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CONTENDING EARNESTLY FOR THE FAITH ONCE DELIVERED TO THE SAINTS

Acts 19: 1–10; 20: 17–38 

JM  The faith once delivered to the saints includes the working out of the truth practically among the brethren, as seen in our walk and conduct. I read the earlier section where you see the labour of Paul. It is a well-known chapter but it is well to go over it again. 

It says Paul passed through the upper districts and came to Ephesus. I think that is significant, finding certain disciples there who had not received the Holy Spirit. It says later on that the number of the men was about twelve. When Paul came into Ephesus they received the Holy Spirit and it is from that base that the unfolding of the truth proceeds. 

WMcK  Would you say that considering the breakdown it is even more critical today that persons should receive the Holy Spirit? There can be no formative assembly work apart from that. 

JM  Why do you say it is even more critical? 

WMcK  I think because of the fact that the breakdown can have an effect on us and we lose sight of the upper districts which you alluded to. Our tendency, if the Spirit’s formative work is not proceeding in us, is to settle for something less than Ephesian truth. 

JM  Yes. We remarked in the house and discussion this morning that the only way to hold Christianity is by the Spirit. It is the Spirit’s work in ourselves, and if that is not there or it is weak, then the result is going to be weak however much doctrine we may have. It is an exercising thing, I think, that we should make sure that we give the Spirit His place. What is in view here is that the whole scope of the mind of God regarding the assembly should be opened up in Ephesus. 

LB  I was just going to say that the Lord’s desire for the disciples before He left this scene was that they should be in an area where they could receive the Spirit from on high which seemed the backbone of Christianity to maintain that which is of divine glory and pleasure. 

JM  I think, as you quite rightly say, the Lord placed them there so that everything was favourable to them for the reception of the Holy Spirit. We cannot emphasise that too much. There is always the danger, if we are in a close association with the truth, and we neglect making room for the Spirit and His work amongst us, we can be deluded; that is one of the things that the Spirit might raise with us at the present time. 

DMW  Is it helpful to see that they received the Spirit in relation to Paul in verse 6? He spoke to them of the Lord Jesus. 

JM  Yes I think it is. Indeed the whole section is very interesting. Why should it be twelve men? 

DMW  The idea would be that, in spite of what might come in, of which Paul spoke in Acts 20, the whole thought would go through and persons would be exercised to carry it through. 

JM  Yes, we generally connect the idea of twelve with love’s administration. You think of God’s administration and the fulness of time. As we go through the Scriptures we get touches of God hinting that He has something greater in mind and He is setting the scene for it. I think that what had been in His mind from eternity was coming out here, and it must have given great pleasure to God to see the work beginning to form, what there would be for His own eternal pleasure. 

NJH  Is there a reflection of the formation of the house here, as we have in Acts 2? 

JM  Yes I think so. The only difference, if one could use the word, is that this is Pauline. There is the twelve here and that connects with Acts 2 but it is a point in the Acts where you can see that God is definitely opening up in a fuller way what has ever been in His mind. That involves, not exactly the twelve in Acts 2, not that we would criticise or say anything against the twelve, but what was in His mind was what had been given to Paul (see Ephesians 3: 2, 3). Religious persons would say that we make too much of Paul; God makes much of Paul. 

NJH  There was no testimony until this order was set up in Ephesus. I just thought that the formation in this chapter would be what the Spirit was at, at the given moment. Is that what your point is? 

JM  You mean that there was no testimony in Ephesus? 

NJH  It was after the twelve received the Spirit that there was a testimony in the place. 

JM  Yes I think that is right. I think it awaited that. You think of God having gone there before Paul; there were these twelve men. They were deficient, but they were there, they were available, and as coming under the influence of Paul they set out what God was working towards so, as from that point, the testimony goes out, and it is from that point too that there is a development of the great truth of Christ and the assembly. 

TFN  In chapter 20 they embraced Paul and kissed him. Is it not important that we embrace Paul in that respect as far as the testimony of Christ and the assembly is concerned? What has happened in Christendom is that they have rejected Paul. I thought that embracing Paul is embracing the truth that was committed to him by the Lord. 

JM  I think that they embraced Paul, as you say, because of the truth that was committed to him, but also they embraced Paul because he was a man who set out in himself the truth that he sought to bring in among the saints. We remarked that yesterday and I would stress it again today that the faith once delivered to the saints is not just the holding of doctrine but it is the exemplification of the practical working out of the truth in the lives of persons. That is what is for God’s pleasure and is what is properly formative of the assembly. 

AML  Is it significant that after the Spirit is received in a mature way you always have opposition from those speaking evil of the way? 

JM  Yes, you immediately find that. Our young people need to understand that if they want to be faithful to the Lord in any measure they will have to suffer for it, because the testimony is in suffering. But when you come to the height of the truth, as we use that expression, you find the suffering is all the more intensive, the opposition all the more intense. I think that Satan uses every wile that he possibly has to divert the saints from what is in the mind of God for them. 

WMcK  Is there some instruction in that these twelve men were set in relation to the Trinity really? They were baptised to the name of the Lord Jesus, and then the Holy Spirit came upon them, and what is emphasised in Paul’s service is initially the kingdom of God, as though the full line of the Ephesian truth is in his mind, but he is proceeding into that in relation to the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

JM  That is the setting of it as I understand it. I have no doubt that was in Paul’s mind; not only was it in God’s mind, and in the Spirit’s mind, but it was in Paul’s mind. There is never a word in scripture that is unnecessary and it says here that he passed through the upper districts. I think you can see that what is coming into Paul’s mind, and what is becoming formative in it and governs him, is the development of the truth of Christ and the assembly and the development of the truth of the assembly for God. 

WMcK  So would you think as any one of us might be coming freshly into Christianity through coming into the revival, or whether we are in it and seeking to continue on, we need to have the three Persons before us, the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, and then that God has given Christ to be head over all things to the assembly which is His body, and then the Holy Spirit of promise. A wonderful range of divine light opens up as we come into the Spirit’s current would you say? 

JM  Yes I am sure that is right and it keeps us in perfect balance, but you are really introduced into the economy. You are introduced into what is as near God as creature man can come. That is really what is involved here. 

WMcK  Would you say it is really how the answer to all the fulness dwelling in Him bodily becomes effective in us? There must be an answer for the pleasure of God, and God is operating in this wonderful way to bring about an answer to what is there in Christ, the fulness of the Godhead. 

JM  Yes, I think that is very beautiful. 

DMW  So when we speak of Paul’s ministry it really develops the whole counsel of God. They had some shadow of the truth regarding the kingdom of God, as having been baptised to John, but they did not have the truth of the whole counsel of God in what the Spirit was doing in His movements. We speak of Paul’s ministry which involves the fulness, does it not? 

JM  Yes. Paul left the synagogue and separated the disciples, reasoning daily in the school of Tyrannus. This took place for two years, “so that all that inhabited Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks”. I am not going to say that we have to give up our work and devote ourselves to these things, but it shows the energy and the devotion that is necessary if the truth is to be understood and developed amongst us. 

APD  Is there any suggestion in the fact that it is “to the name of the Lord Jesus”? This title is peculiarly linked with the assembly, do you think? 

JM  That is what I have always understood about it. Have you anything to add to that? 

APD  Well I wondered if He would therefore become the centre of their affections. You spoke earlier about Paul being embraced. They really saw in him an expression of the Lord Jesus, would you say? 

JM  Yes I think so. Scripture says, “no one can say, Lord Jesus, unless in the power of the Holy Spirit”, 1 Corinthians 12: 3. As we have been rightly taught that is peculiarly an assembly title. That is the title that involves the tremendously affectionate place that the Lord Jesus has in our affections, and the tremendously affectionate place that we have in His. 

APD  We could suitably address Him in that way as we are together, do you think? 

JM  I am sure we can. In fact there are other ways of addressing the Lord Jesus. In relation to the use of the name in our conversations together, I looked up the concordance and traced how many times the various writers used just the personal name, Jesus. Mr Darby used it quite a lot so one has to be careful, but the use of it alone in the Scriptures is exceedingly scarce. In the gospels and in the Acts the singular title Jesus is used extensively, and you can understand that because in the gospels the subject is the Man who was here known by that name, and in the Acts of the Apostles, especially in the earlier chapters, that theme is continued; but when you come to the writings of others. Paul, Peter, John and so on, the use of the name Jesus just by itself is singularly scarce. 

APD  There seems to be the element of reverence and affection in using the name Lord Jesus. 

JM  Yes, there is. 

TF  You asked the question about the twelve men and it does say “all the men were about twelve”. I wondered if there is a link with what has just been said as to the Lord Jesus that really substantially and perhaps representatively what is in Him comes out in the twelve, in those twelve men. 

JM  Well I am sure it does. There is a verse in Ephesians 3 that is going through my mind, which links to the administration of love as seen working out in the assembly. 

AJMcS  Is the verse you are referring to in chapter 3, the “all-various wisdom of God” (Ephesian 3: 10)? 

JM  Well, it leads to that. There is a hint in these twelve men to the fact that God is not awaiting the day of glory. He is actually displaying at the present time the all-various wisdom of God. Is that what you are thinking? 

AJMcS  Yes, it certainly is, and I was just affected by what has been said as to that because the Lord Jesus is a title which relates to administration. What you said earlier I think is important. In the Hebrew epistle the term Jesus is mentioned several times, not as a form of address but rather to attract the saints to go forth to Him without the camp, do you think? 

JM  Yes, I think you will find that it is mentioned more in Hebrews than elsewhere, as you have said, it is a term of affection. As was remarked earlier, the important thing is to be making room for the Spirit and His operations amongst us; one of the things unquestionably that the Spirit will do is to enshrine Christ in our hearts and give Him the place that is proper to Him. 

AJMcS  Do you think that that is involved in the enjoyment of first love? 

JM  Yes, that is first love as you say; it is not first in time, it is really unadulterated love for Christ. That is what first love is. 

AJMcS  Do you think it also involves some sense of His love for the assembly? We appreciate His love in an individual way, the Son of God who loved me, but I was thinking of the great matter of His love for the assembly, something that transcends even His love for the individual. I think what was in your mind yesterday was very important as to coming to a judgment of all that is false, and needs to be dealt with, and forming a holy enclosure. The line that you are bringing before us now goes along with that because the assembly at Ephesus had left their first love. They had judged the evil, they were commended for doing so, but along with that we need to keep the thought of first love before us, do you think? 

JM  I think that is the important thing; really that is the essence of Christianity and the essence of the relationship between Christ and the assembly. I used that expression, unadulterated love, that nothing is allowed to come in to spoil it in any way. I think that is what the enemy would seek to do, to bring in things that might not be bad in essence, but would set aside this first love between Christ and the assembly. 

GDR  Paul says, “I have espoused you unto one man to present you a chaste virgin to Christ”, 2 Corinthians 11: 2. It is really what you have in your heart and that is the way that we are arriving at it. I wondered about the comments as to Jesus and Lord Jesus. The Lord appears to Saul of Tarsus saying, “I am Jesus”, Acts 9: 5. I wondered if that was more of a personal name and a personal relationship to us, but then the assembly title is Lord Jesus, would that be right? 

JM  I think it is; it is an assembly title and it should be used with the affection that is proper to it. I am trying to be careful not to lay down any rules but I would like to see the truth flowing out of love. That I think is what is the workmanship of the Spirit—the flowing out of love, love for Christ. As has been said it is first love. 

DMW  Would the thought of the twelve also suggest unity? 

JM  Yes I think it does. It looks on, as we have remarked, to what God really had in His mind. It is the administration of the fulness of time. 

WMcK  Are you referring to the administration of the mystery? 

JM  That is right, the administration of the mystery. I think that is what was potentially in these twelve men, what was in Paul’s mind when he came into Ephesus; he came through the upper districts and he found these twelve men. They were there before he came there. God had placed them there so that they were material for Paul, for the working out of what He had given to Paul. It was in the affections of Paul before he arrived there. 

WMcK  So would you say that to know the love of the Christ, and then holding the truth in love which follows in Ephesians, is all involved in the administration of the mystery? No one could understand the mystery without having some knowledge and experience of the love of the Christ, nor could he understand the mystery unless he knows how to hold the truth in love, along with others who are contending earnestly for the faith. 

JM  I think all that is confirmatory as to what we are considering, that we are in the great area of love; it is not sentimentality. That is a poor thing, but it is love, divine love, expressed in the Father, Son and Spirit, that has come into our hearts through the work of the Holy Spirit, the love of God shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit which He has given to us; you have vessels not only filled with the Spirit, that is true, but filled with love. What that is for God! 

GDR  The verse that has been quoted in Ephesians, it is remarkable how Paul says there that “holding the truth in love, we may grow up to him in all things, who is the head, the Christ”, Ephesians 4: 15. I just wondered if that did not epitomise what you are saying. These Ephesians were examples of growing up in relation to this matter of the truth being held in love. 

JM  I think so. It is well worth bearing in mind that as a result of Paul’s service here in Ephesus this truth was actually secured. It was seen in its beauty there unmarred, untouched by man’s hand and now for the heart of Christ, undoubtedly for the pleasure of the Spirit and for the pleasure of God. Think of what a beautiful gem it must have been, but then how long did it last? How rapid was the decline. 

KNP  I was thinking the apostle Paul was the greatest lover of Christ and I wonder if that comes out in his labours, not making much of himself, but in addition to making much of the Lord, there is also his love for the saints as shown in the way that he labours in these sections that you have read. I wondered if that is important because he does not put himself above the saints; he puts himself along with them. It says here that he was daily reasoning with them. I wondered if that would indicate that he was putting himself alongside the brethren, and these twelve men that were there in Ephesus. 

JM  I think that is so, then as you translate that into chapter 20 he brings out the way that he carried things in his labours. You can see the beauty of the way he was amongst them, it was just like Christ being there. 

WMcK  So would you say, linking with that, he says “I have not shrunk from announcing to you all the counsel of God”, not the purpose of God? The counsel of God would be the operational side. Our God has operated in His love and wisdom, and you see a reflection of that in how Paul operated in Ephesus. 

JM  Yes I think you can, and it opens up the vast scheme of divine operations, what really is in the mind of God. Then, dear brethren, we have been brought into that. We have to be careful of sectarianism, but we should value what we have. I very much doubt if you can find anywhere else where you can get the same. 

JRB  The way that things are being maintained is the way in which the appreciation of Christ and the assembly is maintained in the heart. 

JM  I am sure it is, and as we have gone over these matters, it seems to me that there is a certain deficiency among us, but I have to say that the deficiency is with myself. If you think of the way that Paul served the brethren here, you can understand why there is such a result from his service. I think as we seek the Spirit’s help to take on that character, there will be a lifting of the state generally among the saints, and there will be much more for God. 

GDR  Are you saying at the present time the need is of working through the school of Tyrannus? That is the moral way, is it not? 

JM  Yes, it is the moral way; it was not an easy school. You could not take a day off there if you wanted, a day at the sports field or something like that. There is no room for that kind of thing. 

GDR  The kingdom makes way for the assembly; it must precede that. An earlier comment showed the importance here of the teaching relating to the kingdom of God. That is the way into the assembly, is it not? 

JM  Yes, that is really what it is bringing out. You have to read this section alongside the section we read in chapter 20. It says there, “I have not shrunk from announcing to you all the counsel of God”. He has not shrunk; you might say that is a tribute to the Ephesian saints in that he found the material there where he can bring out the counsel of God, but then it was very largely through the labours of Paul himself. Maybe we do not labour enough. If you go back in the history of the revival, there were persons who were referred to as labourers. We do not want any official title, but I think the matter of labourers is something we ought to be concerned about. 

APD  We have some appreciation of what the assembly is to God. Here it is “the assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own”. So different from the 

assembly of God at Corinth; this is the whole assembly as it is for the pleasure of God. Would that be right? 

JM  I cannot say that I fully grasp it. I would be very glad for help but I fully accept and go with what you say. It is not exactly the assembly as an administrative vessel, but it is the assembly of God. I have wondered recently whether that line of things needs to be in our affections, and maybe the Lord will open up to us what the fulness of it is; but perhaps you can help. 

APD  I thought it was a very touching reference to the blood of His own. What do you say about that, the reference to “the blood of his own”? 

JM  It is not exactly here put the way of “Christ also loved the assembly, and has delivered himself up for it”, Ephesians 5: 25. You get that setting but that is not what it is here; it is the blood of His own. I think it shows the cost, it shows the depths of love that were there on God’s side, the valuation that is put upon the assembly in this aspect. That is why I am saying that I would like to get a little more help on it as to what it really is, but I would think (I am subject to correction) it is perhaps the highest thought of the assembly that you can get. 

APD  Would you link it with the reference in Ephesians 3, “to him be glory in the assembly”? 

JM  Yes, it would involve that I think. We have to put things in their context in accordance with the way the Spirit has revived the truth amongst us. We have had a tremendous amount as to the relations between the assembly and Christ, and the Man and the woman, but here God has purchased the assembly of God “with the blood of his own”. There is something very, very choice there; it shows the valuation that God had of the assembly. I think it means that the assembly is there for God’s delight, and would relate to what is said in that section in Ephesians 3. We need all the help we can get. 

WMcK  Well I was thinking what you both are saying is right, the assembly of God and the assembly in Christ Jesus are equivalent thoughts really. The assembly in Christ Jesus must be the most glorious thought of the assembly because it is what is God-ward. The old brethren used to tell us that in Colossians the body is for Christ and in Ephesians it is for God, “and might reconcile both in one body to God”, Ephesians 2: 16. So that in whatever way we view the assembly in Ephesians we must think of what it is God-ward. 

JM  That is very much what one has been thinking. I just speak for myself, we have been a little negligent of that side of the truth. You think of what a vessel she is for God. 

WMcK  And then as we have had before us a bit, and you are aware of it, it is not exactly the assembly femininely for God, she is that for Christ, but the assembly in Christ Jesus must involve what both Christ and the assembly are God-ward. 

JM  Yes, I am sure that is very helpful and I think should give us something to take away, and seek to work out in secret with the Spirit, that we might be a little more considerate and a little more exercised to know more of what the assembly is for God’s pleasure. 

LB  So the hymn-writer says— 

‘The assembly in Christ Jesus 

Yieldeth glory unto Thee’, (Hymn 170). 

I suppose both are expressing glory to God. 

JM  Yes, that is a reference to Ephesians 3, the assembly in Christ Jesus; it is that vessel. We are on a very high level here, but it comes down to practical things. How much do I value the assembly? 

DMW  Is this not the highest expression of love in view of result for itself? 

JM  In Acts 20? Yes, I understand that. It is the highest expression of love. You could hardly get an expression of a greater intensity of love than what you get here, could you? 

DMW  It was the same One who was in the bosom of the Father, it was the same One who was the only begotten of the Father; He was wholly for God and God has desired in love to have Christ and the assembly together. It is the highest expression in view of results for God, is it not? 

JM  Yes. It shows us what the cost was to Him, purchased, Paul is saying that, and this is where it comes down to us today. He is saying to these elders in Ephesus, Now the responsibility is upon you, “contend earnestly for the faith once delivered to the saints”. Do not let us give it up, beloved brethren; do not let us give up one iota of it. Do not let us be deceived into some lower order of things. What the Spirit has in mind is really what is for the eternal pleasure of God, and then He wants to have that pleasure now. 

WMcK  You were speaking about what obtains now. That is referred to in the end of Ephesians 2, “a habitation of God in the Spirit” (Ephesian 2: 22). God so loves this thought of the assembly that He is not waiting for the day of eternity to bring it about for Himself. He has the thing already and it is His habitation in the Spirit. Well it should be the greatest inducement to us to give ourselves over to this thought of the mystery because this really involves the mystery, does it not?—“The assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own”. 

JM  That was what I was thinking; these things come out and young people might think that they are a little beyond them, but persevere and seek the Spirit’s help. Nothing is too difficult for the Spirit and He can bring us into the help. What it does is that it gives you a valuation of the assembly which is in accord with the divine valuation, and I think that when one comes to valuations the only thing that counts is the divine valuation. How much is the assembly made of in a public way these days? It is not; persons say you do not need to trouble too much about that, but then this is the greatest thought of God. 

WMcK  Mr. Stoney gave himself over to understanding the mystery and to bringing that out in his ministry, so one of the paramount things in his ministry is union with Christ, which leads on to what we are speaking about as to what the assembly is God-ward. Union with Christ really leads on to what Christ and the assembly are to God, would you say? 

JM  Well I am sure that is exactly it. That was a great point in his ministry. He says himself, that when the truth of that dawned on him he was almost overtaken, that he should be united to a Man in the glory, the Man that the assembly as a vessel should be united to. One of the things that Mr. Stoney pressed was that not only is the assembly united to Christ, but we are united individually to Christ, a Man in the glory. Is that so? 

WMcK  Yes. 

JM  If you are united to Christ, a Man in the glory, what a blessed privilege that is. You may have something in your mind to do, stay a weekend where there are no brethren, or something like that, and then you have to say to yourself, Well I am united to the Man in the glory. Could I really do that? The truth is not legal, there is no legality in it, but you just get down to its basic matters and consider it, and you have to say to yourself, If it is so. That is an expression that Mr. Stoney uses; it is so of course, but it is not the ‘if’ of doubt but the ‘if’ of consequences. If I am united to the Man that is in the glory, there are certain things down here that I just cannot do. 

WMcK  So that “he that is joined to the Lord is one Spirit”, 1 Corinthians 6: 17. 

JM  Very beautiful. 

WMcK  If you have a company of persons who are conscious of that individually, when they come together it is very easy to flow into the thought of the assembly as united to Christ. 

JM  I am sure that is the truth. I trust there has been something in the meetings that may encourage all of us, to take things up in that way, to be convicted that we are having to do with the Spirit and His operations, and what He is really securing for the pleasure of God and He is securing it in persons. It is a wonderful thing that He is securing it now. We do not need to wait for the glory, we can have it now. 

GDR  It is affecting to see that divine Persons are protecting this vessel. He left it to saints to guard it, but where there has been departure that is the first truth that is lost. We have been witness to it and have seen it, but we need to value it in an increasing way, would you think? What is precious to Christ must be precious to us. 

JM  I think so. Mr. Stoney said that if you had gone into the meeting in Ephesus after the falling away there, you might not have seen any difference. You might say they are going on with exactly the same things, but if a spiritual man had gone in there he would immediately say, Ah, the essential thing is lacking. I hope that will encourage us and exercise us to make more room for the Spirit so that we can have a true judgment of these things. 

TFN  I was thinking of what the apostle says, “Take heed”. Do you think it should be a voice to us, “Take heed”? That is making room for the blessed Holy Spirit, keeping in mind the truth of the mystery. The mystery is the greatest light that has come to us and displaces everything that belongs to mere man, man’s glory and greatness or whatever it may be; it involves the greatest vessel that God has secured, so we ought to value it. 

JM  Yes, it says, “Take heed therefore to yourselves, and to all the flock, wherein the Holy Spirit has set you as overseers, to shepherd the assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own”. These were the elders at Ephesus. They had an official position, but we do not have such a position today because we are in days of breakdown, but nevertheless the exercise of overseership can be taken up, “has set you as overseers, to shepherd the assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own”. I suppose as Paul goes on here, “For I know this”, he must have been conveying this to the elders of Ephesus with a broken heart. 

CCE  In the Lord’s word to Ephesus in Revelation twice He brings in the thought of repentance. He says in Revelation 2, verse 5, “Remember therefore whence thou art fallen, and repent, and do the first works—but if not, I am coming to thee, and I will remove thy lamp out of its place, except thou shalt repent”. I am thinking of the state that the Lord seeks to promote in our hearts to have us to arrive at, but repentance seems to be the softening element that is needed first, do you think? 

JM  Well that is certainly very touching that he actually gives Ephesus the opportunity for repentance. We speak about repentance and that context generally, and it is needful that persons have to do with God; you have to do with God about matters, and as you have to do with God you weigh matters up as to how they affect God and have affected God. I think the Lord would help us. There is not one of us I suppose in our histories that has not had to repent over something. 

CCE  David spoke of a broken and a contrite spirit. 

JM  “A broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise”, Psalm 51: 17. The need in all these matters is to have to do with God. The tendency with us always is to be a bit shallow. The older brethren used to say, the point of departure is the point of recovery. You have really to get back in your soul. I think that is important. We have not said much about it but what actually works in the soul. 

LB  Paul says, “And now I commit you to God, and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up and give to you an inheritance among all the sanctified”. 

JM  What had you thought about that? 

LB  Affection would be corresponding with the Lord Himself. 

JM  Yes, I think Paul’s affection comes out, “I commit you to God”. It is always a blessed thing for God will always work for His own pleasure, and while there might be much failure and much sorrow and much to be humbled about. God never changes. 
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Scripture references

Acts 19:1-10 (JND) [1] And it came to pass, while Apollos was at Corinth, Paul, having passed through the upper districts, came to Ephesus, and finding certain disciples, [2] he said to them, Did ye receive [the] Holy Spirit when ye had believed? And they [said] to him, We did not even hear if [the] Holy Spirit was [come]. [3] And he said, To what then were ye baptised? And they said, To the baptism of John. [4] And Paul said, John indeed baptised [with] the baptism of repentance, saying to the people that they should believe on him that was coming after him, that is, on Jesus. [5] And when they heard that, they were baptised to the name of the Lord Jesus. [6] And Paul having laid [his] hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke with tongues and prophesied. [7] And all the men were about twelve. [8] And entering into the synagogue, he spoke boldly during three months, reasoning and persuading [the things] concerning the kingdom of God. [9] But when some were hardened and disbelieved, speaking evil of the way before the multitude, he left them and separated the disciples, reasoning daily in the school of Tyrannus. [10] And this took place for two years, so that all that inhabited Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks.

Acts 20:17-38 (JND) [17] But from Miletus having sent to Ephesus, he called over [to him] the elders of the assembly. [18] And when they were come to him, he said to them, *Ye* know how I was with you all the time from the first day that I arrived in Asia, [19] serving the Lord with all lowliness, and tears, and temptations, which happened to me through the plots of the Jews; [20] how I held back nothing of what is profitable, so as not to announce [it] to you, and to teach you publicly and in every house, [21] testifying to both Jews and Greeks repentance towards God, and faith towards our Lord Jesus Christ. [22] And now, behold, bound in my spirit *I* go to Jerusalem, not knowing what things shall happen to me in it; [23] only that the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city, saying that bonds and tribulations await me. [24] But I make no account of [my] life [as] dear to myself, so that I finish my course, and the ministry which I have received of the Lord Jesus, to testify the glad tidings of the grace of God. [25] And now, behold, I know that ye all, among whom I have gone about preaching the kingdom [of God], shall see my face no more. [26] Wherefore I witness to you this day, that I am clean from the blood of all, [27] for I have not shrunk from announcing to you all the counsel of God. [28] Take heed therefore to yourselves, and to all the flock, wherein the Holy Spirit has set you as overseers, to shepherd the assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own. …

Acts 20 (JND) [1] But after the tumult had ceased, Paul having called the disciples to [him] and embraced [them], went away to go to Macedonia. [2] And having passed through those parts, and having exhorted them with much discourse, he came to Greece. [3] And having spent three months [there], a treacherous plot against him having been set on foot by the Jews, as he was going to sail to Syria, [the] resolution was adopted of returning through Macedonia. …

Acts 2 (JND) [1] And when the day of Pentecost was now accomplishing, they were all together in one place. [2] And there came suddenly a sound out of heaven as of a violent impetuous blowing, and filled all the house where they were sitting. [3] And there appeared to them parted tongues, as of fire, and it sat upon each one of them. …

Acts 2 (JND) [1] And when the day of Pentecost was now accomplishing, they were all together in one place. [2] And there came suddenly a sound out of heaven as of a violent impetuous blowing, and filled all the house where they were sitting. [3] And there appeared to them parted tongues, as of fire, and it sat upon each one of them. …

Acts 2 (JND) [1] And when the day of Pentecost was now accomplishing, they were all together in one place. [2] And there came suddenly a sound out of heaven as of a violent impetuous blowing, and filled all the house where they were sitting. [3] And there appeared to them parted tongues, as of fire, and it sat upon each one of them. …

Ephesians 3:2-3 (JND) [2] (if indeed ye have heard of the administration of the grace of God which has been given to me towards you, [3] that by revelation the mystery has been made known to me, (according as I have written before briefly,

1 Corinthians 12:3 (JND) [3] I give you therefore to know, that no one, speaking in [the power of the] Spirit of God, says, Curse [on] Jesus; and no one can say, Lord Jesus, unless in [the power of the] Holy Spirit.

Ephesians 3 (JND) [1] For this reason *I* Paul, prisoner of the Christ Jesus for you nations, [2] (if indeed ye have heard of the administration of the grace of God which has been given to me towards you, [3] that by revelation the mystery has been made known to me, (according as I have written before briefly, …

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.

Acts 9:5 (JND) [5] And he said, Who art thou, Lord? And he [said], *I* am Jesus, whom *thou* persecutest.

Ephesians 4:15 (JND) [15] but, holding the truth in love, we may grow up to him in all things, who is the head, the Christ:

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,

Ephesians 3 (JND) [1] For this reason *I* Paul, prisoner of the Christ Jesus for you nations, [2] (if indeed ye have heard of the administration of the grace of God which has been given to me towards you, [3] that by revelation the mystery has been made known to me, (according as I have written before briefly, …

Ephesians 3 (JND) [1] For this reason *I* Paul, prisoner of the Christ Jesus for you nations, [2] (if indeed ye have heard of the administration of the grace of God which has been given to me towards you, [3] that by revelation the mystery has been made known to me, (according as I have written before briefly, …

Ephesians 2:16 (JND) [16] and might reconcile both in one body to God by the cross, having by it slain the enmity;

Ephesians 3 (JND) [1] For this reason *I* Paul, prisoner of the Christ Jesus for you nations, [2] (if indeed ye have heard of the administration of the grace of God which has been given to me towards you, [3] that by revelation the mystery has been made known to me, (according as I have written before briefly, …

Acts 20 (JND) [1] But after the tumult had ceased, Paul having called the disciples to [him] and embraced [them], went away to go to Macedonia. [2] And having passed through those parts, and having exhorted them with much discourse, he came to Greece. [3] And having spent three months [there], a treacherous plot against him having been set on foot by the Jews, as he was going to sail to Syria, [the] resolution was adopted of returning through Macedonia. …

Ephesians 2 (JND) [1] and *you*, being dead in your offences and sins [2] in which ye once walked according to the age of this world, according to the ruler of the authority of the air, the spirit who now works in the sons of disobedience: [3] among whom *we* also all once had our conversation in the lusts of our flesh, doing what the flesh and the thoughts willed to do, and were children, by nature, of wrath, even as the rest: …

1 Corinthians 6:17 (JND) [17] But he that [is] joined to the Lord is one Spirit.

Revelation 2:5 (JND) [5] Remember therefore whence thou art fallen, and repent, and do the first works: but if not, I am coming to thee, and I will remove thy lamp out of its place, except thou shalt repent.

Psalms 51:17 (JND) [17] The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit: a broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise.



HOW VESSELS IN ACCORD WITH GOD’S MIND ARE PRODUCED

J. B. Ikin 

Zechariah 6: 12, 13; John 3: 35, 36; 4: 1–30; Romans 12: 1, 2; 2 Timothy 2: 19–22 

It was in mind to speak of how vessels in accord with God’s mind are produced. The Lord is perfectly capable of bringing this about in you and me. Then there is our side in what we are able to do in love for Him in the short time left before He comes. The passage in Zechariah is an interesting one. He and Haggai were two prophets and used of God to reawaken the people in the revival that we read of in Ezra. They moved them to secure a return to what was for God in Jerusalem. It had in a certain sense always been there because Daniel had his windows open towards Jerusalem. How like the present day in which we are. If we are honest, we have to admit we repeatedly need reviving within the revival itself. This was so with the people we read of here, and Zechariah was used of God to bring His word to bear upon them so that they should change their priorities. They were tending to settle down in their own dwellings rather than consider firstly what was due to God. He draws attention to a wonderful Person—undoubtedly Christ. It can be no other, the One whose name is the Branch. How touching this reference to Him growing up from His own place. Our brother was reminding us of Hymn 30— 

‘Holy vessel of God’s pleasure 

In His service day by day; 

Nothing but His will Thy measure 

All along that suff’ring way’. 

How we see in Him One perfectly pleasing to God. He came to do His will, growing up from His own place—unlike you and me who need to learn God’s will. There was a wonderful demonstration of One perfectly carrying out the 

will of God in His own place. He was in Nazareth—a place of reproach where every one knew Him and was able to observe Him, take account of His occupation, what He did and how He walked. What a holy vessel of God’s pleasure! Think of how wonderfully He carried out what was due to God as a boy of twelve. How sobering when looking at what I was doing when twelve years old in the light of what He was occupied with at that age—it was His Father’s business. What a lesson for the parents of Jesus when thinking He was in their company to then find Him so occupied. Every detail of His life was before the Father’s eye and He says of Him “in whom I have found my delight”, Matthew 3: 17. Think of what it was for the Father in those thirty wonderful years prior to His public ministry, that fresh communion every morning, moment by moment, day by day. 

The passage we read goes on to say, “and he shall build the temple of Jehovah”. Think of what is established in Him, in His own body. It says, “even he shall build the temple of Jehovah”—the prophet being caught up in wonderment as referring to One outside of himself. What is He building? He is building something very glorious that is coming out in the day of display having God’s glory; that is the assembly where the praises of God are established in vessels like you and me. In Ezra, we read that the vessels are brought back to the house. Think of how God in His wonderful sovereign ways looked upon you and me as elect vessels to Himself as those He is able to glorify because of what He is in Himself, what He is able to do in Christ, “even he shall build the temple of Jehovah; and he shall bear the glory, and shall sit and rule upon his throne”. Think of how the Lord Jesus is going to reign, in His own right. He is going to be Priest upon His throne. Everything is going to be set in order publicly, every knee bowing to Him. That is where He is at God’s right hand, a nail fastened in a sure place. It says, “the counsel of peace shall be between them both”—the Father and the Son working things out together. The Son came into manhood perfecting all things to God’s glory and is now at His right hand on high. Everything is established in Christ to God’s glory and to His perfect satisfaction. 

I read from John because you see there the Father loves the Son and has given all things to be in His hand. What perfectly capable hands He has! The Father indeed put all that He treasured in the hands of One who was qualified to handle them. The Father’s love is demonstrated in Him. Have you come into God’s kingdom—the kingdom of the Son of His love? The way morally for you and for me is to become as little children. As coming in we prove the Father’s love and His might and how all is put into the hand of the Son in such an effective way. This is clearly seen in this woman in chapter 4. There were many vessels but John chooses this vessel to write about because she became a great vessel very quickly as in the Lord’s capable hands. It shows what the Lord is able to do. I might meet this woman in the street and think I would not waste a tract on her—it would not be worth speaking with her about the gospel. Not so with the Lord Jesus. He has met a wretch like me, he has given Himself for me! Paul says that of himself. Each of us, as valuing the perfect work of the Lord Jesus has to own we are vessels of mercy, just like this woman. Think of how it was a prerogative of the Lord Jesus that He should use time for her blessing. He is prepared to do that for each one of us. 

We see Him here sitting just as He was at the fountain. He was inwardly exactly as He said He was, as having grown up in His own place. He was available to this woman. What does He do? He takes the initiative and asks her questions. I trust you are a believer. As such you will find as you trace your history back that His work begins with a question—a probing of your conscience. The preacher has a task to do and that is to reach the conscience. The Lord Jesus says, “Give me to drink” and He waits for an answer and goes step by step through a moral process until He secures a living response. “The woman says to him, Sir, thou hast nothing to draw with, and the well is deep”. Think of the Lord in His patience hearing this woman tell Him that the well is deep. He knew how deep the well was! He felt how deep it was. He knew what it was for her to go day by day and lower the pot into the well to try to satisfy her needs. The answer is that the pot is not needed and that you become the vessel. Have you received the Holy Spirit? Have you proved His ability to fill you and cause you to drink? That is an active thing, to drink of the Spirit and quench your thirst—a thirst for Christ. “The water which I shall give him shall become in him a fountain of water, springing up into eternal life”. Let Him take over your vessel so that there is a change according to what God is bringing about for His own glory. 

This brings about a desire with this woman. She says, “Sir, give me this water”. But first the Lord has to deal with what she was morally. In a very few words He explains all that was found in her life and she sees it and acknowledges it. The awful secrets of her history are exposed, not for all to see, but by the One who came to deliver her from it, the One who came to die for her, the One who was made sin that she should be freed from all that distressed her. 

She came to realise she was a vessel of mercy, saved from all that she had done, to be to Another. She finds her place as one who sees the Lord had something for her to do. One was to speak of Him in her own capacity, and the other that she should become a worshipper. 

That is why we are left here, for the testimony and for the service of God. She speaks of Him to others to say, Yes, I am a vessel of mercy, and appeals to those who knew her and to those she knew and asks them this question, “Is not he the Christ?” She looks for an answer. How attractively she puts it as saying, “Come, see a man who told me all things I had ever done”, John 4: 29. She had not really left His side. She was in His presence and enjoying His company. How good it is to have brethren we can meet and draw out experience and acknowledgment of Him as the Christ. 

In the other two passages read we see God’s resources so that we may carry out our own responsibilities in the short time that may be left to us. Romans takes us back to the true basics of what is essential in our lives—the gospel and the dealing with our sins. Has everyone here had their sins forgiven? Have you acknowledged you are a sinner? God listens to the repenting sinner. It is delightful to heaven that there are repenting sinners. Think of the man in Luke’s gospel who says, “O God, have compassion on me, the sinner”, Luke 18: 13. 

He went home justified as a result of his repentance and putting his faith and trust in the Saviour. Romans takes us step by step, not only dealing with the relief from what we have been, but on to becoming a possessor of our own vessels. In chapter 12, Paul exhorts us to present our own bodies. You cannot present something unless you possess it. In Thessalonians, he speaks of each possessing his own vessel in sanctification and honour. In sin, we are captive to another, to lust and pride, not possessing our own vessels. There are those in the gospels who are possessed by demons. 

Romans teaches us to become possessors. It is not trying to reform and make a little better of ourselves. Chapter 7 shows us clearly that this is hopeless. You cannot reform the flesh. I have to be delivered from that which is hateful to God. I must judge it at the cross and find in Christ that He is not only my Saviour but also my Deliverer. I am sure most of us know the truth of these things but each of us has to deal with God to prove this for himself or herself. 

You will then prove how vitally important this is in your own history. In chapter 8, we see how the Holy Spirit is available to fill our vessels. By Him we find resource to put to death the deeds of the body, like David taking hold of the sword of Goliath and cutting off his head completely. At the end of chapter 8 we prove the love of God for us in every circumstance. 

You say you do not know my circumstances. No, I do not, but God does, and you will prove day by day how God’s love is towards you. In Romans 12 there is this return to Him, Paul beseeching us “to present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your intelligent service”. I find that very searching. The resource is from God’s side and proved by the accepting of His will. The Lord Jesus came to do His will, but you and I as failing creatures need to learn His will and prove that it is acceptable to us. How wonderful to prove the will of God, that it is far better. The woman left her water-pot and proved that God’s will for her was far better. His will has in view our blessing as seen in Ephesians and that we should come into the enjoyment of it through this moral process. 

In Timothy, we see that in conditions of public breakdown, what is pure and acceptable to God is brought to light. God does not tolerate mixture in His presence. In this great house there is mixture in vessels to honour and vessels to dishonour. But the firm foundation of God stands. We have a nail that is fastened in a sure place and there is another firm thing here—the firm foundation of God, “the Lord knows those that are his”. How wonderful to accept that the Lord knows those that are His, thousands, millions of believers. We can trust Him that in His hands He is able to bring about a perfect answer to the glory of God. The other side is, “Let every one who names the name of the Lord withdraw from iniquity”. That is my side and in affection for Him I am to prove that, but it is going to cost me something. It does not cost me very much to stand here and speak about this scripture, nor does it cost you very much to sit in your seat and hear this scripture read and contemplate its significance. But it will cost you to carry it out. In the house last night we were speaking about the history of our parents and our grandparents—what it cost them to name the name of the Lord and become a vessel to honour. It cost them to tread a pathway that meant reproach and suffering. That cost is known to God and built into the vessels of weight. 

Naming His name is a public thing, where I say I love Him so much I am going to purify myself for Him. It is an individual exercise. You have to do it yourself but in doing so you will prove God’s help. Ezra and his men in recovering the vessels back to their true place were exposed to criticism and danger but God preserved them. As you stand firm and name the name of the Lord publicly, you will find He will help you. The result is you become available to him. A vessel is for pouring out and for use by its owner. God owns us—we are bought at such a price as vessels of mercy. The Lord is able to use these separated vessels for His own purpose for every good work. There is a great work going on in variety that is producing wonderful results soon to be displayed in God’s presence. May each of us know what it is to be a vessel, hanging on Him alone and to prove the value of being a vessel in His hands for His name’s sake. 

Address at Dundee
23 October 2004 

 


Scripture references

Zechariah 6:12-13 (JND) [12] and speak unto him, saying, Thus speaketh Jehovah of hosts, saying, Behold a man whose name is [the] Branch; and he shall grow up from his own place, and he shall build the temple of Jehovah: [13] even he shall build the temple of Jehovah; and he shall bear the glory, and shall sit and rule upon his throne; and he shall be a priest upon his throne; and the counsel of peace shall be between them both.

John 3:35-36 (JND) [35] The Father loves the Son, and has given all things [to be] in his hand. [36] He that believes on the Son has life eternal, and he that is not subject to the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides upon him.

John 4:1-30 (JND) [1] When therefore the Lord knew that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus makes and baptises more disciples than John [2] (however, Jesus himself did not baptise, but his disciples), [3] he left Judaea and went away again unto Galilee. [4] And he must needs pass through Samaria. [5] He comes therefore to a city of Samaria called Sychar, near to the land which Jacob gave to his son Joseph. [6] Now a fountain of Jacob's was there; Jesus therefore, being wearied with the way he had come, sat just as he was at the fountain. It was about the sixth hour. [7] A woman comes out of Samaria to draw water. Jesus says to her, Give me to drink [8] (for his disciples had gone away into the city that they might buy provisions). [9] The Samaritan woman therefore says to him, How dost thou, being a Jew, ask to drink of me who am a Samaritan woman? for Jews have no intercourse with Samaritans. [10] Jesus answered and said to her, If thou knewest the gift of God, and who it is that says to thee, Give me to drink, thou wouldest have asked of him, and he would have given thee living water. [11] The woman says to him, Sir, thou hast nothing to draw with, and the well is deep: whence then hast thou the living water? [12] Art thou greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well, and drank of it himself, and his sons, and his cattle? …

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

2 Timothy 2:19-22 (JND) [19] Yet the firm foundation of God stands, having this seal, [The] Lord knows those that are his; and, Let every one who names the name of [the] Lord withdraw from iniquity. [20] But in a great house there are not only gold and silver vessels, but also wooden and earthen; and some to honour, and some to dishonour. [21] If therefore one shall have purified himself from these, [in separating himself from them], he shall be a vessel to honour, sanctified, serviceable to the Master, prepared for every good work. [22] But youthful lusts flee, and pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace, with those that call upon the Lord out of a pure heart.

Matthew 3:17 (JND) [17] and behold, a voice out of the heavens saying, This is my beloved Son, in whom I have found my delight.

John 4:29 (JND) [29] Come, see a man who told me all things I had ever done: is not he the Christ?

Luke 18:13 (JND) [13] And the tax-gatherer, standing afar off, would not lift up even his eyes to heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, O God, have compassion on me, the sinner.

Romans 12 (JND) [1] I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the compassions of God, to present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, [which is] your intelligent service. [2] And be not conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of [your] mind, that ye may prove what [is] the good and acceptable and perfect will of God. [3] For I say, through the grace which has been given to me, to every one that is among you, not to have high thoughts above what he should think; but to think so as to be wise, as God has dealt to each a measure of faith. …



EXTRACT

I have often pondered the preachings in the Acts; it would be a real study for those who give any sort of public testimony to see how men spoke who were in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

These preachings were very short, very much to the point, not a word out of place, no repetition, everything in the greatest sobriety—that is preaching in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

C. A. Coates (‘An Outline of Luke’s Gospel’, p.254) 
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