek the coming one”, that is the coming city.  What is that city?  It is the city that has foundations, it is the city, as Matthew says, “of the great King”, Matt.5:35.  That is really a view of the assembly, “of which God is the artificer and constructor”, Heb.11:10.  We will see it in its glory and its magnificence.  So the objective is going forth to Jesus.  However painful the experience may be of leaving the camp behind, leaving what is nominally for Christ but is obnoxious to God, we come to see that there are rich rewards. I was thinking a little about Moses, how “when he had become great, refused to be called son of Pharaoh’s daughter; choosing rather to suffer affliction along with the people of God than to have the temporary pleasure of sin; esteeming the reproach of the Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt, for he had respect to the recompense”, Heb.11:24-26.  So we have an example of a man who had every opportunity that this world could offer.  He had the opportunity of a place in the court of Egypt, yet he refused “to be called son of Pharaoh’s daughter”.  You may say, How foolish he was to give all that up, to turn his back on all the offers that Egypt could give him, but what motivated him was “esteeming the reproach of the Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt”.  It is there in that scripture as an incentive for us, that we might esteem the reproach of the Christ in this way.  That is what motivated Moses to take this step, a very deliberate, definite decision to turn his back on the offers that Egypt could give him.

As we go back through Hebrews, we read about Abraham.  He left his family in response to God’s call.  That was a great test to him, but what motivated him?  It says, “for he waited for the city which has foundations, of which God is the artificer and constructor”, Heb.11:10.  What a great test it was for him.  Mr Raven said that Christ is the test of every man 1.  Have you been tested in this way, or do you just drift in an aimless sort of way?  These men did not; they were marked by faith.  Do you have faith for the pathway?  Mr Stoney was asked by Mr Darby when he sought fellowship ‘Have you the faith for it?’  Mr Stoney said ‘Faith or no faith, I cannot stay where I am’.  You have to make that deliberate choice for yourself, to go forth to Jesus.  Have you made that choice?  Have you made that deliberate move for yourself?

As we move further back in Hebrews, we read about how Melchisedec met Abraham when he was wearied with the battle which he had fought and in which he had secured great victory.  Melchisedec gave him a rich supply – in figure it was Christ.  As we feel our weakness, we find that the Lord Jesus is the One who is our High Priest (Heb.4:14).  When we feel weak in seeking to do the right thing, we find the Lord’s direct support; He is One who takes us by the hand and leads us through.  He Himself knows what it is to be down here, and yet so perfect, fulfilling the will of God in adverse circumstances.  Then, as we get back to chapter 2 of Hebrews, we come to the side of privilege, the Lord Jesus singing in the midst of His assembly (v.12).  Think of Him there in the midst of that company which gives Him so much delight and pleasure that a response is drawn out which He can express.  There is what is so pleasurable to Himself as amongst the saints, amongst those who have made this move, those who are precious to Him.  He finds delight in being in the midst of His assembly.  Then we see the Son shine out in chapter 1; we see Him in the fulness of His glory as the expression of God’s substance.  Think of who He is in His greatness as the Sun of righteousness.  We need all the saints to appreciate the love of Christ, to express the fulness of delight in Christ.  But first we need to make this move in committal.

That leads me to Matthew, because there we see those women who bore His reproach.  We were reading this section locally last Lord’s day, and were impressed by the way that these women were singled out in the view of heaven as standing in sympathy with the Lord Jesus in His sufferings.  He suffered “without the gate”, Heb.13:12.  He suffered outside Jerusalem.  He was not wanted there, He was despised and He was rejected; think of Him in His sufferings there.  Matthew emphasises especially the depth of the sufferings of the Lord Jesus at the hands of man.  What it was for Him to be mocked; “He is King of Israel: let him descend now from the cross, and we will believe on him.  He trusted upon God; let him save him now if he will have him.  For he said, I am Son of God”, Matt.27:42,43.  Think of the way the Lord Jesus was mocked and belittled!  The attitude of the world was exposed there and it has not been reversed.  I was particularly struck by the fact that later on in this chapter the verdict is “that deceiver” (v.63).  Think of that, the Lord Jesus being labelled publicly as “that deceiver”!  Sin began with the deceitfulness of Satan, the serpent; he began with a lie, and that very verdict was heaped upon my Saviour and your Saviour.  That is the judgment of this world; is it not awful? Yet there were these women who aligned themselves with the Lord Jesus in their sympathy.  And then there were those present who wondered at Him; the centurion wondered at the greatness of the power that was there with the Lord Jesus as He gave up His spirit.  Think of how the Lord Jesus in His atoning sufferings for you and for me bore the judgment of God totally.  We cannot fathom it.  There was great darkness over the whole land; Jesus exhausted that judgment.  Yet it was not in weakness that He gave up His Spirit.  It says “And Jesus, having again cried with a loud voice, gave up the ghost”, Matt.27:50.  “But the centurion, and they who were with him on guard over Jesus, seeing the earthquake and the things that took place, feared greatly, saying, Truly this man was Son of God”, Matt.27:54.  This Gentile was converted and he acknowledged the greatness of the person of the Lord Jesus as Son of God.  He wondered at Him.

Then we see in verses 57 through to 60 another man, Joseph, who sacrificed not only what he had by way of wealth but his reputation also to provide a tomb for the Lord Jesus.  The Lord Jesus was placed in this tomb according to scripture, and He fulfilled the prophecy that is given in Isaiah “he was with the rich in his death”, Isa.53:9.  Think of the place that the Lord Jesus took there for you and for me; not only that sin in myself should be judged and completely done away with, but that He went out of sight in that tomb.  It was all part of His vicarious work; the shedding of His precious blood, which is the basis for the forgiveness of my sins; but also what was put out of sight there in the grave.  So that great matter was completed, and Joseph was used to prepare this tomb.  Later, as the disciples looked into the tomb, they saw that there was distinctiveness in the headship of Christ.  What comes to light as a result of the death of Christ is that through the coming of the Holy Spirit, He is the Head and the body here is formed like Him.  It is a wonderful thing to contemplate the sufferings and death of the Lord Jesus.

There were these women with Him who were identified with Him.  “And there were many women beholding from afar off, who had followed Jesus”.  They had followed Him from Galilee.  We know that Galilee was a place that was of no account to the Jew.  It was a place of great reproach.  These women had come from Galilee, “bearing his reproach”.  They were identified with the reproach of Christ.  We know that He suffered alone, but there were those who were in sympathy with Him; they were identified by heaven and singled out as a distinctive group at the cross.  They were with Him in their affections, and that is the place that belongs to you and me.  That is the place, by the cross of Jesus, where the testimony is to be found now.  It is not according to the greatness of man’s estimation, it is not according to the glory of man, it is a place that is of no account in this world.  As being identified with Christ, we find ourselves in a place of great reproach, but it is not something to be ashamed of.  We might feel reproach in going forth to Him, and the cost of doing that, but the rewards are wonderful as this passage goes on to show.

In chapter 27, we see that they stood their ground.  In verse 61, Joseph had gone away but “Mary of Magdala was there, and the other Mary, sitting opposite the sepulchre”, and there we see them in chapter 28.  It says (v.1), “Now late on sabbath, as it was the dusk of the next day after sabbath, came Mary of Magdala and the other Mary to look at the sepulchre”.  What had happened meantime?  The Father had come.  The Father had acted in His own glory.  The Lord Jesus was raised by the glory of the Father.  Then what happened here is that “an angel of the Lord, descending out of heaven, came and rolled away the stone and sat upon it”.  It had not been rolled away before this although Jesus was no longer in that tomb.  The women were singled out by this great being, the angel, in his might, in his unassailable strength.  The soldiers were there, armed with all that they had, with the authority of Pilate and with the might of Rome, but they could not do anything; they were as dead men in the presence of this angel.  But since then, the Holy Spirit has come.  How even greater is the power of the Holy Spirit to ensure that the testimony stands firm and true to the person of the Lord Jesus, as bearing His reproach.

So the angel said “Fear not ye, for I know”.  He singled out these women; the angel said, “I know”.  These women had the feelings of true believers on the Lord Jesus.  The angel said “I know that ye seek Jesus the crucified one”.  Who are you seeking?  We are seeking Jesus the crucified One.  We must stand firm in the place where He has been crucified, where He has been labelled as “that deceiver”.  So the angel says to them “He is not here, for he is risen, as he said.  Come, see the place where the Lord lay”.  What a privilege was theirs as faithful and loyal in their affection for the Lord Jesus, and as going forth to Him figuratively in this great test.  For them, the world was over, their reputation was gone, all opportunities were gone, all sense of favour according to the estimation of this world totally gone, but they were seeking Jesus “the crucified one”.  What rich rewards there were, “behold, he goes before you into Galilee”.  Think of the grace of the Lord Jesus that He should go before them into Galilee, so that they should see Him there. We see that the Lord Jesus met them personally – they “took him by the feet”.  As being the first of His own to see Him, they were much in His affections.  It says that “Jesus says to them, Fear not; go, bring word to my brethren”.  There is a fresh relationship come to light; “my brethren”.  John’s gospel brings out fully the meaning of “my brethren” (John 20:17); the privilege that Mary had in going to His brethren and giving that special message “I ascend to my Father and your Father, and to my God and your God”.  Matthew emphasises the power for the testimony down here, but John speaks about what is privileged, what is heavenly; it is our access to heaven, to His Father and our Father.  What a wonderful privilege that is, His God and our God.  Matthew emphasises the power for the present testimony.  You may say ‘We feel very weak’.  I suppose the women never felt weaker, but they were strengthened by the Lord Jesus Himself.  He said, “there they shall see me”.  There was no confusion about that message.

Meanwhile we see that there was this mountain of appointment, “the mountain which Jesus had appointed them” and I think there is something very dignified about that.  Think of how the Lord Jesus has appointed that which is elevated, even in a day of public shame outwardly and littleness and smallness and reproach.  He appoints the mountain where He is going to meet us.  It is the King in His glory; this is a summons, an appointment.  Sometimes we think a lot about business appointments, but the Lord Jesus appointed this wonderful meeting place with Himself.  Oh, is this not far greater?  Think of how He said to them “All power has been given me in heaven and upon earth”.  Who gave Him that power?  The Father; the Father in His love for Him has given all into His hands.  The Lord Jesus is so capable of administering that which is for God’s glory.  The Lord Jesus would reassure us in a day of outward shame and outward smallness and littleness: He would assure us that the power is available as we tap into it, and as we rely upon Him.  It says “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptising them to the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit”.  The whole divine economy of love is involved as we turn our back on the world.  Each of us has been baptised, and we need to be true to our baptism, as turning our back on the world but finding that, as having done so, the whole of the resource of heaven, involving the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, is available to each of us.  I desire that we might prove what a blessing that is.

It involves being made disciples.  Have you accepted that you need to be made a disciple?  To be made a disciple is not an easy course.  Paul brought the disciples into the school of Tyrannus and it was not an overnight thing.  It was a course that involved committal and devotion and loyalty.  But he opened up what was very precious, and ultimately we see the reality of assembly features coming to light amongst the saints.  “Go therefore and make disciples” has in mind the functioning of the assembly, because Matthew writes in view of the assembly, in view of what is being formed down here, not in outward show, but in spiritual reality for the heart of Christ.  So He says “teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have enjoined you”; that is the authority of the Lord Jesus.  He is the King; He is the One who has the authority to carry out everything.  We had a fine touch the other Lord’s day when a brother was speaking about the King; he said that many subjects have died for their King, but our King has died for His subjects.  Think of what it is to have such a King, such a One who commands the blessing, “life for evermore”, Ps.133:3.  What a blessing it is to come under the rule of Christ, that He might regulate our lives, that we might be here as proving the power of His testimony.  It is not our testimony, although we have a privileged part in it, but it is His testimony and He is seeing it through to the end.

May He bless the word, for His name’s sake.

Address at Edinburgh
1 June 2013.


Scripture references

Hebrews 13:10-14 (JND) [10] We have an altar of which they have no right to eat who serve the tabernacle; [11] for of those beasts whose blood is carried [as sacrifices for sin] into the [holy of] holies by the high priest, of these the bodies are burned outside the camp. [12] Wherefore also Jesus, that he might sanctify the people by his own blood, suffered without the gate: [13] therefore let us go forth to him without the camp, bearing his reproach: [14] for we have not here an abiding city, but we seek the coming one.

Matthew 27:55-66 (JND) [55] And there were there many women beholding from afar off, who had followed Jesus from Galilee ministering to him, [56] among whom was Mary of Magdala, and Mary the mother of James and Joses, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee. [57] Now when even was come there came a rich man of Arimathaea, his name Joseph, who also himself was a disciple to Jesus. [58] *He*, going to Pilate, begged the body of Jesus. Then Pilate commanded the body to be given up. [59] And Joseph having got the body, wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, [60] and laid it in his new tomb which he had hewn in the rock; and having rolled a great stone to the door of the tomb, went away. [61] But Mary of Magdala was there, and the other Mary, sitting opposite the sepulchre. [62] Now on the morrow, which is after the preparation, the chief priests and the Pharisees came together to Pilate, [63] saying, Sir, we have called to mind that that deceiver said when he was still alive, After three days I arise. [64] Command therefore that the sepulchre be secured until the third day, lest his disciples should come and steal him away, and say to the people, He is risen from the dead; and the last error shall be worse than the first. [65] And Pilate said to them, Ye have a watch: go, secure it as well as ye know how. [66] And they went and secured the sepulchre, having sealed the stone, with the watch [besides].

Matthew 28:1-20 (JND) [1] Now late on sabbath, as it was the dusk of the next day after sabbath, came Mary of Magdala and the other Mary to look at the sepulchre. [2] And behold, there was a great earthquake; for an angel of [the] Lord, descending out of heaven, came and rolled away the stone and sat upon it. [3] And his look was as lightning, and his clothing white as snow. [4] And for fear of him the guards trembled and became as dead men. [5] And the angel answering said to the women, Fear not *ye*, for I know that ye seek Jesus the crucified one. [6] He is not here, for he is risen, as he said. Come, see the place where the Lord lay. [7] And go quickly and say to his disciples that he is risen from the dead; and behold, he goes before you into Galilee, there shall ye see him. Behold, I have told you. [8] And going out quickly from the tomb with fear and great joy, they ran to bring his disciples word. [9] And as they went to bring his disciples word, behold also, Jesus met them, saying, Hail! And they coming up took him by the feet, and did him homage. [10] Then Jesus says to them, Fear not; go, bring word to my brethren that they go into Galilee, and there they shall see me. [11] And as they went, behold, some of the watch went into the city, and brought word to the chief priests of all that had taken place. [12] And having assembled with the elders, and having taken counsel, they gave a large sum of money to the soldiers, …

Exodus 32:6 (JND) [6] And they rose up early on the morrow, and offered up burnt-offerings, and brought peace-offerings; and the people sat down to eat and to drink, and rose up to sport.

Matthew 5:35 (JND) [35] nor by the earth, because it is [the] footstool of his feet; nor by Jerusalem, because it is [the] city of the great King.

Hebrews 11:10 (JND) [10] for he waited for the city which has foundations, of which God is [the] artificer and constructor.

Hebrews 11:24-26 (JND) [24] By faith Moses, when he had become great, refused to be called son of Pharaoh's daughter; [25] choosing rather to suffer affliction along with the people of God than to have [the] temporary pleasure of sin; [26] esteeming the reproach of the Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt, for he had respect to the recompense.

Hebrews 11:10 (JND) [10] for he waited for the city which has foundations, of which God is [the] artificer and constructor.

Hebrews 4:14 (JND) [14] Having therefore a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast the confession.

Hebrews 13:12 (JND) [12] Wherefore also Jesus, that he might sanctify the people by his own blood, suffered without the gate:

Matthew 27:42-43 (JND) [42] He saved others, himself he cannot save. He is King of Israel: let him descend now from the cross, and we will believe on him. [43] He trusted upon God; let him save him now if he will [have] him. For he said, I am Son of God.

Matthew 27:50 (JND) [50] And Jesus, having again cried with a loud voice, gave up the ghost.

Matthew 27:54 (JND) [54] But the centurion, and they who were with him on guard over Jesus, seeing the earthquake and the things that took place, feared greatly, saying, Truly this [man] was Son of God.

Isaiah 53:9 (JND) [9] And [men] appointed his grave with the wicked, but he was with the rich in his death, because he had done no violence, neither was there guile in his mouth.

John 20:17 (JND) [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.

Psalms 133:3 (JND) [3] As the dew of Hermon that descendeth on the mountains of Zion; for there hath Jehovah commanded the blessing, life for evermore.



EXTRACT – THE CONFESSION OF JESUS AS LORD


When we have believed on the Lord Jesus Christ, the One who has suffered on the cross for us, but who is now glorified in heaven as Man, it is of the greatest importance that we should definitely confess Him as Lord, that we should let others know by our words and ways that we are His.  It is a real joy to tell others that we belong to Him; but quite apart from the question of the joy it gives to us, to confess Jesus as Lord with the mouth is one of the conditions of salvation, “with the mouth confession made to salvation”, Rom.10.10….

It is not at all uncommon to find that a believer has been definitely hindered in his spiritual progress because he has not confessed to those about him that he is the Lord’s.  The enemy has many arguments which he uses to try to keep us from confessing the Lord’s name, and the human heart only too readily avails itself of the reasons and excuses suggested; but we may be quite sure that unless we do confess the Lord, that is, take our stand as belonging to Him, we shall be weak all along the line, for we shall lack His support.  The reason why confessing Jesus as Lord is necessary, if we are to know salvation in any practical sense, is because Christ has been, and still is, rejected here.  The Lord of glory has been crucified….Although, since the day when Jesus was crucified, the world has assumed a Christian garb and would profess to reverence Christ, it has not changed its real character.  Let anyone confess the worthy name of Christ…and he will soon find out that Jesus has no real place here.

One reason why we should confess Jesus as our Lord is because confession brings salvation.  Salvation does not only mean that we are eventually to go to heaven, and be saved from judgment, but that we should now be delivered from the rule of sin and the power of the world.  It is true that “we shall be saved by him from wrath” (Rom.5:9); but in addition to this, salvation means a present deliverance from the course of this world (Gal.1:4)….we shall only realise the present gain of salvation if we confess Jesus as our Lord.  If we remain secret disciples, that is, those who really believe but who say nothing about it, we are likely to be overcome by our companionships or associations, and the customs of the world will soon govern our course of life; indeed we may never get free from the power of the world….

The disciple may also through his confession discover another believer, one who is perhaps longing for a companion to share his joys and help him in his pathway.  His worldly companions separate him from their company; but this is really an advantage spiritually; it means practical salvation.

No one except the Lord knows what we believe unless we confess; but it is impossible not to confess in some way or another if we are to be true to what we believe….

Another possible hindrance is a sense that we think we are not now, or may not be in the future, quite true to what we profess.  Better not say anything, it may be argued, than make a profession and be untrue to it.  While this sounds very plausible, it is really the enemy’s suggestion.  Would the Lord ever tell us to hide our light?  Has He not said just the reverse?  Did He not say “Let your light thus shine before men”, Matt.5:16.  If in our ways we are not now true to what we believe, the remedy is not in being silent and hiding our light, which would be more untrue, but to get to the Lord about our failure and confess to Him and judge ourselves for our inconsistency, and count upon His grace for both confession and conduct.  If we think that we may not in the future be true to our profession, the remedy is again not in silence.  That is what the enemy desires – anything to keep Christ in the background or out of sight altogether.  Are we to rely on what we can be?  Can we not trust the Lord?  Is it not written “He keepeth the feet of his saints”? 1 Sam.2:9.  If He has said, Confess; may we not count upon Him for grace and power to support us if we do so? Most surely we can....Confessing the Lord’s name in itself imparts a moral stimulus to the life of the one who confesses, and only those who confess know how really the Lord helps whenever they do so….

Another plea against the definite confession of Christ is that our lives should speak; they should indeed!  The enemy triumphs if only he can get us to deny in our lives what we affirm with our lips….[but] to use the argument that “life” is better than “lip” in order to keep our lips closed so that Christ is not spoken of, is a subtle effort of the enemy to prevent testimony to Christ.  We must not hide God’s righteousness, but declare it; nor must we conceal His loving-kindness, but make it known (Ps.40:9.10).  Otherwise our lives have no real testimony about them, whatever our conduct may be….

As we have seen, a definite confession of Christ brings with it a most confirming sense of His support.  The timid and uncertain feelings of the secret disciple are no longer experienced, but in their place the soul possesses a deepening sense of power from on high....Confessing that we belong to Christ is an honour indeed!  Let our concern be to walk humbly with self-distrust, but with increasing confidence in Him whose Name we confess; for the scripture says “No one believing on him shall be ashamed”, Rom.10:11.

The Christian’s Blessings

M.W.Biggs

Edited and Published by John A Brown
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Scripture references

Romans 10:10 (JND) [10] For with [the] heart is believed to righteousness; and with [the] mouth confession made to salvation.

Romans 5:9 (JND) [9] Much rather therefore, having been now justified in [the power of] his blood, we shall be saved by him from wrath.

Galatians 1:4 (JND) [4] who gave himself for our sins, so that he should deliver us out of the present evil world, according to the will of our God and Father;

Matthew 5:16 (JND) [16] Let your light thus shine before men, so that they may see your upright works, and glorify your Father who is in the heavens.

1 Samuel 2:9 (JND) [9] He keepeth the feet of his saints, but the wicked are silenced in darkness; for by strength shall no man prevail.

Psalms 40:9 (JND) [9] I have published righteousness in the great congregation: behold, I have not withheld my lips, Jehovah, *thou* knowest.

Romans 10:11 (JND) [11] For the scripture says, No one believing on him shall be ashamed.



Notes


	[←1]
	 F.E.Raven Vol.19 p.253
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