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Introduction


This is a collection in two volumes of ministry by Alfred J Gardiner not previously available in book form.  Several volumes of our brother’s ministry were produced formerly (and are listed at the end of this book), and second-hand copies can be found of most if not all of these.  A lot more of his ministry, however, was published in monthly periodicals, leaflets, and other forms.  These are no longer in print, and the articles are therefore much less accessible.

Various sources have been used in this collection, but most of the material has come from three dis-continued periodicals—Words of Truth, edited by Mr Walter M Brown from Harrow; Words of Grace and Comfort, edited by Mr Harry F Nunnerley, latterly at Hove, then William Henderson from Glasgow; and Paroles d’Édification Mutuelle, published in France by M Paul G Blanc in Valence.  Material from this magazine has been translated; it had a mix of our brother’s ministry given in France, and ministry elsewhere rendered in French—I have so far found little of this in English publications.

The articles are in date order; a few that are un-dated come at the end of the second volume.  I assume the articles were revised before first publication—and expect that the author was able to do this himself.  I have read every one carefully, without doing my own revision.  I have left scripture quotations from the King James Version as found.

In my early years, I attended the meetings in Streatham where 
Mr Gardiner broke bread; and remember him with great affection and regard.  He was, of course, very active in ministry, and often travelling away, but he never forgot his local meeting—either in his prayers or his attention to our practical and spiritual welfare.

Mr Gardiner gives good advice on page 232 of the first volume: ‘Read the ministry by all means, dear brethren.  If the Lord is giving ministry to the assembly, we ought to be diligent to follow it up.  Thank God for the ministry … but let us not think we shall get into it merely by reading books’.  May reading of these books nevertheless be to God’s glory.  

ANDREW BURR

2020


Contents of Volume 2

 




Introduction

“The Things Which Jesus Did”

The Holy Spirit In Relation To The Testimony

The Lord And The Spirit In Relation To Testimony

The Lord And The Spirit In Relation To The Service Of God

The Needs Of The Moment

The Will Of God

The Cross Of Christ

Living Features In Believers

Our Outlook

“On Account Of The Angels”

With Christ In Service And In The Present Truth

The Work Of God

David In The Conflict

Impressions Received In The Presence Of God

Keep By The Holy Spirit The Good Deposit

The Priesthood Of Christ

The Knowledge Of God

I Come Quickly

The Assembly Appreciated By Christ

Numbering In View Of The Inheritance

Sudden Events

Continuing To The End

Experience With God

The Bow In The Cloud

Real Christianity

David’s Early And Final Exercises

Three Impressions Of The Glory Of Christ

The Narrow Gate And The Strait Way

The Assembly Our Main Interest

The Kingdom Of God Come In Power

The Calling On High Of God In Christ Jesus

The True Grace Of God

The Element Of Leader Seen In Moses, Aaron And Miriam

The Believer’s Body

The Power Of The Glad Tidings

An Hour

Imitators Of Paul

The Lamb And The Ark

Following The Lord

Sifted And Refined

Spiritual Judgment As Making For Our Preservation

Prayer

Sitting

Books of A J Gardiner’s ministry



 


“THE THINGS WHICH JESUS DID”


John 21: 25

I desire simply to convey some impression of the glory of what is being wrought out in the saints at the present time, how every circumstance of our lives is used of God to further the working out of a great and glorious matter.  John tells us there are many other things which Jesus did.  They have not been placed on record, and he says here that “if they were written one by one, I suppose that not even the “world itself would contain the books written”.  We may rest assured, beloved brethren, that God is not going to lose sight of them; they are too precious to be lost sight of.  What is being formed now, and every one of us has a part in it, is the vessel in which all that Jesus did will come out in display, for the reason that as we move and are held under the influence of Christ we do, in the circumstances in which we find ourselves, the things that He did.  He will not influence one of His own to do anything out of keeping with the things He did, and we may rest assured, as we are held and formed under the influence of Christ, the things that He did, so precious in the sight of God, will come into expression, and God will order the circumstances of our lives, however simple in outward appearance, in order that some of  the things Jesus did may come into expression by us as formed under the influence of Christ.

We have heard more than once reference to the spirit of Christ as marking our dear brother and sister, and I would commend it to us all, to abide in Christ and to learn from Him.  The gospels record much that we can learn in detail, but the influence of Christ is a living thing, and the Spirit would hold us and form us under that influence.  There will be something, as we are thus held, that comes into expression as some of the things that Jesus did.  In result the heavenly city, as composed of all the saints, will be the great vessel in which the things that Jesus did will come into glorious display.  How precious they are!  Things that the world take no account of, things one by one, not one to be missed!  It is encouraging to us all.  There  may  be  things that are great and attract attention, and other  things out of sight, except to God, but if they are things in character as Jesus did them, as the result of our abiding under the influence of Christ, there is a glory attaching to them that God greatly values,  and  He will see that all will be fitted together as God alone can do it.  When the holy city comes down out of heaven from God, it will be a perfect expression of Christ, in myriads of saints fitted together perfectly, with nothing superfluous and nothing lacking.  So the exercises and circumstances of the saints have that in view, among other things, that there should be the formation of that vessel, that the things that Jesus did should come out in glorious display.

So we are greatly encouraged in the sense of this, and may we all remember, above all things, that the great thing is to keep near the Lord and allow the Spirit to form us after Christ, so that, under His influence, the things He would do  will be done by us.  If the things that Jesus did were written one by one, the world could not contain them, but the immensity of the holy city is great enough to express them.

 

PUTNEY

1951

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________






Scripture references

John 21:25 (JND) [25] And there are also many other things which Jesus did, the which if they were written one by one, I suppose that not even the world itself would contain the books written.



The Holy Spirit In Relation To The Testimony




THE HOLY SPIRIT IN RELATION TO THE TESTIMONY

It is important to recognise the Spirit of God as entering into the testimony of God and giving character to it, and also as taking on the care of the saints from a spiritual standpoint.  He is here in charge of divine interests, and the more conscious we are of His presence and of who He is, the more invulnerable we shall be and the most restful as committed to the truth of God.  It is obvious that God can never be taken by surprise, nor does He ever find Himself at a loss; and therefore the presence of the Holy Spirit with the saints ensures that the testimony will continue according to God without anything being surrendered or overthrown.

Elisha's history illustrates this.  Elijah was one who had been outstandingly faithful to God in testimony here, maintaining His rights in a time of the greatest departure in Israel, and the day came for him to be taken up to heaven.  God gave him the great distinction of being in a remarkable way a type of Christ—the Man who has been taken up to heaven.  Elisha knew that he himself was to continue here in testimony for God in the absence of Elijah, and Elijah asked him what he should do for him before he was taken away from him; Elisha said, “Let a double portion of thy spirit be upon me”.  He felt that if he was to be here in the absence of the one who had been so faithful, he would need a double portion of his spirit.  If we think of Christ, and what He was as the faithful and true Witness, how perfectly He maintained the truth as to God, surrendering nothing, but carrying it through in perfection to the end!  We may feel how utterly unequal we are to having the truth of God entrusted to us, and yet in the power of the Spirit of God we can be equal to it.  It is striking that in the history of Elisha we find no failure, and no contingency to which he was not equal, showing in a remarkable way that the Spirit of God in the saints is capable of maintaining every feature of the truth of God here in testimony.  Elijah said, “If thou see me when I am taken from thee, it shall be so”.  Elijah would thus impress Elisha with the fact that at all costs he must keep his eye upon the one who was being taken up into heaven.

Now that is the position which comes before us in the first chapter of the Acts, where the testimony was about to commence after Christ had gone on high.  The two men in white clothing standing by the disciples said to them, “This Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven, shall thus come in the manner in which ye have beheld him going into heaven”.  They saw Him being taken up into heaven, and would get an impression of One who was in every way suited to that realm.  The dispensation commenced with Jesus being taken up into heaven, and it is to close with His coming again in the same way.

This is something for us to bear in mind, that the testimony here is to take character from the One whom God has taken up into heaven.  John says the fathers had known Him that was from the beginning.  Christ was before them and they knew Him; that was everything to them, and Christ is thus to give character to the testimony right through until He comes.  We are tested by this as to whether we are marked by impatience, and grow weary, or whether we are carrying through the testimony of God in the Spirit of grace that marks the dispensation, untarnished to the end.  Now the power for that is in the Spirit, and so it says as to Elijah, “there appeared a chariot of fire and horses of fire and parted them both asunder; and Elijah went up by a whirlwind into the heavens”.  Elisha got an impression of the power that was available to the people of God here in the chariot of Israel and the horsemen thereof.  It is thus a question of power; we do not now see Jesus, but the position is to be filled out in the power of the Spirit which has come down from Jesus, and so it says that Elisha rent his own clothes in two pieces.  That was drastic and it was final.  He understood that if he was to be here in the testimony of God, it must be entirely in the Spirit of Christ.  He took up the mantle that fell from Elijah—the power and the character of the man who was taken up into heaven—and henceforth he would move in the testimony invested with that power.

Hebrews 4 shows that the Spirit of God will take account of conditions among the saints and will speak in relation to them; this is something to which we should pay attention—the Spirit of God speaking.  He may speak privately in an individual, or He may speak to us through the saints in the assembly, as He did in Antioch.  He also spoke to Paul through the disciples at Tyre.  What comes to light in Hebrews is that the Spirit speaks: “Wherefore, even as says the Holy Spirit.  To-day if ye will hear his voice, harden not your hearts”.  

If any one is beginning to get away from the Lord, neglecting the reading of the Scriptures, and becoming careless and formal as to prayer, the Spirit sees that and feels it.  The Spirit has first-hand knowledge of what is going on in the saints individually as well as when they are together.  Sin is very deceitful, and its hardening effect is quickly seen; hence the Spirit's gracious appeal—“harden not your hearts”.  

In Acts 20 we have the Spirit presented in a double way.  Paul said that the Holy Spirit testified in every city that bonds and tribulations awaited him.  It is a very comforting and assuring thing that One who has divine and perfect knowledge of all that is to arise in opposition to the testimony should be at liberty to warn the saints of it.  We read in Timothy that “the Spirit speaketh expressly”.  We should be impressed with the fact that the Spirit of God is here in charge of the testimony in the saints: “He dwelleth with you and shall be in you”.  He is in the saints that the truth of God in testimony in the world should go through, whatever develops in opposition to it.  Paul is conscious of that.  He says, “the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city, saying that bonds and tribulations await me.  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”.  This is an important matter to bear in mind—that we are to finish our course, which means that every feature of the testimony is to find its place before the assembly is taken to be with Christ.

It is a great thing to keep ourselves in the sense of grace, and that the heart should be established with grace.  We have to do with the God of all grace, and the character of His grace towards us is set out in Christ where He is—we are “taken into favour in the Beloved”.  Nothing alters that!  It is a great thing to keep the full standard of grace before our hearts.  The apostle was concerned that he should minister to the end the gospel of the grace of God.  He also 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”.  That is, the Holy Spirit is in charge of the position.  He is speaking now to those who are elders and on whom the responsibility rests of caring for the flock.  David was able to meet both the lion and the bear in order to rescue a lamb.  He would not surrender to the devil in either guise—as the lion with its intimidation or as the bear in its stealthy character.  In whatever way Satan seeks to overcome the saints, the great thing is to be alert and to resist him.  David proved his fitness to be set over God's inheritance by the way in which he cared for his father's flock.  The ability to keep ourselves, so that the wicked one touches us not, lies in the Holy Spirit whom we have received.  If we allow things that are grieving to the Holy Spirit, we are opening the way for the devil to gain a hold over our souls.

The Spirit of God operates through those who are available and who, through experience with God and the influence of the love of Christ, are prepared to care for the saints, shepherding “the assembly of God, which he has purchased with the blood of his own”.  This is a most touching expression; showing what great value God attaches to His assembly; He was prepared to pay that great price, the blood of His own Son, in order that He might have the assembly as a vessel to serve Him acceptably.  It is composed of persons who are regarded here as sheep needing to be cared for, fed and shepherded, calling for the exercise of self-sacrificing love.

May the Lord help us to recognise the presence of the Holy Spirit more fully, that we may become more available to Him.

 

LONDON

From Words of Truth 1951

_____________________






Scripture references

Hebrews 4 (JND) [1] Let us therefore fear, lest, a promise being left of entering into his rest, any one of you might seem to have failed [of it]. [2] For indeed we have had glad tidings presented to us, even as they also; but the word of the report did not profit *them*, not being mixed with faith in those who heard. [3] For we enter into the rest who have believed; as he said, As I have sworn in my wrath, If they shall enter into my rest; although the works had been completed from [the] foundation of [the] world. …

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. …



The Lord And The Spirit In Relation To Testimony




THE LORD AND THE SPIRIT IN RELATION TO TESTIMONY

Revelation 1: 4-6; 4: 4-6

There are two sides to our position here, the side of public testimony to God and to the truth, involving the acceptance of a place of outward weakness and smallness and reproach, and on the other hand the position of spiritual privilege in the service of God in the assembly in which the greatest things are capable of being entered upon in the power of the Spirit.  In these scriptures I have in mind to show, by the Lord's help, how the Lord and the Spirit enter into the position in relation to the testimony.  The book of Revelation has in view the maintenance of the testimony of God on earth in the presence of every form and degree of opposition which Satan and man can raise up.  The book traces the course of the testimony from the time of the assembly right on till the appearing of the Lord in power and glory, and shows how it goes through in complete triumph, though on the principle of suffering.  The book is written to the seven assemblies, although the greater part of it does not directly refer to the assembly.  At the same time it is written to the assemblies in order that we may fill our part in the testimony faithfully as in the light that God will carry through the testimony in faithfulness after we are gone, when the opposition and suffering may be more intense than anything that we ourselves experience.  And hence it is intended to stimulate us with the desire to be faithful to the truth which God has given us.

And so John in opening his address to the assemblies invokes grace and peace upon them, first from “him who is, and who was, and who is to come”, which is a very majestic presentation of God.  That He is comes first, for however great man may assume to be in opposition to what is of God, it is the privilege of the saints and the resource of faith to remember that God is.  He always is.  He is the rewarder of them that diligently seek Him, but it says, “He that draws near to God must believe that he is”.  He is.  Of no man could it be said that he is in that absolute way.  Man is born into the world, has a short span of life and then dies, but God is, a most majestic statement, just as the Lord Himself said when here, “Before Abraham was, I am”.

Then God was, that is to say, He may be known historically in all that He has proved Himself to be in the past.  How a man like Daniel proved Him and how many others proved Him in the past!  All that is to enter into the light that we have in our souls, that God not only is but He was.  Then He is to come.  John first of all invokes peace “from him who is, and who was, and who is to come”; and then he says, “from the seven Spirits which are before his throne; and from Jesus Christ”.  It is remarkable that the whole Godhead is brought in, involving the three Persons, and yet the Spirit placed before the Lord.  It shows, if one may so say, how unjealous divine Persons are, because the order in the Name in Matthew 28 is the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, the Lord coming before the Spirit, but in this passage the Spirit is put first.  There is something similar in 1 Corinthians 12: 4-6, and Ephesians 4: 4-6, where the order is the Spirit, the Lord, and God.  In “the seven Spirits which are before his throne”, the idea is fulness of divine power in the Spirit, fulness of divine resource, all that there is in God available to men in the Holy Spirit for the maintenance of what is due to the throne.  It is well to bear in mind that the rights of the throne are at issue in the testimony.  The throne represents the supremacy of God, His supreme rights in the creation to have things according to Himself, for His own will to prevail everywhere.  We know well enough that it does not prevail everywhere at the present time.

So the Lord told the disciples when they prayed to say, “Our Father who art in the heavens, let thy name be sanctified”.  That was the first thing.  “Let thy kingdom come, let thy will be done as in heaven so upon the earth”. That was to be before their minds, that God's will was to prevail, as, thank God, it will in the day to come.  But the Spirit, from the point of view of the testimony, is here among the saints in this relation, that He is before the throne, here on the earth with the saints in order to maintain in divine power and divine resourcefulness all that is due to the throne of God.  If a brother or a sister refuses to join a union, what he is doing is that he is maintaining the rights of the throne.  It is the rights of the throne that are in question, and in all his weakness and timidity, it may be, he is standing for the rights of God against man, against the world.  But then the Spirit is with him in divine power and with divine perception of all that the position needs, to give the needed support.  It is a wonderful thing to take account of that.

Before I refer to the rest of this passage, I would just refer also to chapter 4, because there it enlarges on the thought of the throne.  John tells us that he heard the first voice which had spoken to him, saying, “Come up here, and I will show thee the things which must take place after these things”.  “Immediately”, he says, “I became in the Spirit; and behold, a throne stood in the heaven, and upon the throne one sitting”, that is, the Spirit enables John to see the throne and Him who sits upon it.  He would have him understand that whatever appearances might be in the world, however much the rights of God might be challenged by the will and doings of men, the throne stood unassailable, and there was One sitting on it.  He was in no way to surrender the thought of the supremacy of God and His right to have His own will done on the earth, and not only so, but he was given to see “round the throne twenty-four thrones, and on the thrones twenty-four elders sitting”.  This, of course, in its fulness runs on to a future day, but then what is actually future finds its answer among the saints now in so far as they are walking in the truth.  We are not in heaven yet, but we are set, you might say, in heavenly places.  God set not only the sun in the expanse, but He set the moon there and the stars.  Our position for the moment is actually on the earth in testimony, but we are placed there by God as belonging to heaven and to be influenced and governed by what is heavenly.  And here round the throne and connected with it are twenty-four thrones with elders sitting on them.  The elders are, of course, the saints viewed as those who have had experience with God, and that is a wonderful position that we may take up humbly at the present time, and do take up in our assembly exercises, that God in grace has given us the privilege of being identified with His throne.  He could certainly make good His rights without us if He wished, but it is God’s way to bring His saints into sympathy and accord with Himself as far as possible and He gives us the privilege of having part in the maintenance of what is due to His throne.  Every time matters are taken up in assembly that is what it is in principle; it is a question of the throne and the saints exercised to maintain what is due to the throne and to maintain it in dignity and wisdom and holiness and power that belong to heaven.

And so it says, “On the thrones twenty-four elders sitting”, and then it adds, “out of the throne go forth lightnings, and voices, and thunders; and seven lamps of fire, burning before the throne, which are the seven Spirits of God”.  Again we get the Spirit of God presented in this remarkable way as the seven Spirits of God, as though where the testimony is in view, and the maintenance of the rights of God, God would impress us with the fact that fulness of power and of perception is available for us.  What a comfort that is if He is here presented as seven lamps of fire, not, as the note says, the idea of a utensil but rather the light itself.  In the Spirit there is divine light on any position that may arise in regard of how it affects the rights of God.  “Seven lamps of fire, burning before the throne”.  This is something we can and should rely upon every time.  I think we may say that of recent years the Spirit of God has entered very definitely into the matter of trade unions, and has thrown light upon it, showing the real nature of the issue.  It is the Spirit of God that has entered into the matter in order that the rights of God should be maintained here on earth by the saints, and that we should be in power in moving in relation to those rights, in the sense that no less than God Himself in the Spirit is with us in the matter.

But then this matter of our position in testimony is also entered into by the Lord, and that brings us back to chapter 1, where John not only invokes grace and peace from God and from the seven Spirits which are before His throne, but “from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the prince of the kings of the earth”.  That is, the Lord has entered into the position of testimony.  We know how thoroughly he entered into it as having become Man, as being anointed and sent forth into this world.  In the fourth chapter of Luke we read of His speaking in the synagogue at Nazareth and they “wondered at the words of grace which were coming out of his mouth”.  And then He went further and brought the truth to bear upon them, and immediately the position was changed and they led Him forth to the brow of the mountain upon which their city was built, to cast Him down.  He was there in the testimony and He was suffering opposition from men.  They could not cast Him down because His hour had not yet come, but there at the very outset of His public testimony He was made to feel the spirit of enmity and hostility that was to be encountered.  So we are told in this passage that He is and has been the faithful witness.  We see in the temptation that no allurement that Satan could bring to bear upon Him, to which men before Him had succumbed, found any entrance into the mind and heart of Jesus.  He would not succumb; indeed He could not, for He is incorruptible, but He was there in testimony, He met the tempter, not in the power of His Godhead, but in the dependence proper to the manhood into which He had come.  So He has experienced every element that enters into the testimony, open hostility and seduction too; every form of opposition the Lord has encountered and has been faithful in it.  Never was that more seen than in His death.  How  faithful He was in His death!  Not only was He not turned aside from all that the cross would be for Him, but in His death there was the most faithful setting forth of what God is, the absolute repudiation of sin, the recognition of the judgment due to sin, and then the entering into the place of judgment Himself and bearing it so that we might be saved, and in doing so, the perfect expression of divine love.  What a faithful witness He has been at all cost to Himself!  He is presented in this chapter as being in manhood in the place of testimony to which the saints are called, and faithful in it although it involved suffering.

But then He is now seen as triumphing, “the first-born from the dead, and the prince of the kings of the earth”.  So the Lord is presented in this position of testimony, faithful in it, tested in it, but now glorified.  Faith recognises Him as prince of the kings of the earth.  And then, as Christ is brought forward, the Spirit of God through John calls forth a note of praise from the saints.  “To him”, he says, “Who loves us, and has washed us from our sins in his blood...”.  That is to say, we are never to go back to them; we are no longer to be marked by that which necessitated our being washed in His blood.  “To him be the glory and the might to the ages of ages.  Amen”.  The object in view at the present time is that the priestly service of God should be maintained whatever arises on the earth.  That is one serious element in connection with trade unionism, and any other unholy association, that it robs the saints of their liberty Godward, and it robs God thus of His portion in them.  The Spirit says of Christ that He has made us a kingdom of priests; that is to say, He brings us under His own protection with a view to the service of God in its true priestly character being maintained.

I believe it is as we embrace that in our minds that we can rely on the Lord exercising the power which He has to deal with anything that arises on the earth that threatens this service.  It is so precious to Christ that God should be served in a priestly way in holiness, notwithstanding unholy conditions around, that I am sure we can count upon Him to exercise His power to make a way through whatever arises in order that that service might be continued to the end.  That shows, I think, how the Lord and the Spirit enter into this matter of the position here in public testimony.  It is to be maintained in suffering; suffering is to be expected, it is to be accepted.  The Lord understood that suffering was before Him, and it says, “when the days of his receiving up were fulfilled, he stedfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem”—not to go to heaven, but to Jerusalem.  Jerusalem was the place where He would be delivered into the hands of men and be slain, but when the days of His receiving up were fulfilled “he stedfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem”.  That is, He would accept the suffering and the reproach that the maintenance to the end of the testimony would involve, but He would do it in the light that He was to be received up.

 

LONDON

29th March 1952*

* the next address has the same place and date—two addresses apparently on the same day.

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 

 


Scripture references

Revelation 1:4-6 (JND) [4] John to the seven assemblies which [are] in Asia: Grace to you and peace from [him] who is, and who was, and who is to come; and from the seven Spirits which [are] before his throne; [5] and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the prince of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us, and has washed us from our sins in his blood, [6] and made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father: to him [be] the glory and the might to the ages of ages. Amen.

Revelation 4:4-6 (JND) [4] And round the throne twenty-four thrones, and on the thrones twenty-four elders sitting, clothed with white garments; and on their heads golden crowns. [5] And out of the throne go forth lightnings, and voices, and thunders; and seven lamps of fire, burning before the throne, which are the seven Spirits of God; [6] and before the throne, as a glass sea, like crystal. And in the midst of the throne, and around the throne, four living creatures, full of eyes, before and behind;

Matthew 28 (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. …

1 Corinthians 12:4-6 (JND) [4] But there are distinctions of gifts, but the same Spirit; [5] and there are distinctions of services, and the same Lord; [6] and there are distinctions of operations, but the same God who operates all things in all.

Ephesians 4:4-6 (JND) [4] [There is] one body and one Spirit, as ye have been also called in one hope of your calling; [5] one Lord, one faith, one baptism; [6] one God and Father of all, who is over all, and through all, and in us all.



THE LORD AND THE SPIRIT IN RELATION TO THE SERVICE OF GOD


John 4: 16-24; 14: 6, 7

Ephesians 2: 18

I have turned to John’s gospel and the epistle to the Ephesians in order to show how the Lord and the Spirit enter into the matter of the service of God in the assembly.  This woman in the fourth chapter of John is one who is to learn to function in the assembly.  That is what John has in mind, as I understand it, in his ministry.  He has in mind to secure the persons who are to constitute the assembly and to secure them as spiritually fitted for the service they are to carry on in the assembly.  And so we have a woman, and the Lord says to her, “Go, call thy husband”, and she says, “I have not a husband”.  That is, she confesses that she was without a head, without a man to guide her aright, to influence her aright.  That is what we need if we are to be secured and held for the service of God.  We need a head.  Christ has come in for that express purpose, that He might be Head to every man that is willing to submit himself to Him, and, as Head, to influence, instruct, and direct him so that he may have part in the worship of the Father and the worship of God.

With every one of us there are certain moral questions to be solved first, and the Lord has come in in grace to undertake that.  We could not solve them ourselves; we could never relieve ourselves from the bondage to sin in which each of us is naturally.  Only One could do it, and that is Christ, and He has come in to do it.  That is one item of His glory, that He has come in to redeem all those whom the Father has given Him from a condition of sin and guilt and liability to death under which they lay, in order that they might be secured and held for the service of the blessed God.  How much it has entailed for Christ! We need to think more of this matter of sin; not only guilt, but the root matter of sin itself in our flesh from which we could never relieve ourselves, which could never be eradicated.  The only way to deal with it is for sin to be condemned and the man involved in it to be ended in death.  God has taken this wonderful way in Christ.  It is a wonderful way, a way that only God could have conceived and only divine love operating in Christ could carry through, but it meant that the judgment on sin has been executed and borne by Jesus.  He was made sin in order that the whole thing might be condemned and judged according to God, the Lord Himself sustaining the judgment and exhausting it.  It is a wonderful thing to contemplate.  This is the way the Lord has entered into this matter of securing the saints in view of the service of God.  They could not be secured otherwise; they must have a holy judgment of sin according to God and themselves be extricated from it.  And the Lord took that way, accomplishing redemption in order that He might have the right to give the Holy Spirit, and it is in the Holy Spirit we become qualified to take up our part in this precious service of God.  So the Lord spoke to this woman about the Spirit, what He would be to her, becoming in her a fountain of water springing up into eternal life.  The very fountain of life would be in the Spirit the Lord was prepared to give to her.  But before He can give the Spirit He had to accomplish redemption.  Now, having done it, has He not a moral right to establish a place as Head over every one of us?  Is He not entitled to our complete yielding to Him that we might come under His influence?  He has so perfectly considered for God, and so does He not gain our confidence to yield ourselves wholly to Him?  The woman says, “I have not a husband”.  The Lord in His reply shows that He knows all her history, so at the end of the interview she says, “Come, see a man who told me all things I had ever done: is not he the Christ?” That is to say, she has come to recognise the divinely appointed Head for man.  That is the thought of the Christ, and she was evidently going to hold herself henceforth under His influence and direction.  Real power lies in our holding ourselves in the Spirit's power under the headship of Christ.  We are not now set to obey a code of rules; it is a question of being to Another that we might bear fruit to God, and as we are prepared to take up that attitude in our minds the Spirit will help because He is indwelling us all the time, and is always faithful to Christ and His cross.  The more we come under the teaching and influence of the Spirit, the more we shall be helped to appreciate Christ, and be brought into consistency with His cross.  This woman was secured.  The Lord speaks to her of great things.  He says, “Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when ye shall neither in this mountain nor in Jerusalem worship the Father”.  The Father!  I doubt if the woman had ever heard of the Father until now.  What light it would be to her, as the Lord spoke these words, that God was to be known as Father, and worshipped in that light! 

And then He goes on to say, “But the hour is coming and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and truth”.  That is to say, it is to be a real matter and a feeling matter, nothing formal, nothing worked up, but that which the Spirit Himself would produce, springing up.  How beautiful it is as we are together in assembly to be responsive, and available in the Spirit to bring forward from our own souls that which can rise up in worship to the Father!  Even the psalmist could call on his soul and all that is within him to bless God's holy name, and how much more, in this day of wonderful light and privilege, should there be that in our souls which the Spirit can call upon and bring into expression—not anything worked up or formal, but the worship of the Father in spirit and truth! 

Then the Lord adds, “God is a spirit, and they who worship him must worship him in spirit and truth”.  But before that He says, “The Father seeks such as his worshippers”.  It is not the worship; it is the persons.  “The Father seeks such as his worshippers”.  This chapter deals largely with the matter of extrication, liberation, deliverance, whatever term we like to use, and then of power, and in this, as we have seen, both the Lord and the Spirit have their part.  The Lord and the Spirit! It is a wonderful thing to think of one soul being the subject of the active service in grace of both the Lord Jesus and the Holy Spirit with a view that that one soul might become a worshipper of the Father and of God.

But now in chapter 14 of John, Thomas says, “We know not where thou goest, and how can we know the way”, and Jesus says to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father unless by me”, a most emphatic statement.  Then He goes on to say, “If ye had known me ye would have known also my Father, and henceforth ye know him and have seen him”.  From that moment onward, the Lord is speaking all through these chapters anticipatively of His going to the Father, and taking His place as Man in the presence of the Father, and it is in that light that we have known the Father and have seen Him.  “Henceforth”, the Lord says, “ye know him and have seen him”.  That is to say, as we follow Christ in our affections in the way which He has gone and in the position He has now taken up as Man in the Father's presence, we get an apprehension of the Father in relation to a Man (I speak reverently), in relation to His Son.  We see the Father's love resting upon Christ and the affections of Christ responding to the Father, and we understand that that position having come about in Christ in manhood is what is the Father's mind for men, for us.  So the Lord says, “I am the way”.

No one could have to do with the Father until Christ had entered the Father's presence as Man.  Christ has opened up the whole position.  Indeed, He says, “that where I am ye also may be”.  The Father is apprehended as He is seen in relation to Christ, and Christ in relation to Him.  It is a wonderful thing to have a sense of the Father's love as it rests upon Christ.  From that standpoint we do not need to take account of the death of Christ as the expression of divine love.  It is indeed a wonderful expression of divine love, and we shall never lose the sense of it in that light, but there is another sense in which we may learn love in its absoluteness and in its own sphere, and that is the Father's love to the Son; into that we ourselves are brought with Christ, and it is a most blessed thing.  In Genesis 22 typically the Father’s love for the Son is brought in first before the sacrifice by which it was made possible for others to be brought into it.  “Take now thy son, thine only son, whom thou lovest”.  There is the idea of a father with an only-begotten son, and love in the primary thought of it is to be learned in that light, and then we get the additional thought of the love of God and of Christ in the sacrifice that was undertaken that the way might be open for us to be brought into the prime thoughts of divine love.

The Lord says, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life”.  Christ is not only the way, but He is the truth.  The whole position is set out in Christ to be learned in Him.  He is the truth and the life.  We have part in His life as a Man by the Holy Spirit and we are thus held in constant touch with Him who is in the Father's presence.  It is a wonderful position brought to pass by means of the incarnation.  It has been in God's counsel from before the foundation of the world, and in Christ it has now come into being.  I urge the young brethren to take time to contemplate Christ as Man in the Father's presence with the Father's love resting upon Him.  It is with that scene you are linked up by the Spirit, and with the One who is the Centre of it.  Do not limit your thoughts of the love of Christ and of God to what was expressed in the cross, wonderful as that is, but take time to contemplate Christ in the Father's presence, and you will get an impression of divine love in complacency and rest as you contemplate it.  So we come to this verse in Ephesians.  It says, “Through him”, that is, through Christ, “we have both”, that is Jew and Gentile, “access by one Spirit to the Father”.  I did not read other passages in Ephesians which refer to the Spirit, although I might well have read them.  Here the service that the Spirit fulfils is brought in as well as the mediatorial place occupied by Christ.  It says, “Through him”, that is, Christ, “we have both access by one Spirit to the Father”.  “Through him “ answers to what we have just been speaking of, “I am the way”, but then the Spirit enters into it as well, the Spirit on our side, and not only on our side according to what we had in John 4, but here the Spirit also as unifying the saints.  The stress is “one Spirit”, and the truth is brought in in a setting in which it would be impossible, apart from the Spirit, for the saints to be unified.  The apostle is contemplating the state of things in a Christian.  assembly such as would be found at Ephesus.  Jews would be there and Gentiles, both alike converted.  How was it possible for them to move together when there was a barrier between them that could never be overthrown, save by the effectual appropriation of the death of Christ, and the real appropriation of the Spirit's service!  That is what comes in here.  Whatever there may be between brother and brother, or sister and sister, or brother and sister, it cannot be any more difficult to overcome than the difficulties that existed between the Jew and Gentile, when they were together in the assembly.  That was the most difficult position to overcome—that Jews and Gentiles should be together and move together, and any difficulties there may be among us in differences of natural temperament and upbringing can be entirely overcome as, on the one hand, the bearing of the death of Christ is appropriated, and on the other the Spirit is availed of.  So the stress here is on the one Spirit.  He would keep our souls in contact with the death of Christ, because in the death of Christ the man that is difficult to his brother or sister is ended in death.  Death is the end of the difficulties, whatever difficulties there may be.  If I am a difficulty in the local assembly, and I die, the difficulty is ended.  So death is the end of all difficulties, and we are entitled to appropriate the death of Christ in that light, as ending in ourselves and in others everything that would be difficult, and as we do it we shall find that the way is cleared for the Spirit unhinderedly to take possession of us all.  He works a common appreciation of Christ, as it says here, “That he might form the two in himself into one new man, making peace; and might reconcile both in one body to God by the cross, having by it slain the enmity; and coming, he has preached the glad tidings of peace to you who were afar off, and the glad tidings of peace to those who were nigh”.  There is just one Man before God, and we are all in Him by the Spirit.

So now it is said, “by one Spirit”. It is the Spirit viewed as a great unifying influence among the saints.  When Rebecca was to be brought to Isaac there were camels, not simply one, but camels.  “And Rebecca arose, and her maids, and they rode upon the camels”.  It says, Isaac “lifted up his eyes and saw, and behold, camels were coming”.  I believe the camels represent the power of the Holy Spirit to unify the saints so that they move as one towards Christ.  It is wonderful that it is seen in operation in the assembly.  Let it be seen more and more, because that is one of the grandest triumphs of Christianity—that a company composed of persons so entirely different, can be entirely free from all that would bring in difficulty and can move together as one in the power of the one Spirit.  That is what we are to look for and what the Spirit would secure, in the service of God under the hand of Christ, so that the assembly may minister pleasure to God, which is the great crown of the assembly.

 

LONDON

29th March 1952

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

John 4:16-24 (JND) [16] Jesus says to her, Go, call thy husband, and come here. [17] The woman answered and said, I have not a husband. Jesus says to her, Thou hast well said, I have not a husband; [18] for thou hast had five husbands, and he whom now thou hast is not thy husband: this thou hast spoken truly. [19] The woman says to him, Sir, I see that thou art a prophet. [20] Our fathers worshipped in this mountain, and ye say that in Jerusalem is the place where one must worship. [21] Jesus says to her, Woman, believe me, [the] hour is coming when ye shall neither in this mountain nor in Jerusalem worship the Father. [22] Ye worship ye know not what; we worship what we know, for salvation is of the Jews. [23] But [the] hour is coming and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and truth; for also the Father seeks such as his worshippers. [24] God [is] a spirit; and they who worship him must worship [him] in spirit and truth.

John 14:6-7 (JND) [6] Jesus says to him, I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father unless by me. [7] If ye had known me, ye would have known also my Father, and henceforth ye know him and have seen him.

Ephesians 2:18 (JND) [18] For through him we have both access by one Spirit to the Father.

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

John 4 (JND) [1] When therefore the Lord knew that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus makes and baptises more disciples than John [2] (however, Jesus himself did not baptise, but his disciples), [3] he left Judaea and went away again unto Galilee. …



THE NEEDS OF THE MOMENT


1 Corinthians 3: 16; 12: 7-13, 24, 25; 16: 13, 14

I am sure we all feel that we are undoubtedly nearing the end, and I have the impression that there are two things which we need pre-eminently at the present time.  One is the definite recognition of the Spirit in all that He is ready to be to us, not only individually but as moving together, and the other is fervent love among ourselves.  I believe these are the two things which preserve us from every attack of the enemy, the full recognition of and reliance upon the Holy Spirit, and then fervent love among ourselves.  It is significant that, as the Lord was about to leave, as we have it in John's gospel, He emphasised these two things.  Indeed He mentions love before He brings in all that the Comforter would be to us.  He says, “A new commandment I give to you, that ye love one another; as I have loved you, that ye also love one another”.  That is in John 13, and then in chapter 14 He introduces the Con1forter and all that the Comforter would be to us as abiding with us for ever.  Then in chapter 15 He reverts to the commandment that we are to love one another, and then in chapter 16 He reverts to the Comforter and that He would undertake everything for us and guide us into all the truth.  It would seem that these two matters, the recognition of the value and service of the Spirit of God with us, and love among ourselves, are the two urgent needs if we are to go through to the end as finishing on the highest levels of the service of God, for there is no doubt that what the Lord introduces in John 20, and also what He has indicated in the latter part of John 17, present to us the highest features that belong to the service of God.

I especially have in mind, in relation to the recognition of the Spirit, the great value of the temple.  The temple is the place where divine light shines, and the Spirit of God through Paul addressing the Corinthians, a local company, says, “Do ye not know that ye are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?”  The idea of the temple in Corinthians, which is a wilderness epistle, would connect with the tabernacle, in which the only light was that of the candlestick.  It is intended to set before us that what is connected with the mind of man is entirely excluded, and that the light that shines is in the Spirit.  It is significant that the candlestick had seven lamps, suggesting the complete thought of the assembly as seen in localities, and that the light is to shine in virtue of the presence of the Spirit of God amongst the saints in each locality.  In that connection we may remark that in the book of Revelation the Spirit is brought before us in a way not found in any other scripture, as the seven Spirits of God.  He is referred to four times in this way in the book of Revelation, and that book also brings in seven assemblies as representing the full thought of the assembly as seen in localities.  The fact that the Spirit is presented as the seven Spirits of God is, I believe, not only intended to convey the thought of fulness of power, but also of the Spirit as identified with the seven assemblies, that is, with all the local companies.  That is an important matter, because I believe the Lord would have us concerned to realise that in each locality there is the possibility, in virtue of the presence of the Spirit, of arriving correctly at the mind of God about any matter.

So it is a question practically of how we come together, whether we are in fact relying upon the Spirit to open out the truth when we come together, particularly in our reading meetings, for there we have the idea of enquiring in the temple.  David desired to dwell in the house of Jehovah and to enquire of Him in His temple, and the question is whether when we come to reading meetings that is in fact the attitude of our minds, that we a.re recognising that no less than God Himself in the Spirit is in our midst and we can enquire of Him, not assuming as though we knew, but dependently reckoning on the Spirit bringing in light and help as we proceed.  This is particularly needful if there are 1nattcrs of exercise amongst us as to the truth, for as we move on these lines the Spirit will bring in light and help.  This raises the question of our individual faith, what marks each brother and sister, whether we come to the readings merely because it is our custom to do so, or wheth.er in the definite recognition that God Himself is there in the Spirit among the saints and that as together in a spirit of enquiry we may expect the truth to open out.

The practical working out of this according to chapter 12 results in mutual appreciation of one another.  Anyone to whom the Lord has given gift, while recognising his responsibility to exercise his gift for the edification of the saints) should always be on his guard against the tendency to become clerical.  This tendency is overcome by the full recognition that the constitution of the assembly is the idea of a body, which is the very opposite of what is clerical.  Hence in coming together in the faith of the presence of the Spirit we get help in mutual appreciation, because it says for one, by the Spirit, is given the word of wisdom; and to another the word of knowledge, according to the same Spirit; and to a different one faith, in the power of the same Spirit; and to another gifts of healing”, and so on, and then “to another prophecy “ and so on.  Not only in our reading meetings but in our care meetings and in all our movements together, the recognition by us of the presence with us of the Holy Spirit is really to result in a development of mutual appreciation of one another, because the Spirit distributes things.  “All these things operates the one and the same Spirit, dividing to each in particular according as he pleases”.  Hence we can see, I think, how the practical recognition of the Spirit tends in itself to promote love among ourselves.  It tends to commend one another to us as we see one and another and then another available to and used by the Spirit for our help.  There is nothing more encouraging and confirming than to have the real sense that the Spirit Himself, who is God, has taken His abode in us and will remain with us to the end.  Therefore all that is needed on our part is the right moral conditions, practical righteousness and holiness, and then faith expressing itself in dependence, and conditions of love amongst ourselves.  If these conditions are secured and maintained by us, then no position can arise but what the Spirit of God will give the answer to it.

In the book of the Revelation John, in addressing the seven assemblies in chapter 1, invokes grace and peace, first from “him who is, and who was, and who is to come”, then “from the seven Spirits which are before his throne”, and then “from Jesus Christ”.  He brings the Spirit into remarkable prominence in the book of the Revelation, a book that contemplates the closing phases of the testimony and the greatest opposition to it.  He brings the Spirit of God in His fulness of power and availability to each local assembly into prominence.  He invokes grace and peace “from the seven Spirits which are before his throne”.  The fact that the Spirit is thus viewed as before God's throne shows that His presence with us has in view the maintenance of all that is due to God.  The maintenance of the truth is all part of the rights of the throne, and the Spirit is here to secure it.  Hence it is a most comforting thing, if only we maintain the suited conditions among ourselves so that the Spirit is unhindered, that we can go forward confidently in the assurance that the Spirit of God will bring in light as it is needed, enabling the saints to go forward into all the truth.

So the sovereignty of the Spirit is emphasised in this chapter in Corinthians, “dividing to each in particular according as he pleases”. Then it is said that “in the power of one Spirit we have all been baptised into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether bondmen or free, and have all been given to drink of one Spirit”.  There can be no oneness without love.  Love is a most important matter, not simply in the abstract but in the practical working out of it.  In John 13 the Lord gave an example of love in the practical working out of it, in setting Himself to wash the feet of all the disciples.  It was a question of introducing love, not as an abstract idea, but as something which is to work out in the local companies.  There is indeed to be love for all saints, but in a sense it is not difficult to love brethren on the other side of the world; the test is to love the brethren close at hand.  It is there that love is to work out practically, and it is there that the binding effect of love is seen.  And so it says we “have all been given to drink of one Spirit”. That is real satisfaction, real joy, especially at the Supper, that we are all made to drink of one Spirit.  There is nothing so unifying as such an occasion when the Spirit of God gives us to drink of one Spirit and sets us together in bonds of love; hence the Supper has such an important place in our assembly history.

Then the apostle enlarges on the truth of the body: “God has tempered the body together, having given more abundant honour to the part that lacked; that there might be no division in the body, but that the members might have the same concern one for another”. In another epistle we read of Timothy that he cared with genuine feeling how the saints were getting on.  The apostle at the end of this epistle, which is largely occupied with administrative matters, says, “Let all things ye do be done in love”.  He says “Be vigilant; stand fast in the faith; quit yourselves like men; be strong.  Let all things ye do be clone in love”. It is a kind of militant position.  He brings in the great thought of victory in chapter 15 and then he says, “Be vigilant”.  It is a militant position because the gates of hades are constantly plotting against the assembly; the gates of hades never go to sleep, and therefore the need for watchfulness on our part.  We have to be vigilant and stand fast in the faith, quit ourselves like men, and be strong.  Another essential is that we should take to ourselves the panoply of God, seeing that no part of the armour mentioned in Ephesians 6 is lacking.  The armour suggests subjective conditions among ourselves, and we should see to it that every item of the equipment has its place with us, for only in that way will we be able to stand against the wiles of the wicked one.

So, as though the apostle would bring in a final word, he says, “Let all things ye do be done in love”.  In chapter 13 he gives us an abstract picture of love.  I suppose he had to present it in the abstract because it was not much in expression at Corinth.  The household of Stephanas and the household of Chloe would express it, but in the main it was somewhat lacking, so the apostle describes it, what it does and what it does not do.  It “believes all things, hopes all things”. I only mention that as feeling the need of it, because there is a tendency to think evil of one another and speak evil of one another.  There is a danger of lightly saying things about the brethren which may belittle them in our minds.  “Love has long patience, is kind; love is not emulous of others; love is not insolent and rash, is not puffed up, does not behave in an unseemly manner, does not seek what is its own, is not quickly provoked, does not impute evil, does not rejoice at iniquity hut rejoices with the truth, bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things”.  And then, finally, “love never fails”, as though that is the one thing that is going through, and all the power of which the saints, as knit together and holding the truth in love, will be able to move into all the truth God has in mind for us.

That is, I believe, what we need at the present time, the full recognition of the Spirit so that the gain of the temple may be realised as we come together, and then that the value of one another as available to the Spirit may be recognised also.  There will be increased liberty and contribution amongst us as the Spirit finds one and another available for the purpose, and, as moving with the Spirit and in increasing love among ourselves, we shall find we are able to move into the highest features of the truth and are preserved against every attack of the enemy.

 

LONDON

1st August 1952

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________


Scripture references

1 Corinthians 3:16 (JND) [16] Do ye not know that ye are [the] temple of God, and [that] the Spirit of God dwells in you?

1 Corinthians 12:7-25 (JND) [7] But to each the manifestation of the Spirit is given for profit. [8] For to one, by the Spirit, is given [the] word of wisdom; and to another [the] word of knowledge, according to the same Spirit; [9] and to a different one faith, in [the power of] the same Spirit; and to another gifts of healing in [the power of] the same Spirit; [10] and to another operations of miracles; and to another prophecy; and to another discerning of spirits; and to a different one kinds of tongues; and to another interpretation of tongues. [11] But all these things operates the one and the same Spirit, dividing to each in particular according as he pleases. [12] For even as the body is one and has many members, but all the members of the body, being many, are one body, so also [is] the Christ. [13] For also in [the power of] one Spirit *we* have all been baptised into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether bondmen or free, and have all been given to drink of one Spirit. [14] For also the body is not one member but many. [15] If the foot say, Because I am not a hand I am not of the body, is it on account of this not indeed of the body? [16] And if the ear say, Because I am not an eye I am not of the body, is it on account of this not indeed of the body? [17] If the whole body [were] an eye, where the hearing? if all hearing, where the smelling? [18] But now God has set the members, each one of them in the body, according as it has pleased [him]. …

1 Corinthians 16:13-14 (JND) [13] Be vigilant; stand fast in the faith; quit yourselves like men; be strong. [14] Let all things ye do be done in love.

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

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

John 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. …

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

Ephesians 6 (JND) [1] Children, obey your parents in [the] Lord, for this is just. [2] Honour thy father and thy mother, which is the first commandment with a promise, [3] that it may be well with thee, and that thou mayest be long-lived on the earth. …



THE WILL OF GOD


Hebrews 10: 5-7; 13: 20, 21

Romans 12: 1, 2

Ephesians 1: 3-11

I wish to speak about the will of God.  The will of God is a very extensive matter, but it is a matter also which enters into very small details, and every one of us is affected by it.  “Of his own will”, we read in the epistle of James, “he has begotten us by the word of truth, that we should be a kind of firstfruits of his creatures”.  That shows how important the present time is.  A day is coming when heaven and earth will he outwardly and publicly reconciled, and God's will will be done on earth as it is in heaven; the whole creation secured for the will and pleasure of the Creator.  But the present time is a time when God is looking for first-fruits of that, and He is looking for it from us.

Now that makes the present day very important, and a time of great privilege.  Surrounded as we are by a vast system of lawlessness, of man's will and man’s pride and man's folly, and all the moral confusion and discontent that necessarily arise from it, we have the privilege of being governed by God’s will and ministering to His pleasure.  What impresses me more and more is that, in meeting the moral confusion that came in through the introduction of sin, God meets the position by coming into it Himself, in the Person of Christ, of course, and then in the Person of the Spirit; but it is God Himself entering into the position of lawlessness and moral confusion that has come in through sin.  He enters into it Himself in order to bring about conditions that will minister to His own pleasure.

The first great movement in this direction is, of course, by the incarnation of Christ—He who is God becoming Man and coming into the world.  Coming into the world He says, “Sacrifice and offering thou willedst not; but thou hast prepared me a body”, Heb 10: 5.  What a subject for us to take account of! I am speaking now of His own personal body.  Christ had a body—how did He use it?  His language as coming into the world is, “Lo, I come, in the roll of the book it is written of me, to do, O God, thy will”. That was the purpose for which He came.  His language as coming into the world, as having a body prepared for Him, was “to do, O God, thy will”.  He says, in the fifth chapter of John's gospel, “as I hear I judge”.  That is, He was always listening to the word of God, the word of His Father, and He formed His judgment according to that word, according to what He heard.  “As I hear I judge, and my judgment is just, because I do not seek my will, but the will of him that sent me”.  He gave a moral reason why His judgment was just, and the reason was that he sought not His own will, but the will of H.im that sent Him.  There may be some who have difficulties with the truth, but bear with me when I say that, if you face the thing in the presence of God, you will find that your will is the real difficulty.  The Lord says that there was a moral reason why His judgment was just, and that is that He was not seeking His own will.  He was moving completely in consistency with what was proper to a man.  This language of Christ as coming into the world is, “ Sacrifice and offering thou willedst not; but thou hast prepared me a body”.  “Thou tookest no pleasure in burnt-offerings and sacrifices for sin”.  God can have no pleasure in merely formal ritual.  These things had their place as typifying a spiritual order of things which He was about to bring in, but we have come to the real thing, and therefore there can be no pleasure for God in what is mere outward ritual.  The scripture continues: “by the which will we have been sanctified” or set apart, “by the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all”.  That is, the will of God entailed pleasure in men; it had in mind that we should be sanctified, a real practical matter in this world of evil and in the particular places where we live, as those who are governed by the will of God.

This sanctification is a very real thing.  In the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all there was perfect atonement made and redemption perfectly established, and before God in that death there was the ending and the removal of the first man, but then the Spirit of God has come in order that there may be an answer to it.  So in the epistle to the Corinthians the apostle says, “ye have been washed, but ye have been sanctified, but ye have been justified in the name of the Lord Jesus”.  That is the objective side of the truth, in the value of all that the Lord Jesus has accomplished in His death.  But, he adds, “by the Spirit of our God”.  God does not want unreality.  He wants there to be a real answer subjectively in us to all that which has been brought to pass in Christ by His death.

So the will of God is to be a great commanding influence.  It is going to obtain publicly in the world to come, but it is viewed as already secured in the assembly of the saints.  God set up the tabernacle system, a picture of the world to come from one point of view; from another point of view, of the assembly at the present time, the assembly as in the wilderness, set amongst men.  Actually it was the dwelling-place of God amongst His people.  When He gave instructions for the setting up of the tabernacle, the first thing He spoke about to Moses was the ark, and then in the ark Moses was to put the testimony which God would give him.  That is typical of Christ according to this chapter, One who has come in, having become Man, and carrying the will of God in His heart.  God was giving testimony to the fact that He intended to secure a whole system which took its character from Christ.  Not only was the ark of acacia wood, but the boards and other items were of acacia wood.  That is to say, the whole system was to take character from the Man who was the Centre of it, that is Christ Jesus, and that is to affect us.  I would impress on the young ones especially that, if we do not judge the working of our own wills—when we are young, we shall find them all the stronger and more difficult to judge when we are older.  There is nothing so sad as a self-willed old Christian.  Ecclesiastes speaks of an old king who refuses to be admonished, and it is a most sorrowful sight.  I would advise the younger ones to pay special attention to this matter, which has been set in motion by the coming in of Christ, the Man devoted to God's will.  That is to be extended, for we have been sanctified by the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.  We take the Supper, and every Lord's day morning we are confronted by that which speaks to us of the body of Christ—“this is my body which is for you”, a body wholly devoted to God's will, even to death.  Now the Lord says, It is for you to feed upon.  It rebukes every kind of lawlessness in us.  How can we be out of keeping with that which is an expression of the love of Christ to us?  

 

 

So the apostle Paul—I am assuming that Paul was the writer of this epistle—when he comes to the end of the epistle, says, “But the God of peace, who brought again from among the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, in the power of the blood of the eternal covenant, perfect you in every good work”. The great Shepherd of the sheep.  He is appealing to us.  The Lord presents Himself as the good Shepherd, in the tenth chapter of John, and He says, “the good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep”.  He proves His love in that way to secure us for God and to set us apart through death from every form of lawlessness, because we are to have part in a scene where the will of God prevails.  The blood of Christ is the great witness that God is eternally towards us in love.  He purchased the assembly by “the blood of his own”, Acts 20: 28.  The blood of the eternal covenant is to have an effect on our minds, and so he says, “perfect you in every good work to the doing of his will”.  The work of God has in mind to secure that in us, and the Spirit is operating in that direction.  The Spirit will never operate in any other direction than to perfect us in every good work to the doing of His will doing in us what is pleasing before God through Jesus Christ.  And then, having mentioned Jesus, the apostle says, “to whom be glory for the ages of ages, Amen”.  It is a striking feature of Paul in his writings—we find it also in Peter—that time after time when he mentions Christ or God, he breaks into a doxology.  That is something to challenge ourselves with, whether we are holding these things in a mental way, or whether Christ or God are real before our souls and more and more the objects of worship and thanksgiving.

Now I pass to Romans, which applies the matter in a detailed way to every one of us.  The will of God is extremely extensive in its scope, but at the same time extremely detailed in its application.  So here in Romans, Paul beseeches us by the compassions of God to present our bodies.  I would urge the younger brethren especially to notice this.  Christ had a body and we have bodies.  Our bodies, as a result of sin and of our fallen nature, will be vehicles of sin if they are not held as redeemed, held under the influence of Christ.  But it is intended that they should be so held.  In redemption God has come out, redeeming us by the precious blood of Christ and sealing us with the Spirit, not only as a mark of ownership, but the Spirit is power, the Spirit is life on account of righteousness.  The Spirit will always hold our hearts in relation to Christ and His death.  So it is possible for the youngest believer to present his body as a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is our intelligent service.  God is asking, not for great exploits, but for our bodies.  That involves the principle of obedience day after day, obedience to whatever God's will might involve.  Think of the possibility of yielding pleasure to God in every day of your life, and that with the very body you possess.  And your body is temple of the Holy Spirit; it is to be regarded in a dignified way because it is actually the dwelling-place of the Holy Spirit.  The body of every believer is of great value and of great dignity from that standpoint.  We are to present our bodies as living sacrifices, holy, acceptable to God, which is our intelligent service, and not to be conformed to this world.  The world is a vast system which is influenced by Satan.  It has cast out Christ.  The princes of this world found no room for the Lord of glory, yet He is supreme in the great system of glory which God has under His eye now in the saints.  He is going to be displayed shortly, but even now He is the Head of a great system of universal glory.  How important it is to take account of the work of God amongst the saints and how morally glorious it is as it comes into expression for the pleasure of God, enhanced as it is by the dark background of the world around!

And so it is said, “be not conformed to this world”.  Why should saints so demean themselves as to think they should conform to the fashions or ways or thoughts around them?  This world had no room for Christ, and so the word is, “be not conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind”.  It is a great thing to have our minds in the right direction; then our actions will follow suit.  How simple it makes the path of the believer, as it is taken up every day on these lines!  What possibilities for the pleasure of God! 

Now the epistle to the Ephesians presents the will of God in its widest aspect, and a most blessed will it is.  God being what He is, love absolutely, infinite in wisdom and absolute in power, His will will be absolute in blessing.  I might have a will about things and a determination to bring it to pass.  The desire may be good, but I find I am confronted with certain limitations, and unable to carry my desires into effect.  But not so with God.  God is absolutely love, absolutely perfect in wisdom, and absolutely almighty and not subject to limitations at all, and able without the slightest restriction to give effect to what is absolutely good.  So we are introduced, in verse 5 of the first chapter of Ephesians, to the thought of the good pleasure of His will.  It is no less than that He has chosen us in Christ before the world’s foundation that we should be holy and blameless before Him in love, and has marked us out beforehand for adoption, that is, that we should be sons.  Do we believe and value it, that this is what we have come to?  What a pleasure to God to hear a brother or a sister say, Abba, Father, with the feelings proper to it, to give expression in the power of the Spirit of God's Son to the very same words and feelings that had place in the heart of Christ as a Man here!  It is wonderful that it should be so.  One sometimes fears that, with the knowledge we have of the truth, it should become commonplace in our minds, but it is far from being commonplace.  These are great matters.  It is a question of the pleasure of God, the good pleasure of His will.  We should really move into sonship in the conscious enjoyment and liberty and affections proper to it, for we have been marked out for this.  Before the world's foundation, God's will took form, so to speak, and then He brought the world into being with a view to establishing the thoughts of His will.  And then “to the praise of the glory of his grace, wherein he has taken us into favour in the Beloved; in whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of offences”.  Are we going on any longer in offences when we have been redeemed from them?  It is brought forward as a lever to deliver us from our own wills, to be secured and held henceforth for the pleasure of the blessed God according to the riches of His grace.

But there is one thing more, and this I would urge on the brethren, and that is this further thought, “the riches of his grace which he has caused to abound towards us in all wisdom and intelligence, having made known to us the mystery of his will”.  God wants us to be intelligent.  We do not speak to young children about great matters.  They have a place in our affections when they are young, but we do not take them into our confidence.  They are not equal to it at that time, but we look forward to the time when they will grow up and be capable of entering, appreciatively and intelligently, into our own thoughts.  That is one of the things connected with sonship, not only affection and liberty and dignity, but intelligence in the thoughts of the Father, who has made known to us the mystery of His will.  The world knows nothing of it; statesmen know nothing of it.  The whole position is secure in the hands of Christ according to the good pleasure of His will which He purposed in Himself for the administration of the fulness of times to head up all things in the Christ, the One who is devoted to God's will.  It is the guarantee that lawlessness will be eradicated from God's universe.  All things will be headed up in the One who came to do God's will.  He will take all things up by means of the assembly, and hence it is important that we should be brought into moral accord with Christ and be delivered from every taint of lawlessness, and devoted to God's will as Christ was.  There are glorious things before us.  The assembly with Christ, loved by Him and united to Him and held under His influence, will be the chief of all families.  It will respond to God perfectly in the Spirit of sonship and in the intelligence which the Spirit affords, and will give a lead to all other families.  Its influence Godward will go through the universe, and then, on the other band, it will prove itself capable, as coming from heaven as the holy city, to influence the whole creation according to God, “having the glory of God”.  Christ came out from God as the perfect expression of God; now it is extended in His body, the assembly, and it will come forth from heaven having the glory of God, a complete expression of God.

These are great things.  God has made known to us the mystery of His will in order to regulate our lives.  We do not need to be over-occupied with what is going on in the world.  We pray for those in authority and pray that God's will provisionally will work out His ends in keeping the way open for the saints and for the blessing of men.  But this world must go on to destruction.  Thank God, we are in the secret that God is going to head up all things in the Christ, things in heaven and on earth, in whom we have also obtained an inheritance.  What a comfort and joy it is that all things are to be headed up and held eternally in the One who said, “Lo, I come ... to do, O God, thy will”, and whose will was His delight. The Lord grant that we may learn to do God's will and take character from Christ, for His Name's sake!

 

PAISLEY

30th August 1952

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________






Scripture references

Hebrews 10:5-7 (JND) [5] Wherefore coming into the world he says, Sacrifice and offering thou willedst not; but thou hast prepared me a body. [6] Thou tookest no pleasure in burnt-offerings and sacrifices for sin. [7] Then I said, Lo, I come (in [the] roll of the book it is written of me) to do, O God, thy will.

Hebrews 13:20-21 (JND) [20] But the God of peace, who brought again from among [the] dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, in [the power of the] blood of [the] eternal covenant, [21] perfect you in every good work to the doing of his will, doing in you what is pleasing before him through Jesus Christ; to whom [be] glory for the ages of ages. Amen.

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.

Ephesians 1:3-11 (JND) [3] Blessed [be] the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenlies in Christ; [4] according as he has chosen us in him before [the] world's foundation, that we should be holy and blameless before him in love; [5] having marked us out beforehand for adoption through Jesus Christ to himself, according to the good pleasure of his will, [6] to [the] praise of [the] glory of his grace, wherein he has taken us into favour in the Beloved: [7] in whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of offences, according to the riches of his grace; [8] which he has caused to abound towards us in all wisdom and intelligence, [9] having made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure which he purposed in himself [10] for [the] administration of the fulness of times; to head up all things in the Christ, the things in the heavens and the things upon the earth; in him, [11] in whom we have also obtained an inheritance, being marked out beforehand according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his own will,

Hebrews 10:5 (JND) [5] Wherefore coming into the world he says, Sacrifice and offering thou willedst not; but thou hast prepared me a body.

Acts 20:28 (JND) [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.



The Cross Of Christ




THE CROSS OF CHRIST

The cross of Christ has a double aspect; on the one hand it represents God's judgment of man in the flesh—and a very severe and unsparing judgment it is; on—the other hand it represents the world's estimate of Christ and of those who are true to Him.  These two aspects are closely connected, and the more we are true, in our own souls and in our walk, to the cross of Christ as the expression of God's judgment of man in flesh, the more we shall come into reproach and rejection from this world.  The world is made up of man and his will; his ambition and his independence of God and His glory.  Jude refers to those who speak great swelling words, having men's persons in admiration because of advantage. That is very characteristic of the world, and any one who appreciates the cross of Christ would completely disallow anything of that kind. He would not permit the very beginnings of it in his own soul; it would be entirely contrary to the bearing of the cross of Christ. Thus his very movements and attitude become a condemnation of the world, and he experiences the same character of reproach and rejection as Christ had. He finds that the result of carrying in his soul the cross as representing God's judgment of man, and being true to it, is that he comes in for the world's judgment of Christ; the world has the same contempt for him as it had for Christ. Paul says, “God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world”: the judgment was reciprocal. He judged the world in the light of the cross of Christ, and the world judged Paul according to what its estimate of Christ was.

Now it is not all at once that we arrive at these things, and the section of the book of Numbers from chapters 11 to 21 has in mind that God's people should learn by experience what the flesh is in themselves. It was not a question of God having to discover it, for He knew it from the outset, but it was necessary for His people to discover it, in order that they might learn how God had dealt with it in the cross of Christ. We find, when we come to chapter 21, that the children of Israel “journeyed from Mount Hor by way of the Red sea, to compass the land of Edom: and the soul of the people was much discouraged because of the way”. Edom was their brother, and a most unreasonable brother he was, as we may read from the previous chapter. Israel had only requested that they should be allowed to go through his territory; they promised to keep to the king's highway; they even promised to pay for any water they drank; nevertheless Edom refused to give them passage.

What God had in mind in setting Edom in proximity to Israel was that by Edom's contrariness and unreasonable attitude, the flesh in Israel should prove itself. And therefore it may be that sometimes in God’s ordering we find ourselves set amongst some who are a great test to us; but what has God in mind in it? God did not say a word about Edom; He would deal with Edom in due time. If we want to know what God thinks about Edom we can read Obadiah and Amos and others of the prophets. The whole point was that His people might discover, in the presence of what was so unreasonable, the true character of the flesh in them.

It says, “the soul of the people was much discouraged ... and the people spake against God, and against Moses, Wherefore have ye brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? for there is no bread, neither is there any water; and our soul loatheth this light bread”: a most terrible conclusion. Christ as the manna was loathed; that is what the flesh is capable of. And so it says, “The Lord sent fiery serpents among the people, and they bit the people; and much people of Israel died”. God was bringing home to the people what was the source of the murmuring and the loathing of the light bread; it originated from the serpent; the poison of the serpent was in them, and could not be eradicated. It is a solemn thing for us to come to, that the poison of the serpent is in our flesh, and cannot be removed. It is what we are in flesh, as it says in Romans 8: “The mind of the flesh is enmity against God: for it is not subject to the law of God; for neither indeed can it be: and they that are in flesh cannot please God”. A most solemn thing it is to discover it in ourselves!

That is what they had to realise and then God set before them His remedy. They cried to Moses and asked him to pray to Jehovah that He would take away the serpents from them, but God met the difficulty in another way. He did not remove the serpents, for it is not a question of mending the flesh or improving it; it is a question of judging it and setting us up in Christ by the Spirit. And so God told Moses to make a serpent of brass and put it on a pole, and everyone who looked upon it lived. We know what answers to that, for we read the Lord’s own words in John 3:14, “As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, thus must the Son of man be lifted up, that every one who believes on him may not perish, but have life eternal”. 

The Son of man is a title of the Lord Jesus as the One who has come in as Man to fill out all God’s thoughts for man; but before He could do that, He must take up and remove all that lay upon man. Man being what he is, the Son of man must be lifted up on the cross. He must, as made sin, endure the judgment of God against sin, so that sin in the flesh might be condemned, as it says in Romans 8, “God sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and for sin, condemned sin in the flesh”.  Now that is set before us objectively in the cross of Christ. There was a divine necessity that the Son of man should be lifted up, but divine love also entered into it, for “God so loved the world, that he gave his only… begotten Son”, John 3: 16. So there is the love of God, and there is the love of Christ in it too—a twofold lever, as power in our souls to accept the truth. The answer to the look of faith, by which the truth is accepted, is life eternal, and this is in the Spirit.  That is how God has met the position. He has set us in Christ, in the life of another Man—for the Spirit is the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus, and with power to move in accordance with that life. From this point they journeyed; they no longer wandered. It is a point reached in the soul from which there is definite progress. So it says, after introducing certain intermediate journeyings, “And from thence to Beer: that is the well of which Jehovah spoke to Moses, Assemble the people, and I will give them water”. Now this is evidently an allusion to the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit viewed collectively. We have to learn the gain of the Spirit individually, which is what is in mind in John 3, “Whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life”; but the springing well in Numbers 21 is the Spirit recognised collectively as the only power for life and freshness and living ministry when we come together. And so it says, “Then Israel sang this song”. They all sang it. “Rise up, well! sing unto it”. 

The cross of Christ has thus removed all that was offensive to God, while the Spirit brings in what is for His pleasure in man and provides what is living and refreshing for the people of God.

 

LONDON

From Words of Truth 1952

_____________________




Scripture references

Romans 8 (JND) [1] [There is] then now no condemnation to those in Christ Jesus. [2] For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and of death. [3] For what the law could not do, in that it was weak through the flesh, God, having sent his own Son, in likeness of flesh of sin, and for sin, has condemned sin in the flesh, …

John 3:14 (JND) [14] And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, thus must the Son of man be lifted up,

Romans 8 (JND) [1] [There is] then now no condemnation to those in Christ Jesus. [2] For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and of death. [3] For what the law could not do, in that it was weak through the flesh, God, having sent his own Son, in likeness of flesh of sin, and for sin, has condemned sin in the flesh, …

John 3:16 (JND) [16] For God so loved the world, that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whosoever believes on him may not perish, but have life eternal.

John 3 (JND) [1] But there was a man from among the Pharisees, his name Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews; [2] he came to him by night, and said to him, Rabbi, we know that thou art come a teacher from God, for none can do these signs that thou doest unless God be with him. [3] Jesus answered and said to him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except any one be born anew he cannot see the kingdom of God. …

Numbers 21 (JND) [1] And the Canaanite king of Arad, who dwelt in the south, heard that Israel came by the way of Atharim, and he fought against Israel, and took some of them prisoners. [2] Then Israel vowed a vow to Jehovah, and said, If thou give this people wholly into my hand, then I will utterly destroy their cities. [3] And Jehovah listened to the voice of Israel, and delivered up the Canaanites; and they utterly destroyed them, and their cities. And they called the name of the place Hormah. …



LIVING FEATURES IN BELIEVERS






Everyone secured by the gospel is intended by God to find his place in the assembly and to be marked by spiritual vitality, as Peter says, “yourselves also, as living stones, are being built up a spiritual house”, 1 Pet 2: 5. The early part of John’s gospel has in mind that individual believers should so experience the service of the Son and of the Spirit that they are able to move in the things of God with affection, intelligence, and power.

John, in his gospel, makes much of the individual, but all with a view to his functioning in the assembly. In the first chapter we read of two disciples who, as the result of the words of John the baptist, followed Jesus. One of them, Andrew by name, went and found his brother Simon and brought him to Jesus; and Jesus looked on him and said, “Thou art Simon, the son of Jonas; thou shalt be called Cephas”. When souls are brought to Christ, the Lord would give each a name, and He would give understanding that each has a place to fill: the work of God, indeed, carries with it certain potentialities which, when developed, will result in each answering to his name. The first thing that has to be learned is that even God Himself can make nothing of the flesh. It is a sober lesson, but it has to be learned. Flesh—what man is naturally—even at its best, was fully tested by the coming of the Lord Jesus into the world as “the true light”. He came to His own “and his own received him not”. There could not be a clearer demonstration of the utter inability of the natural man at his best to appreciate divine light when presented to him. But there were those who received Him, who were born of God. If we have received Him, we are to understand that it is because God has sovereignly wrought in us.

God loves the thought of a world, a great system of life in infinite variety, moving under His eye for His pleasure; and the first world, which was spoiled by sin, was but a testimony to what would be brought in by a spiritual order of things. He set Adam over it as head, and brought the woman to him, and she was to be with the man in headship over the world. This is what God intends to bring in in a spiritual sense in Christ and the assembly.

Nicodemus, a man of great reputation among the Jews, came to Jesus, who told him that he must be born anew. All that Nicodemus was in his natural ability and attainments, and the position he filled, was of no account: and in order to enforce this the Lord said, “that which is born of the flesh is flesh”—it could never be anything else. If God begins to work in us He has in view from the very start what is spiritual.

In order that we might learn what the flesh is, God has been pleased to record the incident of the brazen serpent in the history of Israel. It was nearly forty years after they left Egypt that they murmured, not only against Moses, but against God. They loathed the manna. Flesh, even in the believer, will loathe the heavenly grace which marked Christ here, for it does not minister to fleshly tastes at all. What works in the flesh is the poison of the serpent, and it cannot be eradicated. God does not intend to reform it; He judges it and sets it aside, never to be revived. We should come to a definite understanding before God of the true character of the flesh, for then only shall we refuse it completely and appreciate the fact that the Holy Spirit is to be to us life, and power and intelligence.

Think of what it must have been to Christ to be made sin!  He knew no sin, and He was essentially holy in His Person; yet He was made sin, and that for us, that He might bear the condemnation of sin. God has in mind that all who believe should be introduced into a new order of life and blessing: He has eternal life in mind for every believer.

The Lord speaks to the woman in John 4 in order to win her confidence, and then says, “the water which I shall give him shall become in him a fountain of water, springing up into eternal life”. That is an attractive proposition and it applies to everyone to whom the Spirit is given. It makes you entirely independent of the world around, and completely superior to the flesh; you find your life in that which is eternal, which death cannot touch. At the end of Philippians Paul says, “I have learnt in those circumstances in which I am, to be satisfied in myself”. It is a remarkable statement. There he was, an old man and in prison, and much going on that was a great test to his spirit. It was what the Holy Spirit was to the apostle, as a fountain of water springing up to eternal life.

It was no wonder that the woman said, “Sir, give me this water!”  The Lord loves to see someone really in earnest, someone willing to go in for spiritual things and to prove what the Holy Spirit can be to him or her. He then said, “Go, call thy husband, and come here”. The Lord knows what is hindering us from getting the gain of the Spirit, and He can put His finger on it just as precisely as He did with the woman. He is the One who was made sin for us on the cross. It was the expression of the depth of His love, and if He has gone that length for us He is certainly prepared to help us into the enjoyment of the things of God, and the Spirit is the power to enter into what God has for us.

He goes on to speak of the Father seeking worshippers, as though He would say to this woman, You are wanted as a worshipper of God. In eternity the assembly is to be the great vessel of intelligent worship, “To him be glory in the assembly in Christ Jesus unto all generations of the age of ages”, Eph 3: 21. The assembly is to be capable, as moving under the impulse of Christ, of ascribing continually fresh appreciations of the glories of the blessed God as He will be known. But we are to be formed with ability to worship now, and to have the knowledge of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. It says, “For the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God”. 

In John 6 the Lord is prepared to become food to us. It is a most touching thing that the Son and the Spirit are prepared to be so available to the individual believer. He says, “I am the bread of life: he that comes to me shall never hunger, and he that believes on me shall never thirst at any time”. What do you find marking saints who are really bright?  What causes the brightness?  It is feeding on Christ. He shows that if we are to appropriate Him, we must first appropriate His death by eating His flesh and drinking His blood, as understanding that He came into manhood and died, closing up in His death the flesh-and-blood condition and opening up a new order of life in which we are to have part with Him in the Spirit. He has left this scene, and ascended up where He was before, in order to open up an entirely new scene for us. Have we some sense that there is a world, outside of this world, centring in Christ?  He would carry us in our thoughts and affections far from this world and even from that which is connected with the natural order of life, so that we should find our life and satisfaction in spiritual and heavenly things. We have to fill out our time here, and God does not intend that natural relationships and affections should be disowned, but He does intend that the spiritual should have the first place with us.

In the beginning of the Acts the Spirit came to a people who were waiting and dependent, characterised by prayer. We are to understand that it is the Spirit who makes things living to us. In John 7 the Lord speaks of what the Spirit would be to the individual believer as making him a source of refreshment to those around; “out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water”. Everything depends on the Spirit for the inward satisfaction of the believer himself, and then for refreshment for others around. The flow of living water is from those who are characterized by believing in Christ, not simply those who have believed in the past. Chapter 4 deals with the gift of the Spirit by Christ, but chapter 7 deals with the reception of the Spirit. If some distinguished person were coming to your house you would make preparations to receive him worthily of his status. The more we are characterised by affording Him the place which is His due, the more we shall be marked by rivers of living water flowing out from us, so that we can be a testimony to God, to Christ and to the Holy Spirit. The assembly is composed of living persons, and if it is to answer to God’s thoughts, it is important that everyone should be in it livingly: the secret of that is in the Spirit being appreciated and our souls being fed with the food which Christ has provided for us.
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OUR OUTLOOK

2 Timothy 2: 7-9 

Jeremiah 45: 1-5; 39: 15-18

I wish to say a word as to the importance of having the same outlook as the Lord.  There is nothing so calculated to make us content, and to enable us to go through in steadiness and quietness till the Lord comes, as having the same outlook as the Lord.  Paul says to Timothy, “Think of what I say, for the Lord will give thee understanding in all things”.  And then he says, “Remember Jesus Christ raised from among the dead”; that is, victory is seen already in Christ and the position is assured.  He is “of the seed of David”; the coming kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ is near.  We are to have the sense of that in our souls.  He is of the seed of David, the One as to whom the angel said to Mary when he came to announce the impending birth of Christ, “of his kingdom there shall not be an end”.  It is not now a question of the approach of the time of His birth, but it is a question of the time being near for the establishment of the kingdom, and we are to remember Him raised from among the dead.  Though the worst opposition has been exercised against Him, the Lord is apprehended by faith as completely victorious over it, so that there is nothing now to hinder the establishment of the kingdom, and the moment for it is near.  He says, “Remember Jesus Christ raised from among the dead, of the seed of David, according to my glad tidings, in which I suffer even unto bonds as an evil-doer”. The present moment is a time of suffering.  Suffering has characterised the testimony of God all down the ages.  It commenced in Abel, who suffered for the truth’s sake, and it has marked the testimony of God in greater or less degree all along and will continue to do so until the Lord comes.  And Paul was suffering, “even unto bonds as an evil doer”; “but”, he says, “the word of God is not bound”.  The Lord is on high in the place of supreme power and authority and, the Spirit of God being here, the word of God is not bound.  The word of God will go on and will accomplish whatever God has in mind to be accomplished through it.  So in Acts 12 after it speaks of the death of Herod who had put James, the brother of John, to death, we read, “But the word of God grew and spread itself”. as though there is a certain power connected with the word itself, apart from the activities of man, that causes it to spread itself.

Now I turn to the two scriptures in Jeremiah because I believe that they have peculiar application to the present time.  The first one, this special word to Baruch, who, I think we may gather, was probably a young man, was given him in the fourth year of Jehoiakim the son of Josiah, the king of Judah.  That is to say, it was about eighteen years before the final overthrow of Jerusalem and the final captivity of those who were left in it, after eighteen months of famine with all the horrors of a famine in a besieged city.  What a time it was, that final overthrow of Jerusalem!  It was the final pouring out of God’s wrath upon that with which He had connected His name, which had proved utterly unfaithful, and that has a strong analogy with the present moment, for Christendom is about to come under the most terrible judgment from God.  It has professed the name of Christ and has proved worldly and worse than worldly; it is characterised by every form of evil.  It is well that we should have this in mind, because God is not likely to prosper things in the world.  Just as He took off the chariot wheels from the Egyptians, so I believe He will more and more weaken this world in the efforts it makes to hold His people captive, and its judgment in an intense form is absolutely inevitable.

And hence the word to Baruch is, “Thus saith Jehovah: Behold, what I have built do I overthrow, and what I have planted I pluck up, even this whole land.  And seekest thou great things for thyself?”  God knew what was in that young man’s heart.  He says, “Seekest thou great things for thyself? seek them not; for behold, I will bring evil upon all flesh, saith Jehovah; but thy life will I give unto thee for a prey in all places whither thou shalt go”.  Baruch had identified himself with the testimony; he had committed himself to Jeremiah; he had served Jeremiah in writing his words for him, so that he was in everything committed to the testimony, and yet God saw in that man’s heart that there was just a tendency to seek great things for himself, and He says, “Seek them not”. He will get through as he commits himself to the testimony and goes on identified with the testimony for the moment.  He guarantees that he will go through; his life shall be given him for a prey.

Then in the other case (Jeremiah 39) this word to Jeremiah came even later than the word to Baruch, as far as we can gather.  It came apparently when the final judgment upon the city was immediately impending and the word is, “Thus saith Jehovah of hosts, the God of Israel: Behold, I will bring my words upon this city for evil, and not for good, and they shall come to pass before thy face in that day”.  But then there is the word to Ebed-melech: “I will deliver thee in that day, saith Jehovah; and thou shalt not be given into the hand of the men of whom thou art afraid; for I will certainly save thee, and thou shalt not fall by the sword, but thou shalt have thy life for a prey”—exactly the same expression as was used to Baruch.  “Thou shalt have thy life for a prey; for thou hast put thy confidence in me”.  Ebed-melech had also identified himself with the testimony for the moment; he was known as a sympathiser with Jeremiah, one who had spoken for him before the king and had been used to draw him up from the dungeon, and God speaks to him in a very similar way, not to look for any improvement in conditions in the city, but he should “have thy life for a prey; for thou hast put thy confidence in me”.  And so I believe that at the present time till the Lord comes it is for us to see, old and young alike, that we thoroughly commit ourselves to the word of God and the testimony, whatever it involves, and go through with it.  We can rest assured that the Lord will see us through and, as regards making a living, He will, see that what is necessary is provided.  For the testimony’s sake the Lord will see to it that the saints have what they need, but it is a good thing for us to have our outlook governed by His.  As we go on on these lines we shall be increasingly free to support the testimony of God in all its features, and we shall have the great encouragement that God has pledged Himself to see us through, and we shall be seen through until the Lord comes.  May we be helped in this matter!  The more we have the Lord’s outlook on things and are affected by it, the more we shall be in full unity.  One great element of unity is that we have all the same thing before us and all think the same thing.  If we do that there will be unity.
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Scripture references

1 Peter 2:5 (JND) [5] yourselves also, as living stones, are being built up a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God by Jesus Christ.

John 4 (JND) [1] When therefore the Lord knew that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus makes and baptises more disciples than John [2] (however, Jesus himself did not baptise, but his disciples), [3] he left Judaea and went away again unto Galilee. …

Ephesians 3:21 (JND) [21] to him be glory in the assembly in Christ Jesus unto all generations of the age of ages. Amen).

John 6 (JND) [1] After these things Jesus went away beyond the sea of Galilee, [or] of Tiberias, [2] and a great crowd followed him, because they saw the signs which he wrought upon the sick. [3] And Jesus went up into the mountain, and there sat with his disciples: …

John 7 (JND) [1] And after these things Jesus walked in Galilee, for he would not walk in Judaea, because the Jews sought to kill him. [2] Now the tabernacles, the feast of the Jews, was near. [3] His brethren therefore said to him, Remove hence and go into Judaea, that thy disciples also may see thy works which thou doest; …

2 Timothy 2:7-9 (JND) [7] Think of what I say, for the Lord will give thee understanding in all things. [8] Remember Jesus Christ raised from among [the] dead, of [the] seed of David, according to my glad tidings, [9] in which I suffer even unto bonds as an evil-doer: but the word of God is not bound.

Jeremiah 45:1-5 (JND) [1] The word that Jeremiah the prophet spoke to Baruch the son of Nerijah, when he wrote these words in a book at the mouth of Jeremiah, in the fourth year of Jehoiakim the son of Josiah, the king of Judah, saying, [2] Thus sayeth Jehovah, the God of Israel, concerning thee, Baruch: [3] Thou didst say, Woe unto me! for Jehovah hath added grief to my sorrow; I am weary with my sighing, and I find no rest. [4] Thus shalt thou say unto him, Thus saith Jehovah: Behold, what I have built do I overthrow, and what I have planted I pluck up, even this whole land. [5] And seekest thou great things for thyself? seek [them] not; for behold, I will bring evil upon all flesh, saith Jehovah; but thy life will I give unto thee for a prey in all places whither thou shalt go.

Jeremiah 39:15-18 (JND) [15] And the word of Jehovah came unto Jeremiah, while he was shut up in the court of the guard, saying, [16] Go and speak to Ebed-melech the Ethiopian, saying, Thus saith Jehovah of hosts, the God of Israel: Behold, I will bring my words upon this city for evil, and not for good, and they shall come to pass before thy face in that day. [17] And I will deliver thee in that day, saith Jehovah; and thou shalt not be given into the hand of the men of whom thou art afraid; [18] for I will certainly save thee, and thou shalt not fall by the sword, but thou shalt have thy life for a prey; for thou hast put thy confidence in me, saith Jehovah.

Acts 12 (JND) [1] At that time Herod the king laid his hands on some of those of the assembly to do them hurt, [2] and slew James, the brother of John, with the sword. [3] And seeing that it was pleasing to the Jews, he went on to take Peter also: (and they were the days of unleavened bread:) …

Jeremiah 39 (JND) [1] And it came to pass when Jerusalem was taken, in the ninth year of Zedekiah king of Judah, in the tenth month, came Nebuchadrezzar king of Babylon and all his army against Jerusalem, and they besieged it. [2] In the eleventh year of Zedekiah, in the fourth month, on the ninth of the month, the city was broken into; [3] and all the princes of the king of Babylon came in, and sat in the middle gate: Nergal-sharezer, Samgar-nebu, Sarsechim, chief chamberlain, Nergal-sharezer, chief magian, and all the rest of the princes of the king of Babylon. …



“ON ACCOUNT OF THE ANGELS”

It is important to see the place that angels have in relation to believers, and we are to be affected by the fact that they are taking great interest in all that God is working out among His people today.  In the epistle to the Colossians we are warned against the worship of angels: that is to say, they are not to acquire any undue place in our minds.  But one of the things that we have come to in Christianity, according to Hebrews 12: 22, is “myriads of angels, the universal gathering”; and that same epistle, in chapter 1, tells us that they are all “sent out for service on account of those who shall inherit salvation”—a remarkable thing for us to take account of.  Because they are unseen, we have perhaps but little conception of what is going on among the angels in relation to the saints.

Hence we are to be impressed with the fact that there is a great deal of activity and in the unseen world among the angels.  We are told in Peter’s first epistle that the prophets of old searched diligently in regard of the things of which they prophesied, and that the angels desired to look into those things.  They are sympathetic with God, and interested in all that He is doing, so that when He laid the foundations of the earth “ the sons of God shouted for joy”, Job 38: 7.  Again, we are told in the epistle to the Ephesians that the principalities and authorities in the heavenlies are even now learning “through the assembly the all-various wisdom of God”.

There is increasing disorder in the world, and we need to be preserved in the presence of it; and 1 Corinthians shows that God has appointed certain order in relation to man as such, and woman as such, in relation to Christ, and then finally in relation to Himself.  We know well that every kind of disorder exists in the world, and that man does not exert the influence for good that he should; that he is very far from being practically the image and glory of God, and that woman does not maintain the place that God intended she should fill.  These are among the things which angels see; they take notice of the recovery of these divine thoughts in the assembly, and, indeed, the value of it becomes all the greater because it is maintained in the presence of strong currents opposed to it in the world.

Alas! a large number of men pay no attention to the fact that God has established Christ as Head for man, and therefore they get no benefit from His headship, but certainly everyone who comes into touch with Christ and is affected by Him, gets the gain of His headship.  It is only in the assembly that the thing is answered to today, and so every man should be concerned to recognise that God has given him Christ as his Head.  This does not refer to Christ as Head of the assembly, but to the position that God has given to Him in relation to man as such, which every man should be concerned to take account of.  God has not relinquished His thought that man is His image and glory.  God has given him that place in creation, that is, he is to be representative of God, and the glory of God, and that should shine in his influence and in the wisdom that marks him.  These things, as needed, can be obtained from Christ.  The very disorder that exists on every hand is only an increased incentive for the saints to be concerned as to the recovery of the divine thought.

The Scripture says that “the Christ is the head of every man, but woman’s head is the man”.  That is the divinely appointed place that God has given to the woman in relation to any man, not simply a wife in relation to her husband.  That is to say, there is a certain subjection, a spirit of subordination to the man which properly marks every woman, and every woman should recognise that God has set man in the place of influence and wisdom, available to her.  That the matter may be lost sight of, and sadly dishonoured in many is true, but at the same time this is what the apostle is bringing forward in the assembly.  It is a remarkable thing, that we have in Christ a Man who always and absolutely held God as His head.  He derived, if we may say so reverently, all His impulse as a Man from God, and He moved in such a way that God was represented and honoured in all His movements; and now the men at any rate in the assembly, are to hold Christ as their Head, and the women are to hold man as their head.

Now the apostle goes on to speak of what should mark a woman praying or prophesying, that she should be covered.  These things flow out of the order in creation that God has ordained, that man is the head and is the image and glory of God, and that the woman is subject to man and is the glory of the man.  The woman is to be covered whenever she prays or prophesies, not simply when we have come together in assembly; it applies whenever she prays or prophesies.  The Scripture is absolutely plain.  There can be no question about it.  Some say that the hair is itself the covering, but it is quite clear from the Scripture that that is not the case: “But every woman praying or prophesying with her head uncovered puts her own head to shame”, and then it says, “If a woman be not covered, let her hair also be cut off”.

Then as the apostle proceeds, he comes to the matter of authority.  He says, “Therefore ought the woman to have authority on her head, on account of the angels”.  There can be no doubt that what is in mind is that the woman should always (not simply when she is praying or prophesying privately or gathered with others in the assembly, but always) have something on her head that indicates that she recognises that God has placed her under authority.  That is the idea; she is to have authority on her head because of the angels; they are looking on, and they see that there is disorder in the world, but there is order in God’s assembly.  It is the assembly, not simply as convened, but as that company on the earth in which the will of God is maintained in the midst of lawlessness.  God’s order is for both men and women.  What a triumph for God, that over against the influence of current thoughts in the world, and in the very presence of those who ignore or despise those thoughts, women should be found maintaining the divine order: angels seeing authority recognised and bowed to by the women, and divine order established among them.  This is part of the commandment of the Lord.

In Luke 15: 8-10 there is a suggestion of the Spirit’s activities to bring to light amongst the saints features of the work of God.  The sheep in the first part of the chapter refers to each of us in our initial state as needing to be sought and saved by the Saviour; but the piece of silver, the drachma, would represent the substantial character of the work of God in the saints, and how it is to be brought into view as possessing its own value.  The drachma is a coin that can be used by the one to whom it belongs, and a piece of silver refers to us as recognising the rights of God over us through redemption.

There is the idea of responsibility in the passage; there is one out of ten lost, indicating some failure to answer to what the Lord has the right to look for from us on the ground of redemption.  And so it says the woman lights a lamp and sweeps the house and seeks carefully till she finds it.  The piece of silver is brought to light and it says, “Having found it she calls together the friends and neighbours, saying, Rejoice with me, for I have found the drachma which I had lost”, and then the Lord adds this, “I say unto you, there is joy before the angels of God for one repenting sinner”.  One woman adjusted and accepting the truth and doing what is right in the sight of God causes joy before the angels of God.  They are looking on and rejoicing to see God’s thoughts finding more and more an answer among the saints.  The more we think over this matter of the angels and their interest in what God is doing at the present time among the saints, the more we shall be concerned that the work of God and His will regarding us should be prospered, that there should be no hindrance put in the way, but that obedience to His word should mark us.  We may not at the moment see the full import of it, but obedience is the first thing, and then confirmation and understanding as to these things will follow.
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Scripture references

Hebrews 12:22 (JND) [22] but ye have come to mount Zion; and to [the] city of [the] living God, heavenly Jerusalem; and to myriads of angels,

Job 38:7 (JND) [7] When the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy?

Luke 15:8-10 (JND) [8] Or, what woman having ten drachmas, if she lose one drachma, does not light a lamp and sweep the house and seek carefully till she find it? [9] and having found it she calls together the friends and neighbours, saying, Rejoice with me, for I have found the drachma which I had lost. [10] Thus, I say unto you, there is joy before the angels of God for one repenting sinner.



WITH CHRIST IN SERVICE AND IN THE PRESENT TRUTH


Mark 1: 17, 18, 21, 22, 36-38; 4: 26-29 

Luke 9: 49, 50; 11: 23

Malachi 3: 1-4

I have read these scriptures, having in mind exercises that are current amongst us, not only in this city hut in other places as well, having reference both to service in the gospel and service generally, as to how it is to be carried on, and also having in mind the evidence there is that there is a certain sifting, or perhaps we should say, refining process going on among the saints at the present time in various things that are happening.  We need to take account of these matters, because on the one hand Satan is always seeking in one way or another to introduce among the saints principles that are contrary to the truth and are corrupting in their result, and disrupting too, while on the other hand the Lord is always working, and the Spirit is operating, with a view to a perfect end being reached, according to God’s thoughts.  If we have sensational gospel work, claiming remarkable results, forced on our attention, we do well to look at these matters in the light of Scripture, so that we may have God’s mind about them and be confirmed in the truth.

Now the gospel of Mark is peculiarly, as we know, the servant’s gospel, the Lord being presented as the model Servant, the great Servant, and this chapter l is remarkable for the fulness that enters into it.  Verses 21 to 38 give us, we might say, a day of twenty-four hours, and a very full day it was.  Now before that, it says the Lord, in walking by the sea of Galilee, “saw Simon, and Andrew, Simon’s brother, casting out a net in the sea, for they were fishers”.  The Lord had in mind to make them fishers of men.  That, of course, is what gospel activity has in view, that men should be secured for God, and every saint having the Holy Spirit will in greater or less degree be marked by evangelical desires, the desire that men should be secured for the pleasure and service of God.  But it is a question of how to become fishers of men, how to become qualified for the work of securing men for God, and the Lord introduces this idea at the very outset. He says “Come after me, and I will make you become fishers of men”. That is to say, that the manner of service, the methods of service, by means of which men are to be secured, are to be learned from Christ.  “Come after me”, He says, “and I will make you become fishers of men”, and so they do, they follow Him, and we are to follow Him, especially in this gospel.  I have only read one or two selected passages, but as we go through the gospel we shall be impressed with the way in which the Lord carried on His service In verse 22 we find that they were astonished at His doctrine, “for he taught them as having authority, and not as the scribes”.  That is, there was a marked difference that attracted everybody, a marked difference between the teaching of the Lord and the authority that went with it, and that which was current around them.  It was not at all according to natural ideas, nor according to anything that they were used to, or that would commend itself to the natural man.  “He taught them as having authority”, it says, “and not as the scribes”.  Then later on we find that in the morning, long before day, He “went out and went away into a desert place, and there prayed.  And Simon and those with him went after him; and having found him, they say to him, All seek thee”.  That is, He was attracting attention. He was not seeking popularity; He was not seeking crowds, but all sought Him, and He says, “Let us go elsewhere”.  A remarkable thing!  “Let us go elsewhere”.  At the very moment when they bring the news to the Lord that all were seeking Him, He says, “Let us go elsewhere”.  That is, He would deliberately avoid anything that would bring Him into public popularity, or public notice.  He says, “Let us go elsewhere into the neighbouring country towns, that I may preach there also, for for this purpose am I come forth”.  Further down in that same chapter we find that He says to the leper whom He had cleansed, “See thou say nothing to any one, but go, show thyself to the priest, and offer for thy cleansing what Moses ordained, for a testimony to them”.  “See thou say nothing to anyone”: the Lord is charging him with that, not to make it known, not to move in such a way as to attract attention or court popularity.  It says, “But he, having gone forth, began to proclaim it much, and to spread the matter abroad, so that he could no longer enter openly into the city”.  That is the man through disregarding the Lord’s directions, actually hindered the work of God.  He began to spread the matter, but Jesus went to desert places.  Desert places are not popular to the natural man, but they followed Him, and the withdrawal of the Lord to desert places left the way open for the work of God to show itself in those in whom He was working, so it says, “They came to him from every side”.

In chapter 4 the Lord says, “Thus is the kingdom of God”.  He is calling attention to the manner of the work of God.  “Thus is the kingdom of God, as if a man should cast the seed upon the earth, and should sleep and rise up night and day, and the seed should sprout and grow, he does not know how”.  Now that is the true character of the work of God, that it is of God.  God is pleased to use men to cast the seed upon the earth, but men cannot make it sprout and grow.  It is God who does that.  No effort on man’s part can make it sprout and grow.  The great thing to do is to cast the seed upon the earth.  But it says he “should sleep, and rise up night and day, and the seed should sprout and grow, he does not know how”.  That is to be left with God.  God knows the secret.  It is the power of God, who makes the seed sprout and grow.  The man does not know how.  He simply casts the seed on the earth.  Then the Lord goes on to speak of the character of the work of God.  “The earth bears fruit of itself, first the blade, then an ear, then full corn in the ear”.  That is, the Lord is looking in all this work for a full result.  “First the blade”, suggestive of life, freshness of life; love for Christ, love for the saints, love for the truth are evidences of life.  “First the blade, then an ear”: that brings in the form that the result in persons is to take.  It involves teaching, the teaching of the truth of the assembly, because that is in mind in all gospel testimony.  What is in mind at the present time is that the assembly should come into view.  There is just one pattern before the mind of God, so there is “first the blade, then an ear, then the full corn in the ear”.  All this involves ministry following on the life coming into evidence.  It involves patient ministry of the truth of the assembly, and ministry of Christ, so that not only is there the truth of the assembly but it is filled out in a special way with that which is of Christ, the full corn in the ear, nothing less than that is in the mind of God.  The assembly is in the mind of the Lord, the fulness of the heavenly Man, to be secured as the final result of the initial gospel service.  Then it says, “But when the fruit is produced, immediately he sends the sickle, for the harvest is come”.  That is, God is looking for a full result, and we are to look for the full result too.  I did not read what follows, but the Lord immediately brings in another similitude of the kingdom of God, and it is the public view of things.  It is not now the work of God, it is the public view.  It starts small, as the work of God does, but then men take it on and though the mustard seed is less than all seeds which are upon the earth, when it has been sown it mounts up and becomes greater than all herbs, and produces great branches, so that the birds of heaven can roost under its shadow.  That is, it is what the work becomes in the hands of men.  It becomes great; it has the outward appearance of being great, and everybody can take part in it, the birds of heaven roost in its branches.  There is no suggestion of separating light from darkness, as God did from the beginning.  The great principle of separation is a fundamental principle with God.  Here the birds of heaven, whatever their character may be, go to roost under the branches of this great mustard tree.  That is what things become publicly in the hands of men, and when we see any.  thing that is pretentious and that attracts attention we may rest assured that it is of this character of the mustard tree, and in no sense of the true character of the work of God.

In the succeeding instance the Lord goes over the sea: “He says to them, Let us go over to the other side; and having sent away the crowd, they take him with them, as he was, in the ship.  But other ships also were with him”, v 35, 36.  There are other ships also going along with the Lord besides the ship that the Lord is in personally.  You have to recognise that.  In the confused state of things in Christendom there are those who are having some part in some degree in the testimony, but there is only one ship in which the Lord is personally, and all the attack of the enemy is to sink that ship.  Thank God, there is no possibility of sinking it! 

I read the passages in Luke because they link on, the first with what we have been speaking of, and the second with a matter that is exercising the brethren at the present time.  In Luke 9: 49, 50, we find what we have already seen in relation to the little ships, that there was someone who was not with Jesus and His disciples, and yet was serving and operating in His Name, and proving the power of His Name. John says that he saw one casting out demons in Christ’s Name, “and we forbad him, because he follows not with us”.  The Lord says, “Forbid him not”.  There is no need to forbid him.  He that is not against us is for us.  If he is preaching Christ, well and good.  He is not against us.  But the Lord simply said, “Forbid him not, for he that is not against you is for you”.  He did not say, ‘Join with him in his activities’.  That should be some help for us, as to how we  should regard activities in the Christian world, in the gospel, that are being carried on in a way that is not consistent with the truth, or in keeping with the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Let us always bear in mind the moral import of the cross.  The first man has been judged and ended in the cross, and if that man is introduced in the methods used in service in the Lord’s Name, that is not consistent with the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ; it is to be looked at in that light.

In chapter 11 the Lord brings in in verse 23 what may seem, on the surface, contrary to what we have read in chapter 9.  He says, “He that is not with me is against me, and he that gathers not with me scatters”.   Now that is a most important principle and bears upon us specially in relation to any truth that the Spirit of God is emphasising at the moment.   Indeed, it is remarkable that it comes in a passage in which the point at issue was the Spirit of God and the activities of the Spirit of God, and the Lord says here, “He that is not with me is against me, and he that gathers not with me scatters”.  That is an issue that is really arising in several places in regard to the current ministry of the Spirit: there is an effort on the part of some to be not with the Lord, not with the Spirit, not with the truth, and yet not exactly, they would say, opposing it.  But here the Lord says, “He that is not with me is against me, and he that gathers not with me scatters”.  That is to say, if the Spirit of God is bringing forward some feature of the truth and emphasising it, we are every one of us responsible to see that we are thoroughly with it; if we desire to be with it the Lord will help us.  The Lord says “Ask, and it shall be given to you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you”, Luke 11: 9.  These are basic promises.  If we have the desire to understand the truth and follow it, we should ask and we shall have our desires answered.  If we are lethargic about it, or in any sense careless or indifferent, we may find ourselves in the position that we are not with the truth, with the Spirit, and here the Lord says, “He that is not with me is against me, and he that gathers not with me scatters”.  That is, there is no neutrality.  There can be no neutrality in relation to the truth.  The great effort of the enemy is to introduce the principle of neutrality.  That is a false principle.  If we are not with the truth we are against it.  “He that is not with me is against me, and he that gathers not with me scatters”.

I read the passage in Malachi because I believe it is what is going on at the present time in principle.  In this closing prophet, Jehovah says, “I send my messenger, and he shall prepare the way before me; and the Lord whom ye seek will suddenly come to his temple”.  The Lord sometimes moves suddenly.  He will suddenly come to his temple.  It became a test to those who were outwardly seeking the Lord.  He says, “The Lord whom ye seek will suddenly come to his temple, and the Angel of the covenant, whom ye delight in”: their outward appearance, their profession, was that they were seeking the Lord and delighting in the covenant, but then the Lord moved suddenly and they found it was a test to them.  “Behold, he cometh, saith Jehovah of hosts”.  Now this is something very exercising for us all to face.  I may take the ground of seeking the Lord and delighting in His covenant, going on with the service and so on, but something may suddenly arise in the ways of God that tests me as to whether I really am with the Spirit in what He is bringing forward at the moment, because the service of God, to be acceptable to God, must be characterised by the features of the truth that the Spirit is emphasising at the moment.  It is important to observe that.  “He that has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the assemblies”.  So this sudden movement of the Lord became a test.  “Who shall endure the day of his coming? and who shall stand when he appeareth?  For he will be like a refiner’s fire, and like fullers’ lye”.  A refiner’s fire is very discriminating.  Not one bit of what is really gold or silver is lost.  It only operates against what is dross.  It is a comfort to recognise that the refining process which the Lord is carrying on—and it is a deliberate process—is a process in which, as we are subject to it, nothing whatever of moral value will be lost; it will stand out in its distinctiveness as completely set apart from what is mere dross.  So it says, “He shall sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; and he will purify the children of Levi, and purge them as gold and silver”.  I believe we are being tested as to whether we are characteristically children of Levi.  The Levites were taken instead of the first-born of Israel.  They recognised the responsibility to allow the claims of God to have first place.  That is, there were the firstborn, and He claimed the firstborn, but the Levites were given in place of the firstborn.  They represent the answer to the claim which the love of God and of Christ makes to have the first place with His people, and the Levites were joined (the name means “joined”) to Aaron and his sons.  They have in mind, thus, that what is priestly in consideration for God and the service of God is to be promoted.  It may be that we are all being tested, whether we are really Levites, really joined to the Lord and His interests, whether they have first place with us.  It is Levites that He is purifying.  “He will purify the children of Levi, and purge them as gold and silver; and they shall offer unto Jehovah an oblation in righteousness.  Then shall the oblation of Judah and Jerusalem be pleasant unto Jehovah, as in the days of old, and as in former years”.  That is the prospect before us as we speak of the Lord’s ways in refining and purifying.  It is a question of an oblation that is acceptable to God coming forth from His people, as in the former days, as though the Lord would say, There is the possibility of arriving, at the end, at something that is morally equal to what was ever realised at Jerusalem, Antioch, or Ephesus, or at any place where the work of God shone out in its glory.  His present service of purifying and refining has in view that there should be an oblation for Jehovah which is presented to Him as in the days of old, and as in former years.

Let us be concerned to be with the Lord in all these exercises that are being raised, not murmuring at the refining or what is involved in it, but recognising that in any process of that character the Lord has in mind to set us free from everything that hinders what is purely of God in us, what corresponds with the gold and silver, coming into view for the pleasure of God.
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THE WORK OF GOD

Genesis 18: 19 

1 Corinthians 16: 16 

Genesis 50: 10, 13

I have in mind that the falling asleep of a saint provides an occasion for some sober appraisal on the part of the brethren of the work of  God in  him, so that  we can thank God for it, and also gives occasion to take account of the world beyond death, in view of which that  work  of  God  has  been  carried  on.  The Lord is spoken of in Colossians 1: 18 as “the beginning, firstborn from among the dead”.  Everything for God begins with Christ out of death, so that the world that lies beyond death is definitely in view now that Christ is risen from among the dead, and we can take account of the work of God in one another as that which has been carried on, and now in one and another perfected, in view of that world. It is very stimulating and encouraging to us to realise that for faith that world is already in view, and indeed we well know that any moment may see us all introduced into it, in conditions of glory suited to what God has wrought in our souls.

Well now, the first scripture we have looked at, referring to Abraham, aptly describes what our brother has been, for he was one who commanded his children and his household after him.  The evidence of it is among us, and we thank God for it. All those who have had families know that this is not a thing done in a moment; it involves steady pursuit of the truth day by day in the fear of God, and some measure of moral power to enforce it upon the children and the household, and that is one feature that has been seen with our beloved brother. No doubt our dear sister, his late wife, had her part in it, but the scripture here is referring to the father, the responsible head, and we can take account with thankfulness of this feature of our brother’s life, that he commanded his children and his household after him, that “ they shall keep the way of Jehovah, to do righteousness and justice”. God knew him on that account; he was a true son of Abraham, and we can rejoice in it because, as one has said, the fruits of it are present with us, not only to one generation, but to a second generation. That is not only a matter of personal interest, but it is of great importance to all those who love the testimony, for it is by this means largely that succeeding generations are secured, as we read in Ecclesiastes, “One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh”, chap 1: 4. And while it is, of course, the work of God that secures the coming generation, yet in many cases it is by means of the exercise and faithfulness of the parents. Our beloved brother has had his part in this, and we can take account of it and rejoice in it greatly before the Lord.

Then there is also what has marked him, steady addiction to the work, as it is said, “joined in the work and labouring”. That certainly aptly describes what our brother has been over many years, “joined in the work”, his whole soul in it, a true Levite.  Levi means “joined”, and it was characteristic of our brother that the work of the Lord was an outstanding interest with him. To the utmost of his ability, and to the end of his days, he was labouring in relation to it. That also is something that we can rejoice in. We read in chapter 3 of this epistle that “the work of each shall be made manifest what it is”—a very sobering consideration for any who have part in the work of the Lord. “The day shall declare it, because it is revealed in fire; and the fire shall try the work of each what it is”, whether it is of a character that abides or whether of a character that is going to be burnt up. We can rest assured from testimony received that his work will abide as having real value, and that the fruit of it is known in the souls of the brethren. We can rejoice in this in regard of our brother that he was one joined in the work and labouring, whose labour has not been in vain. The day shall declare it, and he will not be without his reward.

But then along with the work of God there is always that which has to be displaced with us all. We all know that. We come, at the end of Jacob’s history, to this threshing floor. Jacob is one who represents in a remarkable way the work of God in the believer, and it is a remarkable thing that he finishes his course at a threshing floor. That is what death is for every one of those in whom God is working; it is the final point at which the work of God is separated for ever from all that is extraneous to it. Thank God, all that is not of God’s work, all that is not of Christ, has already been judged in the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ. The Lord has devoted Himself  to  us  with that in view, and the Spirit has laboured and is labouring with us who are living with this in view all the time, constantly bringing us more and more in our minds and hearts into accord with death. But when death itself comes in its actuality, that is final, and what a deliverance it is!  How we can rejoice in it!  With every one of us from time to time the work of God may be momentarily obscured by that which is natural, but the work of God remains and, when we come to the final matter of death, that is the final severance for ever, a leaving aside for ever. What a matter of thankfulness it is!  Now every heart can rejoice in it!  God uses death to further His own ends. It is even said that death is ours.  And so in the light of that we can rejoice that every trace of what is alien to the work of God is now out of sight for ever, never to be seen again, and the glory of the work of God in its preciousness will stand out. The features of it have been seen and we gladly recognise that, but now we recognise that nothing else but the work of God in its glory will be seen henceforth in regard of our brother. We can rejoice in that.

I would just add one thing more, which I believe many are feeling at the present time. It seems to be in God’s way, in the ways of the Lord  with  His people, that many are allowed to come to a point when the effects of old age, even extending to what is mental, have to be experienced, and it is a humiliating experience. On the one hand God would have us feel what a body of humiliation is, and not only that it is a body of humiliation, but to understand why it is a body of humiliation, to understand how serious are  the fruits of sin, that a creature so exalted as man is can become as he does become sometimes in the actual experience of one and another. Not that that affects the work of God, but we are allowed to experience it in order to come into sympathy with the heart of God in regard of what sin is, how terrible it is.  As saints in their own personal experience are made to feel what it is to have a body of humiliation and realise what the fruits of sin are, it just reminds us that the Lord Jesus Himself, who knew no sin, has been made sin for us. He has actually identified Himself in the most absolute way, sin apart, with that awful thing sin, in order that by the sacrifice of Himself it might for ever be removed.

There is another thing. The Holy Spirit too has identified Himself in grace with the frail weak condition of the body of believers. Whatever they may come to in frailty and weakness as the fruit of sin, the Holy Spirit in grace remains with them in those conditions, feeling them doubtless with divine sensibilities, but remaining faithfully with us right to the end.  Thus we are brought into accord with Christ and with the Holy Spirit; we are brought into accord with God Himself in His feelings as to what sin is.

But then, as we see, there is a point where it is all left behind. Thank God for this. They come to this threshing floor of Atad, which is beyond the Jordan. Nothing of frailty, nothing of the fruits of sin can go over Jordan; it is all left behind at Jordan, and it says, “they lamented with a great and very grievous lamentation”.  They would not lament over Jacob’s crookedness; they would lament over the work of God, that is what they would remember. The grievous lamentation would mean that they had a great appreciation of what God had wrought in Jacob, and that is what we can do.  We have a real appreciation of what God has wrought in our beloved brother.  And so it is said, “his sons carried him into the land of Canaan, and buried him in the cave of the field of Machpelah which Abraham had bought along with the field, for a possession of a sepulchre, of Ephron the Hittite, opposite to Mamre”. That is what we are just about to do in regard of the body of our brother; we are about to bury him, we might say, in the cave of Machpelah, this wonderful burying place which the Lord has secured through His precious death.  It is the position of those that sleep in Christ.  We love to think of those that sleep through Jesus. Think of the apostle Paul, and of Peter and John, think of the worthies who laid down their lives for the truth in the middle ages, think of those who are nearer, Mr Darby, and many others who succeeded him, and others less well known but equally valued; they are all there, as Jacob said just before he died, “there they  buried Abraham and Sarah his wife; there they buried Isaac and Rebecca his wife; and there I buried Leah”, Gen 49: 31. He goes over the names of those who lay there, and our brother is just about to be added. We are just about to place him there in the sense that the Lord has absolute rights over all those that are His, and they will soon have their part in the day of glory of which Christ Himself is the beginning.
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Scripture references

Mark 1:17-38 (JND) [17] And Jesus said to them, Come after me, and I will make you become fishers of men; [18] and straightway leaving their trawl-nets they followed him. [19] And going on thence a little, he saw James the [son] of Zebedee, and John his brother, and these [were] in the ship repairing the trawl-nets; [20] and straightway he called them; and leaving their father Zebedee in the ship with the hired servants, they went away after him. [21] And they go into Capernaum. And straightway on the sabbath he entered into the synagogue and taught. [22] And they were astonished at his doctrine, for he taught them as having authority, and not as the scribes. [23] And there was in their synagogue a man [possessed] by an unclean spirit, and he cried out [24] saying, Eh! what have we to do with thee, Jesus, Nazarene? Art thou come to destroy us? I know thee who thou art, the holy one of God. [25] And Jesus rebuked him, saying, Hold thy peace and come out of him. [26] And the unclean spirit, having torn him, and uttered a cry with a loud voice, came out of him. [27] And all were amazed, so that they questioned together among themselves, saying, What is this? what new doctrine is this? for with authority he commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him. [28] And his fame went out straightway into the whole region of Galilee around. …

Mark 4:26-29 (JND) [26] And he said, Thus is the kingdom of God, as if a man should cast the seed upon the earth, [27] and should sleep and rise up night and day, and the seed should sprout and grow, he does not know how. [28] The earth bears fruit of itself, first [the] blade, then an ear, then full corn in the ear. [29] But when the fruit is produced, immediately he sends the sickle, for the harvest is come.

Luke 9:49-50 (JND) [49] And John answering said, Master, we saw some one casting out demons in thy name, and we forbad him, because he follows not with us. [50] And Jesus said to him, Forbid [him] not, for he that is not against you is for you.

Luke 11:23 (JND) [23] He that is not with me is against me, and he that gathers not with me scatters.

Malachi 3:1-4 (JND) [1] Behold, I send my messenger, and he shall prepare the way before me; and the Lord whom ye seek will suddenly come to his temple, and the Angel of the covenant, whom ye delight in: behold, he cometh, saith Jehovah of hosts. [2] But who shall endure the day of his coming? and who shall stand when he appeareth? For he will be like a refiner's fire, and like fullers' lye. [3] And he shall sit [as] a refiner and purifier of silver; and he will purify the children of Levi, and purge them as gold and silver; and they shall offer unto Jehovah an oblation in righteousness. [4] Then shall the oblation of Judah and Jerusalem be pleasant unto Jehovah, as in the days of old, and as in former years.

Luke 9:49-50 (JND) [49] And John answering said, Master, we saw some one casting out demons in thy name, and we forbad him, because he follows not with us. [50] And Jesus said to him, Forbid [him] not, for he that is not against you is for you.

Luke 11:9 (JND) [9] And *I* say to you, Ask, and it shall be given to you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you.

Leviticus 1 (JND) [1] And Jehovah called to Moses and spoke to him out of the tent of meeting, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel and say unto them, When any man of you presenteth an offering to Jehovah, ye shall present your offering of the cattle, of the herd and of the flock. [3] If his offering be a burnt-offering of the herd, he shall present it a male without blemish: at the entrance of the tent of meeting shall he present it, for his acceptance before Jehovah. …

Leviticus 1 (JND) [1] And Jehovah called to Moses and spoke to him out of the tent of meeting, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel and say unto them, When any man of you presenteth an offering to Jehovah, ye shall present your offering of the cattle, of the herd and of the flock. [3] If his offering be a burnt-offering of the herd, he shall present it a male without blemish: at the entrance of the tent of meeting shall he present it, for his acceptance before Jehovah. …

Leviticus 1 (JND) [1] And Jehovah called to Moses and spoke to him out of the tent of meeting, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel and say unto them, When any man of you presenteth an offering to Jehovah, ye shall present your offering of the cattle, of the herd and of the flock. [3] If his offering be a burnt-offering of the herd, he shall present it a male without blemish: at the entrance of the tent of meeting shall he present it, for his acceptance before Jehovah. …

Genesis 18:19 (JND) [19] For I know him that he will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of Jehovah, to do righteousness and justice, in order that Jehovah may bring upon Abraham what he hath spoken of him.

1 Corinthians 16:16 (JND) [16] that *ye* should also be subject to such, and to every one joined in the work and labouring.

Genesis 50:10-13 (JND) [10] And they came to the threshing-floor of Atad, which is beyond the Jordan; and there they lamented with a great and very grievous lamentation; and he made a mourning for his father of seven days. [11] And the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites, saw the mourning at the threshing-floor of Atad, and they said, This is a grievous mourning of the Egyptians. Therefore the name of it was called Abel-Mizraim, which is beyond the Jordan. [12] And his sons did to him according as he had commanded them; [13] and his sons carried him into the land of Canaan, and buried him in the cave of the field of Machpelah which Abraham had bought along with the field, for a possession of a sepulchre, of Ephron the Hittite, opposite to Mamre.

Colossians 1:18 (JND) [18] And *he* is the head of the body, the assembly; who is [the] beginning, firstborn from among the dead, that *he* might have the first place in all things:

Leviticus 1 (JND) [1] And Jehovah called to Moses and spoke to him out of the tent of meeting, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel and say unto them, When any man of you presenteth an offering to Jehovah, ye shall present your offering of the cattle, of the herd and of the flock. [3] If his offering be a burnt-offering of the herd, he shall present it a male without blemish: at the entrance of the tent of meeting shall he present it, for his acceptance before Jehovah. …

Genesis 49:31 (JND) [31] There they buried Abraham and Sarah his wife; there they buried Isaac and Rebecca his wife; and there I buried Leah.



DAVID IN THE CONFLICT


David in particular knew what the conflict is.  When he fled to Ahimelech, the priest, he did two things of great value for us in the conflict.  On the one hand, he fed himself on the shewbread which had been taken from the presence of God; on the other, he took the sword of Goliath.  The shewbread had been given to David and he had fed on it.  It is the feeding which it is important to take in a time of conflict.  Our great pre-occupation should be to understand the truth, to understand what the scripture calls “the present truth” (2 Pet 1: 12) and there may be conflict in this respect.  The scripture makes a distinction between the different features of the truth.  It does not mean that all are not of present importance.  However, the Spirit distinguishes between certain features and others more emphasised at one time; they are embraced in the expression “the present truth”.  It is of all importance that we should governed by this, and that we should not be satisfied unless we see it, unless we prove something of the power and the liberty and blessing which it confirms.  

We must know the truth and go on with it, but at the same time, if there is conflict, we need to be careful in having consideration for the saints and for this we must feed ourselves on what they are according to the manner in which God takes account of them in Christ.  This is what the shewbread represents.  Christ is the One who sustains the saints according to the thoughts of God, in order, in unity, in a sweet odour.  What had already been before God becomes David’s food, as if he had need to be strengthened for the position in feeding his soul the thoughts of God for His own, that is for us, made to understand why he did not raise the sword against Saul, for he said he is the anointed of Jehovah, 1 Sam 24: 6.  He did not allow his soul to be occupied with Saul’s terrible conduct, but he considered it in the light of the anointing.  All the saints are anointed of God, by the fact that they have the Spirit.  Saul went from bad to worse because he did not take account of the appeals of grace which he had had addressed to him earlier.  The grace with which David treated him should have led him to accept what God was doing.  But alas, he persisted in his state to end up killed on Mount Gilboa.  Nevertheless, he was the anointed of Jehovah.  What had maintained David in such considerations came in large part from his having been fed on the shewbread.

Then David took the sword of Goliath.  It is the might of death.  This is what we always need in a time of conflict.  We must exercise the power of death on ourselves, so that we may judge the will of the flesh and the confidence that we can have in it, dealing in all severity with these things in the power of the Spirit bringing death to bear on them, to be able to go through the conflicts of testimony until the end.
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Scripture references

2 Peter 1:12 (JND) [12] Wherefore I will be careful to put you always in mind of these things, although knowing [them] and established in the present truth.

1 Samuel 24:6 (JND) [6] And he said to his men, Jehovah forbid that I should do this thing to my master, Jehovah's anointed, to stretch forth my hand against him, for he is the anointed of Jehovah.



IMPRESSIONS RECEIVED IN THE PRESENCE OF GOD


Hebrews 9: 1-5

We can understand, dear brethren, that in writing these lines, the apostle said that it was not the time to enter in detail into the things of which he only makes mention, because of the state of the saints to whom he was writing. They were not fully established in the grace of God. Thus, the apostle had to face up to all sorts of difficulties, in order to encourage them to enter into the most holy place. He tells them in chapter 10 that we have “boldness for entering into the holy of holies by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way which he has dedicated for us through the veil, that is, his flesh”. He emphasises the fact that the death of Christ has removed all that could hinder our approach to God, God Himself desiring that we should know better what it is to come right into His presence, not simply to expose our needs there—which is right in its place, but above all that we should receive an impression of what He has in Christ and which is connected with Christ for His pleasure 

In proposing these verses, I thought that we could be helped to see what is before God today, because there is no doubt that the tabernacle system—while typifying from a certain point of view the world to come, answers from another point of view to what God has now in His saints, or manifestly in Christ. Thus we read that there was first of all the holy place, in which were the candlestick and the exposition of the loaves. It is a reference to two things which God has now in the saints. It is good to have God’s point of view on what He has among His people. The candlestick speaks of the maintenance of light during the absence of Christ.  See what God has in the local companies of the saints. You will remember that the candlestick had seven lamps, which indicate the totality of local companies. Chapters 2 and 3 of Revelation mention the seven assemblies: they represent the totality of what belongs to God. And the Spirit of God Himself is presented in the Revelation as the “seven Spirits of God”, a remarkable expression which we only find in Revelation and which indicates, I believe, the full sufficiency of the Holy Spirit for every local position. 

It is in localities, where the Spirit is recognised, that the light of God is maintained in this world. When the saints are taken away, the world will be left in darkness; the Spirit is down here with us and it is in the power of the Spirit that the light is maintained. We will see in Leviticus 24 that it was the responsibility of the children of Israel themselves to bring oil for the light. In this sense, the light depended on them, and although the light of God is down here, on account of the presence of the Holy Spirit, yet this light only produces its effect in the measure in which we furnish conditions suited to the Spirit, for it is in dependence on the Spirit of God that the mind of God is presented, whether in ministry or in our conversations together during reading meetings. The light is thus maintained, and it is important that God is able to see this.  We shall be greatly helped if we take account of our occasions of gathering from the point of view of what is afforded for God, and not only what is afforded for us. When the Lord Jesus was in the world, He was the light of the world, and I do not need to say that it was a perfect light; nothing could obscure that light. The Lord Jesus has gone, and the Spirit has come in His place, to maintain the light and the thoughts of God; but for this there must be vessels; the saints are the vessels, and in each locality where the saints are set together, one finds the idea of the candlestick.

We understand in consequence that the Lord presents Himself, in the book of Revelation, as being Him who walks in the midst of the seven golden lamps. He wants to take account of that which is the light, if it is a pure light, if there is faithfulness to God and to the truth, or indeed if something contrary is allowed which obscures the light. And He has many things to condemn in what concerns five of the assemblies. One can understand the pleasure He finds in Smyrna and Philadelphia, two assemblies against which He has nothing to say. This is the first thing to see in the holy place, the candlestick.

There is then the exposition of the loaves. See again what is related to the pleasure of God; and there was a table, the table for the exposition of the loaves. The table signifies that in which God can share, for there was not only the unleavened bread on the table, but also the dishes and the cups, various vessels all suggesting what the saints are under God’s eye, as presenting different features of Christ. Then the loaves are set in order; they represent the saints set together, God Himself finding His pleasure in them, for the incense was sprinkled upon them. I believe that the epistle to the Colossians presents this idea of the table for the shewbread, for you remember that Paul says that he rejoices in seeing their order, Col 2: 5. This idea of the saints established in a divine order, and in unity. Then he speaks of what marked them, Christ everything and in all. Thus, dear brethren, in every place where the saints move together in love, in unity, in order, being governed by the truth, we can have the sense that God finds His pleasure, and our thoughts will be greatly elevated in the way in which we assemble, if we take account of the saints in this light, as forming part down here of a great system in the midst of which God dwells and in which He finds His pleasure.

The apostle goes on to speak of the most holy place. We have the right to enter right into the very presence of God and to see there everything as it is before Him. Mention is made first of all of the golden altar, which is very remarkable because in the instructions relating to the construction of the tabernacle, in the book of Exodus [chap 25], there is no mention of a golden altar; but when we come to Leviticus 16, we find the altar of incense mentioned. On the day of atonement, Aaron had to enter into the presence of God with the blood of the bullock for the sin-offering for Israel; but before entering with the blood, he had to fill the censer with coals from upon the altar, and fill his hands with fragrant incense, incense to be placed on the fire, so that the cloud of incense covered the mercy-seat. Thus the excellence of Christ for God is set before us, excluding man. We can readily understand that if Aaron had his two hands full of incense, he could not use them for anything else. I believe that this is found in the third chapter of Romans where it is a question of the righteousness of God through the death of Christ towards us. Before the work of Christ is presented in this chapter, the faith of Jesus Christ is introduced. This signifies that the believer must understand that another Man is before God, Jesus Christ, He who is entirely for the pleasure of God, and the sweet odour of this Man fills the presence of God. That is what we find and enter upon. It is important to be impressed in this way. The death of Christ makes our way of entering.

There was therefore first this altar of incense which served to set forth the fragrance of Christ before God. And the apostle continues by speaking of the “ark of the covenant covered in every way with gold”. It is remarkable to see how gold is emphasised in these verses, as if the Spirit of God was stressing to us the glorious character of the whole scene, “the ark of covenant covered in every part with gold”. It is an allusion to Christ in the glory of His Person, a divine Person become Man in order that all God’s thoughts in blessing should be brought out and established. What a contemplation, beloved friends, that this is Christ in the presence of God, from this point of view!  What thoughts God has had, before the foundation of the world, thoughts of blessing and glory, all depending on Christ for their manifestation!  All awaiting the incarnation. Perhaps we will never fully understand the glory of the incarnation, that a Person of the Deity became Man because God had thoughts of blessing for men. And it is in this blessed Man that God established His rights in mercy, in order that man could be brought for ever into the immediate blissful presence of God.

There are other glories to apprehend. Inside the ark were found the pot that had the manna, and the rod of Aaron that had sprouted, and the tables of the covenant. Now it is not said anywhere else that the pot was a golden pot. In Exodus, we are simply told that the manna was put in a pot. But now, we understand that this pot was of gold, indicating that if one enters into the presence of God, everything must be glorious. Thus, we are led to the thought of the manna, to which attaches a marvellous glory. We remember that, when they were hungry, after they had come out of Egypt, God said to them by Moses that they would know that God had brought them out of Egypt, and in the morning ye shall see the glory of Jehovah, Exod 16: 6, 7. In the evening, Jehovah brought up the quails in large numbers, which would show that the same power that had brought them out of Egypt could do everything for them, and give any amount of quails that might have been necessary. However, that is not His way of doing things, and in the morning, they would not see the quails; they would see the glory of Jehovah. What would they see?  Something small and fine on the surface of the wilderness. This speaks of the marvellous grace of the Lord Jesus, who has come into the circumstances of humanity, and in the way in which He has acted in these circumstances; He can become the food of His people down through the centuries. Think of the grace of Christ. Think of Him becoming a Child, in order that a Christian child can find there the food of its soul in the obedience of Jesus as a child submitting to His parents, for it is said that He went down with them to Nazareth and was subject to them. He lived in a humble place, in Nazareth, in the house of a carpenter, and apparently He worked as a carpenter because according to the gospel of Mark, it was said in speaking of Him, “is not this the carpenter?”  What marvellous grace!  The One who has created everything and upholds everything, has come into such circumstances and there He has worked as a carpenter, to become the food of saints in the ordinary circumstances of their everyday life.

We understand why the Spirit of God gives us to know that the manna was in a pot of gold. If one wanted to have some impression of what the manna is, I think that one would be helped by Psalm 16, which brings out for us various features of the moral glory that marked the pathway of Jesus, depending on God, satisfied with His portion in Jehovah, finding His joy in the saints, receiving counsel from God, refusing to revel in the pursuits of others. In reading Psalm 16, which is short, one finds in almost every verse some feature of moral glory; this can be food for our soul. It is not too much to say that in the measure in which a saint has been sustained in this life in what is for the pleasure of God, he has been sustained in feeding himself on Christ. One can thus understand how the manna is glorious. How many millions of saints have been sustained down here for the pleasure of God since Christ has gone to heaven and the Spirit has come!  God will be able to say, when we enter into His presence: It is in feeding on Christ that all the saints have been sustained for My pleasure.

There was also the rod of Aaron that had sprouted. If the manna speaks to us of Christ in His humiliation, the rod of Aaron speaks to us of Christ raised from the dead and raised from among the dead. We remember that twelve princes of Israel, one from each tribe, had taken twelve rods. There had been one that represented Aaron for the tribe of Levi, and eleven others. They were to be placed before Jehovah and they remained there all night. Then in the morning, Moses retrieved them from before God, and eleven of them remained dead. A rod is not a living thing. But one of the rods—only one—the rod of Aaron, had budded and had blossomed and had brought forth ripened almonds. In this way God indicated who was the man He had chosen for it had been done before Him. It was Christ raised who was in view, raised from among the dead on account of the moral excellence that God had found in Him; and we know that He is now living in the presence of God, representing on high all the people of God. From this point of view, the people’s murmurings did not come before God, because the saints are represented there in an infallible manner by our great High Priest, who personally gives such pleasure to God and who appears continually in God’s presence for us. Thus we are carried right through the wilderness. On one hand, we are maintained in life in feeding on the manna; and on the other we are sustained before God by Him in whom God finds His delight. What a marvellous service the Lord undertakes!  In entering into the presence of God, we will have an impression of the estimate that God has of Christ as being Him by whom the saints are carried to the end.

And in the ark is found also the tables of the covenant. It is not the idea of the law, with its demands, but rather the covenant, expression of the thoughts of God towards us. And such thoughts are to be grasped as being in the ark. Then it is said, “above the ark the cherubim of glory overshadowing the mercy-seat”. Not only do we have an impression of Christ, according to the various ways in which I have sought to speak of Him, but there is then also an impression of the glory of God Himself in “the cherubim of glory overshadowing the mercy-seat”; giving us the idea that God insists on His rights in showing mercy. The cherubim are always presented in the Scriptures in accord with the rights of God, and protecting those rights. Thus God would have us to be touched in entering into His presence that he has found His pleasure in showing mercy. Indeed, he says “I will show mercy unto whom I will show mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion”. What an impression of God we receive, dear brethren, in seeing that He insists upon His rights to show mercy of which He is full!  This, of course, brings us back to Christ as the One through whose death the rights of God were established, so that He may act in mercy.

May we be always the more encouraged to enter into the presence of God, in order to obtain there an impression of Christ as He is before God, in the various light in which He may shine!  May we also have an impression of the system which he sustains before God in the saints, a system of light in the Spirit on the one hand, and of food for the pleasure of God on the other!

 

BRONAC

3rd November 1954

From Paroles d’Édification Mutuelle

An alternative revision of this address was published in
Words of Grace and Comfort 

_____________________

 


Scripture references

Hebrews 9:1-5 (JND) [1] The first therefore also indeed had ordinances of service, and the sanctuary, a worldly one. [2] For a tabernacle was set up; the first, in which [were] both the candlestick and the table and the exposition of the loaves, which is called Holy; [3] but after the second veil a tabernacle which is called Holy of holies, [4] having a golden censer, and the ark of the covenant, covered round in every part with gold, in which [were] the golden pot that had the manna, and the rod of Aaron that had sprouted, and the tables of the covenant; [5] and above over it the cherubim of glory shadowing the mercy-seat; concerning which it is not now [the time] to speak in detail.

Leviticus 24 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, [2] Command the children of Israel that they bring unto thee pure beaten olive oil for the light, to light the lamp continually. [3] Outside the veil of the testimony, in the tent of meeting, shall Aaron dress it from evening to morning before Jehovah continually: [it is] an everlasting statute throughout your generations. …

Colossians 2:5 (JND) [5] For if indeed in the flesh I am absent, yet I am with you in spirit, rejoicing and seeing your order, and the firmness of your faith in Christ.

Leviticus 16 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron, when they came near before Jehovah and died; [2] and Jehovah said to Moses, Speak unto Aaron thy brother, that he come not at all times into the sanctuary inside the veil before the mercy-seat which is upon the ark, that he die not; for I will appear in the cloud upon the mercy-seat. [3] In this manner shall Aaron come into the sanctuary: with a young bullock for a sin-offering, and a ram for a burnt-offering. …

Exodus 16:6-7 (JND) [6] And Moses and Aaron said to all the children of Israel, In the evening, then shall ye know that Jehovah has brought you out from the land of Egypt; [7] and in the morning, then shall ye see the glory of Jehovah; for he has heard your murmurings against Jehovah; and what are we, that ye murmur against us?

Psalms 16 (JND) [1] {Michtam of David.} Preserve me, O God: for I trust in thee. [2] Thou [my soul] hast said to Jehovah, Thou art the Lord: my goodness [extendeth] not to thee; [3] To the saints that are on the earth, and to the excellent [thou hast said], In them is all my delight. …

Psalms 16 (JND) [1] {Michtam of David.} Preserve me, O God: for I trust in thee. [2] Thou [my soul] hast said to Jehovah, Thou art the Lord: my goodness [extendeth] not to thee; [3] To the saints that are on the earth, and to the excellent [thou hast said], In them is all my delight. …

Leviticus 1 (JND) [1] And Jehovah called to Moses and spoke to him out of the tent of meeting, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel and say unto them, When any man of you presenteth an offering to Jehovah, ye shall present your offering of the cattle, of the herd and of the flock. [3] If his offering be a burnt-offering of the herd, he shall present it a male without blemish: at the entrance of the tent of meeting shall he present it, for his acceptance before Jehovah. …



KEEP BY THE HOLY SPIRIT THE GOOD DEPOSIT


2 Timothy 1: 8-15; 2: 3-6; 19-22; 3: 14-17; 4: 11-14

I have read these scriptures in the second epistle to Timothy, dear brethren, because of their importance, which is indicated in the way we can enter into the recovery of the truth which characterises the last century.  From time to time, it is necessary that we go over a little together the whole ground of the second epistle to Timothy.  We find divine authority there to occupy according to God the position of separation to which we are called.  It is the only position in which we can know the truth that has been recovered.

When Paul wrote this epistle, he was approaching the end of his course.  All those in Asia had forsaken him.  Now it was in Asia that his greatest works had been seen.  Outwardly, all was lost.

On the day of his conversion on the road to Damascus, Paul had heard the Lord say to him, “Why dost thou persecute me?”  In that same moment, the Lord gave him a precious light, to know that the saints on earth composed His body.  Marvellous light, that nobody before had had!  And it is this distinct light which gives to Paul the whole character of his ministry.  Such a minister should have more place in our spirits.  The assembly is the body of Christ, it is of His flesh and of His bones; it also draws its character from Him.  It is now on the point of being presented to Him, holy and blameless, so as to be always near to Him.  At the day of Pentecost, all the believers, who were together in the same place, were baptised into one body.  Although at that moment the truth of the mystery had not yet been presented, the saints were nevertheless united in love, apart from the world, attached to Christ.  Later, Peter had a vision, a vessel descending from heaven containing quadrupeds, reptiles and birds.  He heard a voice say to him, “Rise, Peter, slay and eat”, to which he had replied “In no wise, Lord …”.  The voice says to him: “What God has cleansed, do not thou make common”.  This was repeated three times and the vessel was again taken up into heaven.  Gradually, Peter understood that God was on the point of introducing the nations in this vessel, the origin of which is in heaven and which is destined to be taken up into heaven.  It has come down from heaven as a testimony, but it does not lose its heavenly character.  Those who compose it are as to their traits according to nature like the quadrupeds or the reptiles.  But God has finished with our old history.  He has sanctified us by the death of Christ and by the gift of the Holy Spirit, so that the assembly is a heavenly vessel, living by the life of Christ.  All Paul’s labours had in view that the saints should indeed be established in the truth, but the truth was gradually forsaken; the saints of the assembly became worldly.  Such was their state when Paul wrote this second epistle to Timothy.  It is necessary to understand that it is only at the cost of sufferings that the divine truth will be maintained.  Everything current in the world is opposed to the heavenly character of the assembly.  Paul wrote this epistle to encourage his child Timothy to accept the suffering, and the exercises and the rest, with the feeling that the thoughts of God will be maintained and realised.  He calls upon Timothy to suffer for the glad tidings of which he had presented to him their elevated character.  The glad tidings are not only that our souls might be saved.  It is the means by which God claims those who are called according to His purpose.  And Paul draws to Timothy’s attention “the testimony of our Lord”.  He gives all this a very elevated place in his spirit; and he urges Timothy to accept the suffering: “Suffer evil along with the glad tidings, according to the power of God”.  In a day of decline, he underlines the holiness of the calling, “called us with a holy calling”.  In the epistle to the Philippians, he speaks of “the calling on high of God”, the call above literally.  This is what governed the apostle’s heart.  If in the Philippians there was found the character of the dignity of our calling, here its holiness is underlined, Christ Himself being the Holy the True.  It is said of Abraham, who had answered to God’s call, that he dwelt “by the oaks of Mamre, which are in Hebron”, Hebron representing the purpose of God.  The oaks speak of what is stable according to the purpose of God, “according to His own purpose”, and not only this for it is added, “and grace, which was given to us in Christ Jesus”.  The apostle speaks to Timothy in a stimulating way.  Outwardly, all was discouraging, but the apostle appeared triumphant and victorious.  It is in this victorious attitude that he maintains the truth, in spite of the sufferings and tests.  He mentions incorruptibility, a thought which does not apply to our bodies, but which already comes to light because there is before God in Christ an incorruptible Man.  The devil had done all that which was in his power to divert this Man and to corrupt Him; everything in Him was incorruptible, as He said, “The ruler of the world comes, and in me he has nothing”.  It is in the measure in which we abide in Him that we are also incorruptible.  Soon, our bodies themselves will know incorruptibility; we will have left every feature of the flesh behind.  

Here we are presented with the great resources that we have in the Holy Spirit: “Keep, by the Holy Spirit which dwells in us, the good deposit”.  God has entrusted the truth to the saints; we must therefore be faithful, possessing the power for this in the Holy Spirit “which dwells in us”.  We are responsible to maintain the truth in its full extent.

In chapter 2, there are three instructive figures.  There is first that of the soldier.  What is implied in being a soldier?  A soldier is under orders, and every natural consideration has to be set aside.  The only thought of one going to war is to please Him who has enlisted him for the war.  Then we have another figure, that of contending lawfully.  There are many people who accept Christianity, but who think it can be modernised; such persons are not contending lawfully and they will not be crowned.  To be crowned, it is essential to content lawfully according to divine principles.  Finally, it is a question of the labourer who must first labour if he wants to enjoy the fruits.

In chapter 2, we are at the root of this epistle.  The foundation is firm, having this seal, “The Lord knows those that are his”.  On this matter, we leave everything to the Lord.  Our side, our responsibility, comes next: “Let every one who names the name of the Lord withdraw from iniquity”.  Iniquity is the operation of the will of man in God’s things; it is a slight on the rights of the Lord, introducing what is corrupt.  This is the authority we have to withdraw from everything comprised by this term “iniquity”, including the religious denominations where the Lord’s commandments are ignored, as brought out in the first epistle to the Corinthians.

And the apostle speaks of a “great house”: this is what Christendom has become.  There are vessels there to honour and vessels to dishonour.  The apostle would have us desire to be vessels to honour, to honour the Lord.  For this, we have to be ready to separate from vessels to dishonour.  They may be true believers, but if they contribute to what dishonours the Name of the Lord, we have to separate from them.  We recognise the authority of this word and submit ourselves to it.  And if we do this, we will receive rewards in this way: “If therefore one shall have purified himself from these … he shall be a vessel to honour, sanctified, serviceable to the Master, prepared for every good work”.  The natural heart may take this reasoning: If we take this path we will be limited indeed, driven by good works.  But this is not the truth, for it is said that such persons are prepared for every good work.  Is it not remarkable that Paul should speak of a man of God to a servant like Timothy: “Let no one despise thy youth”?  Then, “pursue righteousness”, that is what is righteous in God’s eyes.  It is necessary first to satisfy righteousness.  It is the first principle which every believer should recognise: what is righteous in God’s eyes in the affairs of every day life, in our houses, in what belongs to the assembly above all.  Then comes “faith”.  Righteousness sets us in a path where we receive no outward support, as Peter who left the boat and walked on the water.  In following righteousness and faith, I find other believers who are doing the same.  It is in this way that we are ourselves recovered to the truth of the assembly.  In this pursuit of righteousness and faith, our movements will be characterised by love and peace.

In chapter 3, Paul reminds Timothy of what he himself had done.  We have the duty to consider those whom the Lord has raised up.  They have been examples of the truth that they have presented.  Paul says, “knowing of whom thou hast learned them”; but then he turns to the Scriptures and says, “Every Scripture”, the Old Testament scriptures as well as the New Testament, the one and the other useful for instruction.  We can find in the Old Testament teaching about our addressing the Holy Spirit, and we are put to the test as to our spirituality; and the more we progress with the Holy Spirit, the more we discover that He Himself has given them their authority.  Chapter 15 of the Acts is a striking example.  When the question was raised about the circumcision of the Gentiles, James speaks after Peter and quotes Scripture that refers to the world to come (v 16, 17), but this Scripture governed the question that was before the brethren, and they wrote: “It has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us …”.

In chapter 4, who is still with Paul?  He says, “Luke alone is with me”, and he adds, “Take Mark, and bring him with thyself, for he is serviceable to me for ministry”.  The assembly must keep its heavenly character, taking its features from Christ Himself.  Paul puts forward two men who are not apostles but who both contemplated Christ and who have been taken up by the Spirit to write their gospels.  How much they had studied Christ!  Luke presents the priestly side, and Mark the side of testimony.  Both had Christ as a unique model.  We have the tendency.  We have the tendency to lower the divine level; for this level must be known in Christ.  He mentions the cloak: Timothy was to bring it.  Paul’s cloak gives Paul’s stature.  We must not only grasp the perfection of Christ, but Paul also is before us, a man like ourselves, who had been a blasphemer, a persecutor, an insolent man; he had been formed according to Christ, and his cloak indicated his measure now.  He speaks solemnly of certain opposing elements, like Alexander.  He says on this subject that “the Lord will render to him according to his works”.  This is what awaits those who oppose the truth.  This whole epistle is of great importance, and it is very encouraging for us.  “The word of God is not bound”.  In spite of all appearances, the word of God continues its work.  The question is simply to know if we are ready to go on with the Spirit until the end.

May the Lord help us, for the glory of His Name!

 

LORIOL

9th November 1954

From Paroles d’Édification Mutuelle 

_____________________


Scripture references

2 Timothy 1:8-15 (JND) [8] Be not therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me his prisoner; but suffer evil along with the glad tidings, according to the power of God; [9] who has saved us, and has called us with a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to [his] own purpose and grace, which [was] given to us in Christ Jesus before [the] ages of time, [10] but has been made manifest now by the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who has annulled death, and brought to light life and incorruptibility by the glad tidings; [11] to which *I* have been appointed a herald and apostle and teacher of [the] nations. [12] For which cause also I suffer these things; but I am not ashamed; for I know whom I have believed, and am persuaded that he is able to keep for that day the deposit I have entrusted to him. [13] Have an outline of sound words, which [words] thou hast heard of me, in faith and love which [are] in Christ Jesus. [14] Keep, by the Holy Spirit which dwells in us, the good deposit entrusted. [15] Thou knowest this, that all who [are] in Asia, of whom is Phygellus and Hermogenes, have turned away from me.

2 Timothy 2:3-6 (JND) [3] Take thy share in suffering as a good soldier of Jesus Christ. [4] No one going as a soldier entangles himself with the affairs of life, that he may please him who has enlisted him as a soldier. [5] And if also any one contend [in the games], he is not crowned unless he contend lawfully. [6] The husbandman must labour before partaking of the fruits.

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.

2 Timothy 3:14-17 (JND) [14] But *thou*, abide in those things which thou hast learned, and [of which] thou hast been fully persuaded, knowing of whom thou hast learned [them]; [15] and that from a child thou hast known the sacred letters, which are able to make thee wise unto salvation, through faith which [is] in Christ Jesus. [16] Every scripture [is] divinely inspired, and profitable for teaching, for conviction, for correction, for instruction in righteousness; [17] that the man of God may be complete, fully fitted to every good work.

2 Timothy 4:11-14 (JND) [11] Luke alone is with me. Take Mark, and bring [him] with thyself, for he is serviceable to me for ministry. [12] But Tychicus I have sent to Ephesus. [13] The cloak which I left behind [me] in Troas at Carpus's, bring when thou comest, and the books, especially the parchments. [14] Alexander the smith did many evil things against me. The Lord will render to him according to his works.



THE PRIESTHOOD OF CHRIST


Hebrews 2: 16-18; 3: 1, 2; 4: 14-16; 5: 4-10; 7: 1-3, 23-28; 8: 1, 2

I desire to speak, dear brethren, about the priesthood of Christ.

The priesthood of Christ is for those who have faith.  It is said, “For he does not indeed take hold of angels … but he takes hold of the seed of Abraham”, which is to say that the priesthood of Christ is not for angels, or for all men, but for those who are of the seed of Abraham, for those who have faith, who have accepted the glad tidings, and who by this means have been called by God.  It is said of us at the beginning of chapter 3, “holy brethren, partakers of the heavenly calling”.  Abraham typically was called by a heavenly calling, to go out from his own country not a country that God would show him, and he went out, the Scripture says, “not knowing where he was going”  He is thus a figure of those whom God has called with a heavenly calling, and who walk on the principle of faith, marked by faith, without being concerned about where they are going.  We know the end of the journey but not the details, that is to say the way by which we will arrive there.  Faith gives us the light for our walk, to follow the path, and it is good to have in our spirits the thought that the path of a faith is not a path entirely unfolded before us.  We know the end of it, the finish, but not the details, and faith makes clear to us in what way we should walk there.  This is the principle by which a Christian must move.  God has given him light as we go along, as it progresses, for the next step.  The priest is therefore for such; he is for those who are “partakers of the heavenly calling”, and this shows the humanity of Christ as something into which He has entered and where he has moved, so that He can support them in a similar path with every sympathy.  The path of faith gives man light from God so that we should be sustained in such a path of faith, the Lord Himself, the Son of God, has entered into manhood, become Man, He knows the circumstances that belong to man, so that in these circumstances He can move according to man in relation with God.  Having finished His course, He is able to give support and sympathy to those that are still in the way.  The experience of Christ’s priesthood is a matter of linking the hearts of the saints individually to Him; and so their path has value.  If it is taken up with God, it serves to deepen in us in attachment of heart to Christ.

In the first passage read, it is said: “Wherefore it became him in all things to be made like to his brethren, so that he should be a merciful and faithful high priest in things relating to God”.  It is necessary to understand that the priesthood concerns the things relating to God.  The priest is a necessity because we are called to engage, in this world, in the service of God, and to maintain it.  The service of God must never be demeaned.  In the old economy, God had shown that He desired that for His people each day, each sabbath, each month and at each feast.  But what He desired each day was not to fail.  It shows clearly that His service, in which He takes pleasure, must be maintained day after day, and that expected this from His people.  The service is carried on currently in the wilderness.  It will go on eternally in heaven, where there will be nothing of contrary conditions; but the glory of the present time is that the service of God can be maintained on the earth even in the presence of contrary conditions.  Even though saints may be surrounded by unhealthy conditions, the glory of the present time is that the service of God can be maintained by them in holiness, and in this context the priesthood of Christ is brought out.

The priesthood of Christ is not for us to deliver us from sorrows and affliction, but rather that, in temptation and affliction, we should not be overcome or rendered unable to continue the service of God.  That is to say that the saints must be sustained and preserved superior to all that surrounds them so that God should not lose what returns to Him but that what He desires should be rendered in holiness.  Thus, it is said that we are “holy brethren” and that is what we are dear brethren.  Alas, our conduct may often deny it, but as redeemed by the blood of Christ and having received the Holy Spirit, we are holy brethren.  We are constituted such, set apart by the death of Christ, by the Holy Spirit and preserved thus from all that displeases God.  We are holy brethren, constituted such.  “Holy brethren, partakers of the heavenly calling”.  We must therefore consider the Apostle and High Priest of our confession, Jesus.

The epistle to the Hebrews is full of references to “Jesus”.  The Lord is presented in the Hebrews not as such in an official light, although there are official positions, such as that of High Priest mentioned in this epistle; but He is constantly spoken of as Jesus, and this serves to attach our hearts to Him.  Jesus is the Name by which he is known by Christians, and it His personal Name, including the truth of His Person, for this Name means ‘Jehovah the Saviour’; but this Name also speaks of the Man who has won the affections of those who belong to Him.  Thus we have to consider the Apostle and High Priest of our confession, Jesus.  Firstly, it is said that He is “faithful to him that has constituted him”.  He is faithful to God, faithful in all God’s house, not as Moses who was made as a servant but as Son.  That is to say, on God’s part, Son over the house of God.  He is not a servant, He is Son over the house of God, with the holy and jealous affections for what belongs to God, which means that nothing unsuitable must come into God’s house.  Christ is over it for the pleasure of God, as Son.  Then, He ministers in the service of God, or in relation to the things of God, as Priest, and this presents what He is on our side, as Apostle He is come from God to us; as High Priest, He has gone on our behalf to God.  These two functions are united in Christ.  Typically, Moses was the apostle and Aaron the high priest.  But when we come to Christianity, the two services are fulfilled by Christ.

In chapters 2 and 4, it is said that he has been tempted: “In that he has himself suffered, being tempted, he is even able to succour them that are being tempted”.  In chapter 4, “we have not a high priest who is not able to sympathise with our infirmities, but tempted in all things in like manner, sin apart”.  That is what we have.  The gospels are given to us so as to impress us with the way in which Jesus has been qualified for His office as High Priest.  “It behoved him in all things to be made like to his brethren”.  In becoming Man, He did not assume in the world a position different from that of other men.  In His manhood condition, He did not escape vicissitudes and temptations.  He could have avoided all that if he had wanted, but “It behoved him in all things to be made like to his brethren”.  In becoming Man, He entered into the same circumstances, sin apart, as those who were of the seed of Abraham.  His circumstances could hardly excite the envy of others.  It is not a great thing to live in Nazareth, it is a small thing to be a carpenter.  Human ambition would find nothing great in such conditions.  The Lord as Man down here entered into the most humble circumstances among those who were the “partakers of the heavenly calling”: he passed through them on the principle of obedience to God.  He comported Himself in a way accessible to each of us.  When we read that He was tempted, we could think that it was extraordinary that the Creator, in His position as Man, was placed in circumstances such that His creature, the devil, could draw near to Him with devilish insinuations and suggestions.  And yet He did it.  Why?  Because the partakers of the heavenly calling could find themselves in conditions where they would be exposed to the temptation of the devil. 

The Lord was in the wilderness, tempted by the devil during forty days, and during this time he hungered and fasted. The devil exhausted every temptation, but we are told in detail of only three.  They are enough to show us how the Lord met the tempter who said, “If thou be Son of God, speak that this stone, that it may become bread”.  He knew that the Lord was hungry, and he presented to Him temptation in a calculated way, knowing that every other man would have succumbed.  But what came into evidence was that, in the Man Christ Jesus, God had brought in an incorruptible Man, and He met the temptation in a manner suited to any man or woman.  He replied, “It is written, Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word of God”.  He was dependent on the word of God and regulated his movements according to it.  Thus the devil was defeated.  The Lord had said, “It is written”, showing that He had the word of God in His heart.  This is important, dear brethren.  We are greatly exposed to the attacks of Satan, if we do not continually read and study the word of God, for it is from it, if it is in our heart and our spirit, that the Spirit of God will serve us when the occasion arises.  If we have never read Deuteronomy, for example, we will not have read the passages that the Lord cites in the gospels.  But they are there in Deuteronomy, hence the importance of reading all the Scriptures consistently and with perseverance; and if they are retained in our spirit, then the Spirit can help us to use them when occasion for it arises.  The Lord had the word of God in His heart.

Then Satan tempts Him the second time.  (I am referring to what is presented on this subject in Luke.)  Satan shows Him all the kingdoms of the earth in an instant and says to Him that he will give Him everything if falling down before him, He will render homage.  In acting thus, Satan knew that he would have had the victory over every other man.  But the Lord replied: “It is written, thou shalt do homage to the Lord thy God, and him alone shalt thou serve”.  Satan had said, If you bow down before me.  But the Lord replied to him thus, that is to say: I will not bow down before you, but before Jehovah my God.  Finally, when the devil suggested to Him that He should throw Himself down, he subtly quoted what is written: “He will give charge to his angels concerning for thee to keep thee; and on their hands shall they shall bear thee, lest in any wise thou strike thy foot against a stone”.  But the Lord replied: “Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God”.  This indicates to us, dear brethren, in what way the Lord met temptation.  He did not meet it as God exercising His divine power over a creature; but He met it on ground proper to man in relation to God; and thus He is qualified to exercise the priesthood as to those who are “partakers in the heavenly calling”.  Any of us can act on this ground.  The Lord indicates to us the way by which we will be preserved, and where He will support us with his sympathy and influence, reminding us that He Himself walked that path and that He knew what just it was to be tempted by Satan.  How He suffered in His spirit when evil was suggested to Him!  I ask myself if we realise how the Lord would have suffered in spirit in going through this evil world.  How all that must have been offensive to Him!  But He went through in all patience, guided only by the principles which should guide a man in relation with God. 

We read, “Having therefore a high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast the confession”.  He has passed through the heavens, He has gone into the immediate presence of God, and He is there on our behalf.  It is good for us to recognise that Jesus has passed through the heavens, that He is the Son of God, and that He has entered the immediate presence of God in all His acceptability as Son of God; and the place that Jesus fills in the presence of God marks the place that God has bestowed upon us.  Thus our service to God is not marked by distance but by nearness in the consciousness that the place that Jesus occupies He occupies as Forerunner for us.

In chapter 5, we have a touching scripture that speaks to us intensely of the sufferings of Christ and stresses the fact that to be Son is one of the qualities, one of the features of the Priest.  In the first chapter, He is presented as Apostle, the Apostle of our confession; and Psalm 2 is quoted in agreement with this chapter: “Thou art my Son, I have this day begotten thee” signifies that the Lord as Apostle is the one who comes from God to show what Christianity is, what God’s desire for us is, and that the principal feature of it is adoption.  This is seen in Christ: “Thou art my Son”.  This is the first feature of the Name that is given in the first chapter where He is presented as Apostle.  This signifies that for us the light of the Spirit of God is presented in Christ, and the first thought that comes to our attention is that of adoption: “Thou art my Son, I have this day begotten thee”.  But in this chapter, Psalm 2 is equally quoted as evidence that He is marked as Priest.  It is said: “Thus the Christ also has not glorified Himself to be made a high priest; but He who had said to him, Thou art my Son, this day I have begotten thee”.

Thus when God salutes Christ as Son, He designated Him as Him who would be in His presence as High Priest on behalf of those whom God had called and whom He represented.  This is most re-assuring, dear brethren.  There is nothing more blessed than to feel that He who represents us in the presence of God is there as Son in all the affection, the nearness and the liberty which that implies.  It is one of the features of the priesthood of Christ.  Then, so that He should be qualified, on account of all that we are called to pass through, it is said, “though he were Son”.  In spite of all that He is in His Person, though He were Son, He has “learned obedience from the things which he suffered”.  It has often been said, and it is good to repeat it, that the Lord did not learn to be obedient: He had no need to learn to be obedient.  We often have need to learn to be it, for our wills are insubject to God and we must learn obedience.  The Lord had no need to learn to be obedient, but He learned obedience by the things that He suffered.  Obedience was an entirely new principle for Him.

Obedience does not apply to God evidently, and when the Lord was “in the form of God”, obedience did not apply to Him.  But being become man, He entered into a condition to which obedience applied, and thus He has learned obedience.  It was a new experience for Him, one says it with all reverence.  Being become Man, He who was God, He entered into a condition to which new experiences applied, and the dominant principle of manhood in relation to God is obedience.  Thus the Lord entering into manhood learned obedience, and He learned it in having been full proved.  God ordained it thus, so that obedience should be proved in its entirety and its perfection in Jesus.  He learned obedience by the things that He suffered: “in the days of his flesh, having offered up both supplications and entreaties to him who was able to save him out of death, with strong crying and tears”.  Obedience required that He should go even to death, in all that it signified for Him.  But He prayed and made supplications to Him who could save Him out of death.  He went into death having confidence, knowing that God would not leave His soul in Sheol, but that He would show Him the path of life, Ps 16: 10, 11.  This chapter relates, I am sure, to Gethsemane.  I do not say that it is entirely limited to that, but it makes special allusion to Gethsemane.  Matthew, Mark and Luke speak to us about it so that we are subdued in our spirits when we see what was imposed upon the Lord Jesus in His path of obedience in which He had to walk.  The full will of God was in His heart and to accomplish it He had to face the cross and all that it signified for Him, in this place where He would be abandoned by God and endure the judgment of God, Himself being made sin.

I ask myself if we can truly realise what this meant, that He who knew not sin should be “made sin”.  Think how this would be terrible for Christ to be made sin, and think of what this meant when He was made sin so as to bear the judgment of God upon sin, unsparingly without mitigation.  Upon the cross, he says: “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”  He did not ask for any mitigation, and justified God, for He says, “And thou art holy, thou that dwellest amid the praises of Israel”.  Gethsemane was not actually the forsaking.  Gethsemane was not the judgment of God, but only the anticipation.  Satan put upon His spirit the weight of what the cross would be for Him in all its terribleness, so that, if possible, He could be turned aside.  We read that He prayed in Gethsemane: “My Father, if it be possible let this cup pass from; but not as I will, but as thou wilt”.  He had holy feelings as to this, what was involved, and the liberty to ask that if it was possible, it might be taken away from Him; but all was governed by this: not My will but Thine.  He prayed a second time saying, “My Father, if it cannot pass from me unless I drink it, thy will be done”.  His acceptance was complete, but He had the liberty to ask that if it was possible it should be taken away from Him.  However, as I have said, He was entirely led by this consideration: “not as I will, but as thou wilt”.  In Mark we read that He “fell upon the ground” and said, “Abba Father”, emphasising the depth of the feelings He had at that moment.  In Luke we learn that “His sweat became as great drops of blood, falling upon the ground” and that “an angel from heaven appeared strengthening him”.  These three facts are related to us to give us some impression of what it means when it is said “with strong crying and tears” which show how real the test was which the Lord had to face, showing how perfect and complete Christ’s obedience was.  He learned obedience by the things that He suffered.  But, dear brethren, if indeed in the path of the will of God we have to meet a very hard test, it will never be comparable to this.

If we have to meet a trial in the path of God’s will, we can see the efficacy of the priesthood of Christ.  He is full of sympathy for us.  He can say to us, I have been tested, I learned completely what is involved in the path of obedience, and putting my confidence in God, I have walked according to this principle, “Not as I will, but as thou wilt”.  Such is the principle on which he faced death.  God has responded to Him; He has raised Him from among the dead, and set Him in the highest position in glory.  It is from this position that the Lord speaks of all His holy trials which were found in the path of obedience: All my help is assured to you if only you continue in the path of obedience; you have all my support, all my sympathy; but if you get away from it, I will not be able to support you.  You can feel how real is the priesthood of Christ, dear brethren.  Thus it is said: “having been heard because of his piety, though he were Son, he has learned obedience from the things which he suffered; and having been perfected, became to all those who obey him, author of eternal salvation”.

You see the two thoughts.  He has learned obedience and now those who obey Him benefit from His priesthood.  We may benefit from His intercession but we will never have the gain of His priesthood if we are disobedient: having been perfected, He has become to all those who obey Him author of eternal salvation, being addressed by God High Priest according to the order of Melchisedec.  

Now I want to speak about Melchisedec. The Spirit of God looks back to the introduction of Melchisedec in Chapter 7.  He is a mysterious character.  He is spoken of in chapter 14 of Genesis. He is suddenly introduced in the incident where he meets Abraham returning from the defeat of the kings, and we do not hear of him again until Psalm 110, where David writes: “Jehovah has sworn, and will not repent, Thou art a priest for ever after the order of Melchisedec”.  Then there is no longer any mention of him until Hebrews.  It is only in Genesis 14, in Psalm 110 and in the epistle at the Hebrews that Melchisedec is mentioned.  Nevertheless, he is a very important character, because he draws our attention to the Son of God, in the glory of His Person, having no beginning of days or end of life, having the priesthood in accordance with God’s will, a priesthood which will never fail, because it is “according to the order of Melchisedec”, which represents Christ as Priest in the power of an indissoluble life.  This Melchisedec was priest of the Most High God; and as Abraham returned from the smiting of the kings, Melchisedec came before him with bread and wine, saying, “Blessed be Abram of the Most High God … and blessed be the Most High God”.  This typifies the Lord not as sustaining us in trial, but as belonging to a divine system, and then we must not allow ourselves to be distracted by anything on earth.  Melchisedec is presented as priest of the Most High God and he says, “Blessed be Abram of the Most High God, possessor of heaven and earth”; he made Abram understand that the Possessor of heaven and earth was to be served.  Melchisedec the priest was there before God, bringing Abram bread and wine.  I have some idea that this is a veiled allusion to the Supper, not that it would be a question of wine in relation to the Supper, but there is an allusion to the way in which the Lord would serve us, week after week, so as to maintain in our souls the feeling that we belong to a divine system, to fulfil divine service.  The Supper leads to this, being renewed week by week; it reminds us continually that we have part, thanks to God, in divine service is the most elevated form.  We know God in a greater and more blessed way than any other family.  And the Lord is able to sustain us in this sense so that we should not be distracted by anything of what is around us.

We would be able to think that Abram would have a motive to glorify himself.  He had made a long journey out of affection for his brother, and had won a great victory over the kings; he had recovered Lot and everything that belonged to him, and the danger was that Abram would glorify himself.  Perhaps we have served with a very special spiritual power?  It is just at that moment that we risk glorifying ourselves, and that we have need of help so that we do not succumb, for the danger would be that we allow to enter into our souls and our spirit some evil element of the world as pride or self-satisfaction.

Melchisedec comes and gives him bread and wine to remind him, Abram, that he is blessed by the Most High God, Possessor of heaven and earth.  And Melchisedec blesses the Most High God, so as to suggest to Abram that he has to engage in the service of God.  The more we engage ourselves in the service of God, dear brethren, not in form but in the liberty and truth that the Holy Spirit affords, the more we will be protected from pride or self-satisfaction; this will be if we truly come into the presence of God.  We might be able to engage in some form of service that is neither true not free.  The golden calf proves this.  The people made the golden calf and proclaimed a feast to Jehovah.  They all danced before the golden calf saying, “This is thy God, Israel, who has brought thee up out of the land of Egypt”.  Ostensibly, they were engaged in the service of Jehovah, however all that they had done was to cast the gold in a mould.  The thoughts they had of God were in this mould.  It was the same for their service.  Thus nothing was living.  How we must guard this!  The Spirit of God engages us in guarding it and He is our safeguard.  Thus, Melchisedec sustained Abram so that He could be maintained in the service of the blessed God.  It is said that he is “priest for ever”, and in chapter 7: 24: “on account of his continuing for ever, has the priesthood unchangeable.  Whence also he is able to save completely those who approach by him to God, always living to intercede for them”.  We need the experience of trial.  We have to know what it is to be tempted by the devil.  Let us not think that we will be overcome, for there is no reason for that.

In experiencing trial and temptation, we will have the priesthood of Christ constantly at our disposal.  Having always in mind that we are partakers of the heavenly calling, that we have been called to serve God in holy conditions of liberty that must not in any way be tarnished.

In the exercises connected with this service, we will always find the priesthood of Christ at our disposal.  He ever lives.  It is also said “he is able to save completely those who approach by him to God, always living to intercede for them”, and then, “such a high priest became us”.  This shows, I say it humbly, how great the saints are who are suited by such a High Priest, “holy, harmless, undefiled, separated from sinners, and become higher than the heavens”.  Then we read that “the law constitutes men high priests, having infirmity; but the word of the swearing of the oath which is after the law, a Son perfected for ever”, chap 7: 28.  God has judged and having judged He will not repent of it: “Thou art a priest for ever according to the order of Melchisedec”.  This on account of what Christ is in His own Person, His priesthood abides continually to help the saints in the service of God. We can understand the writer of this epistle when he says: “Now a summary of the things of which we are speaking is, We have such a one high priest who has sat down on the right hand of the throne of the greatness in the heavens; minister of the holy places and of the true tabernacle, which the Lord has pitched, and not man”. We have him as a great Priest; but He is minister of the holy places and the true tabernacle that the Lord has pitched.  He is engaged with the service of God, He is minister of the sanctuary.  He is in charge of all the. service, and we have Him, so that He may support us throughout the service, despite what could distract us from it down here.

May the Lord help us, dear brethren, to apprehend more and more the priesthood of Christ, and let us appropriate it! What glory!  There is the glory of His Person, as the Son of God, on the one hand, occupying this position in the presence of God for us, continuously; and then there is the moral glory, and the great attraction of the way in which He made himself capable of being a merciful and faithful High Priest, full of sympathy, indeed the way He suffered, being tempted, having “learned obedience from the things he suffered”.
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Scripture references

Hebrews 2:16-18 (JND) [16] For he does not indeed take hold of angels [by the hand], but he takes hold of the seed of Abraham. [17] Wherefore it behoved him in all things to be made like to [his] brethren, that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in things relating to God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people; [18] for, in that himself has suffered, being tempted, he is able to help those that are being tempted.

Hebrews 3:1-2 (JND) [1] Wherefore, holy brethren, partakers of [the] heavenly calling, consider the Apostle and High Priest of our confession, Jesus, [2] who is faithful to him that has constituted him, as Moses also in all his house.

Hebrews 4:14-16 (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. [15] For we have not a high priest not able to sympathise with our infirmities, but tempted in all things in like manner, sin apart. [16] Let us approach therefore with boldness to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy, and find grace for seasonable help.

Hebrews 5:4-10 (JND) [4] And no one takes the honour to himself but [as] called by God, even as Aaron also. [5] Thus the Christ also has not glorified himself to be made a high priest; but he who had said to him, *Thou* art my Son, *I* have to-day begotten thee. [6] Even as also in another [place] he says, *Thou* [art] a priest for ever according to the order of Melchisedec. [7] Who in the days of his flesh, having offered up both supplications and entreaties to him who was able to save him out of death, with strong crying and tears; (and having been heard because of his piety;) [8] though he were Son, he learned obedience from the things which he suffered; [9] and having been perfected, became to all them that obey him, author of eternal salvation; [10] addressed by God [as] high priest according to the order of Melchisedec.

Hebrews 7:1-28 (JND) [1] For this Melchisedec, King of Salem, priest of the most high God, who met Abraham returning from smiting the kings, and blessed him; [2] to whom Abraham gave also the tenth portion of all; first being interpreted King of righteousness, and then also King of Salem, which is King of peace; [3] without father, without mother, without genealogy; having neither beginning of days nor end of life, but assimilated to the Son of God, abides a priest continually. [4] Now consider how great this [personage] was, to whom [even] the patriarch Abraham gave a tenth out of the spoils. [5] And they indeed from among the sons of Levi, who receive the priesthood, have commandment to take tithes from the people according to the law, that is from their brethren, though these are come out of the loins of Abraham: [6] but he who has no genealogy from them has tithed Abraham, and blessed him who had the promises. [7] But beyond all gainsaying, the inferior is blessed by the better. [8] And here dying men receive tithes; but there [one] of whom the witness is that he lives; [9] and, so to speak, through Abraham, Levi also, who received tithes, has been made to pay tithes. [10] For he was yet in the loins of his father when Melchisedec met him. [11] If indeed then perfection were by the Levitical priesthood, for the people had their law given to them in connexion with *it*, what need [was there] still that a different priest should arise according to the order of Melchisedec, and not be named after the order of Aaron? [12] For, the priesthood being changed, there takes place of necessity a change of law also. …

Hebrews 8:1-2 (JND) [1] Now a summary of the things of which we are speaking [is], We have such a one high priest who has sat down on [the] right hand of the throne of the greatness in the heavens; [2] minister of the holy places and of the true tabernacle, which the Lord has pitched, [and] not man.

Psalms 2 (JND) [1] Why are the nations in tumultuous agitation, and [why] do the peoples meditate a vain thing? [2] The kings of the earth set themselves, and the princes plot together, against Jehovah and against his anointed: [3] Let us break their bonds asunder, and cast away their cords from us! …

Psalms 2 (JND) [1] Why are the nations in tumultuous agitation, and [why] do the peoples meditate a vain thing? [2] The kings of the earth set themselves, and the princes plot together, against Jehovah and against his anointed: [3] Let us break their bonds asunder, and cast away their cords from us! …

Psalms 16:10-11 (JND) [10] For thou wilt not leave my soul to Sheol, neither wilt thou allow thy Holy One to see corruption. [11] Thou wilt make known to me the path of life: thy countenance is fulness of joy; at thy right hand are pleasures for evermore.

Psalms 110 (JND) [1] {Psalm of David.} Jehovah said unto my Lord, Sit at my right hand, until I put thine enemies [as] footstool of thy feet. [2] Jehovah shall send the sceptre of thy might out of Zion: rule in the midst of thine enemies. [3] Thy people shall be willing in the day of thy power, in holy splendour: from the womb of the morning [shall come] to thee the dew of thy youth. …

Genesis 14 (JND) [1] And it came to pass in the days of Amraphel the king of Shinar, Arioch the king of El-lasar, Chedorlaomer the king of Elam, and Tidal the king of nations, [2] [that] they made war with Bera the king of Sodom, and with Birsha the king of Gomorrah, Shinab the king of Admah, and Shemeber the king of Zeboim, and the king of Bela, which is Zoar. [3] All these were joined in the vale of Siddim, which is the salt sea. …

Genesis 14 (JND) [1] And it came to pass in the days of Amraphel the king of Shinar, Arioch the king of El-lasar, Chedorlaomer the king of Elam, and Tidal the king of nations, [2] [that] they made war with Bera the king of Sodom, and with Birsha the king of Gomorrah, Shinab the king of Admah, and Shemeber the king of Zeboim, and the king of Bela, which is Zoar. [3] All these were joined in the vale of Siddim, which is the salt sea. …

Psalms 110 (JND) [1] {Psalm of David.} Jehovah said unto my Lord, Sit at my right hand, until I put thine enemies [as] footstool of thy feet. [2] Jehovah shall send the sceptre of thy might out of Zion: rule in the midst of thine enemies. [3] Thy people shall be willing in the day of thy power, in holy splendour: from the womb of the morning [shall come] to thee the dew of thy youth. …



THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD


Psalms 139: 1-7, 23, 24

Exodus 16: 13-15; 17: 5, 6

Deuteronomy 8: 7-10

I am impressed with the thought that God intends that we should be brought to the full knowledge of Himself.  He not only wants to bring us to Himself, as He said to His people, “Ye have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I have borne you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself”, but He wants us to know Him.  There can be nothing greater than the knowledge of God.  The knowledge of God is sufficient to satisfy us throughout eternity.  There must be a fulness in God which is inexhaustible, and therefore it is a stimulating thought to us that God desires that we should be brought to know Him fully, as fully as the Holy Spirit, who is God, can bring the creature to.  That there must be a certain limitation attaching to the creature is evident, but at the same time the knowledge that is possible to the creature as indwelt and taught by the Spirit of God must be very great indeed.  We are beginning, I think, to come to some sense of that in our actual experience in the exercises of the present time, that is, if, as I trust we are, we are exercised by what we may rightly call the present truth.  The truth, of course, is always the truth, but there are certain features of it from time to time that God sees fit specially to emphasise, and the Spirit of God uses the expression in Peter’s second epistle, “the present truth”, to emphasise the importance of paying particular heed to what the Spirit of God is giving special currency to, at any particular moment.

One distinctive feature of the present truth is the place the Holy Spirit of God is to have in our knowledge, in our personal relations, in our communion, and one thing that has to be faced by each one of us, if we are to develop in the knowledge of the Holy Spirit, is that by reason of the fact that He is God, and that He has taken up His abode in us, His presence will necessarily have a searching effect.  We must be prepared for that; it is a great thing not to evade it, because His searching is intended to deliver us from all that is unsuitable to God and to confirm us in all that is according to God.  It is unmixed blessing that is in mind.  Even David, although he lived in a day in which the Holy Spirit was not indwelling as He is today, knew, as this Psalm shows, and as Psalm 51 also shows, the searching character of the presence of God.  Indeed, in verse 7 of this Psalm he refers to God’s Spirit.  He says, “Whither shall I go from thy Spirit?”  His first reaction to the searching that he was passed through at the time when he wrote this Psalm was that he would fain get away from it if possible.  That, I suppose, is a natural reaction with every one of us at the start, but God will encourage us not to adopt such an attitude of mind.

David says, “Jehovah, thou hast searched me and known me.  Thou knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising”.  What detail he is going into!  How he is conscious of the presence of God!  If he sat down, God was taking account of his sitting down, and knowing whether he was sitting down with selfindulgence and self-will in mind, and what his motive was in sitting down.  When he got up he realised that God was taking account of his getting up.  You may say, All this is going to put us into bondage, but it is not, it is to impress upon us that the presence of God is a reality, and that He sees everything.  One has thought sometimes of Zacchæus, who sought to take a short cut because he was small in stature.  Desiring to arrive at the knowledge of Jesus, who He is, he sought to take a short cut, but we cannot get past the effects of our shortness of stature in divine things by short cuts.  The only way to overcome shortness of stature in divine things is to grow; that is a gradual process, and it really results from having Christ before us.  So the Lord knew that Zacchæus was genuine in his desires and He said, “Make haste and come down, for to-day I must abide at thy house”.  To Zacchæus’ credit he came down and received Him gladly into his house.  No doubt it meant a good deal of adjustment to Zacchæus as he had the Lord with him in his house, but on the other hand what a standard he had constantly before his eyes as he saw in great things and small things what the Lord did, and how He did things and how He spoke.  He had perfection before his eyes, and without his being aware of it his shortness of stature would gradually disappear.  Zacchæus would be gradually growing, without being occupied with his growth, because he had the standard of manhood according to God before his eyes in the Person of Jesus.

Here it is not a question of the Lord coming into our house, but it is a question of the Spirit coming into our body, and dwelling there.  How affecting that is, dear brethren!  Some of us are beginning to get older now, and some are becoming very frail, and perhaps losing their faculties, but there is one thing we can rely upon, and that is that the Holy Spirit never deserts us.  That is a most touching thing for every individual brother and sister to take account of; whatever he may come to, the Spirit of God will remain with us right through to the end.

That being so, we may well accept the exercise that His presence involves, and so, if on the one hand David said, “Whither shall I go from thy Spirit? and whither flee from thy presence?”.  At the end of the Psalm he welcomes God’s presence and His searching.  He says., “Search me, O God, and know my heart; prove me, and know my thoughts”.  Anyone who has had anything to do with God knows that the heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked.  It cannot be trusted, but God can be trusted.  Therefore we learn to pray, “Search me, O God, and know my heart ... and see if there be any grievous way in me and lead me in the way everlasting”. What is “the way everlasting”?  It is a way in which we have Christ before us.  If it is the wilderness path, it will be Christ as the manna; but we are not always in the wilderness, and then it is a question of following Christ where He is.  It leads us out of the natural sphere and into spiritual things.  It leads us also to the assembly, where Christ’s interests are concentrated at the present time.  Leading “in the way everlasting” is the way that the Spirit of God will lead anyone who is prepared to submit to His searching.

God intends in all these things that we should arrive at a knowledge of Himself; for there can be nothing greater morally than that the creature should know God.  So I refer to the two passages in Exodus which deal typically with the earlier experiences of a believer.  God’s people had just been brought out of Egypt, and one assumes that we have all been brought out of Egypt.  At any rate positionally that is where we are.  By the grace of God we have been brought out of Egypt.  Egypt is not a type of the world in its grossest features; that is Sodom.  It is not a type of the world as marked by man’s glory in the things of God; that is Babylon.  It is a type of the world as characteristically marked by independence of God.  That is the subtle character of the world.  In its detail it may take on different features, catering for every taste of man the most refined tastes are catered for, and the most depraved tastes are catered for.  The world is a vast organised system, under the control of the devil, which caters for every taste of man.  But the underlying principle of the world, as typified in Egypt, is independence of God.  One of the Pharaohs says, “My river is mine own, and I made it for myself”, as though to say, ‘I am entirely independent of God I made my river and I am going to hold it to myself’. That is the character of the world; it is characteristically independent of God, and it intends to find its life independently of God; indeed even in features that in themselves could be regarded as commendable the same principle appears.  The whole underlying principle of the world is independence of God.  Now God’s thought is to bring His people out of that and deliver them completely from it, and therefore He brought them out into the wilderness in order that they should be entirely without resource in themselves, so that they should find their resources in God.  Flesh does not like that; it resents it, but then it is intended to do us good; it is said, “who fed thee in the wilderness with manna ... that he might humble thee ... to do thee good at thy latter end”.  The manna is not only food for the wilderness, but there is something of permanent value resulting to our souls through the experience of feeding on manna, and that is that we have acquired knowledge of God.  So, as they are brought into the wilderness and they hunger, the question is how their hunger is to be met.  It is said in verse 6, “Moses and Aaron said to all the children of Israel, In the evening, then shall ye know that Jehovah has brought you out from the land of Egypt and in the morning, then shall ye see the glory of Jehovah”.  In the evening they would see that God had brought them out of Egypt He would give them a display of that same power by which He had brought them out of Egypt.  And so He brought up quails and covered the camp, as though to say there is no limit to His power.  He could easily exercise His power and bring forth any amount of resource, at any moment, but that is not His way.  He would just give them that exhibition of His power, so that they might be in no doubt as to it, but He says, That is not my way.  He says, “In the morning ye shall see the glory of Jehovah”; that is something better.  The glory of Jehovah known in the soul is real substance, and so in the morning you can understand how they would be saying to themselves, What are we going to see?  And it says, “in the morning the dew lay round the camp.  And when the dew that lay round it was gone up, behold, on the face of the wilderness there was something fine, granular, fine as hoar frost on the ground”. How different God’s thoughts are from ours!  Who would have thought that the glory of Jehovah would take that form for the moment!  It meant typically that God Himself was going to enter into the smallness of human circumstances, the very same circumstances through which we have to pass according to God’s will; God Himself in the Person of Jesus was going to enter into those circumstances in order to fill them out in a way that was according to God, so that He might thus become the food of His people in similar circumstances.  Who would have thought that we had a God like that—a God who was prepared to come in in such outward smallness!  Think of God humbling Himself into circumstances of that sort, because He knew that some of His people would be carpenters, and others of His people would work in similar employment and have similar circumstances and exercises to test them.  And so, in order that they might have a standard before them and a satisfying portion for their hearts, God says, I will come into those circumstances, and He did in the Person of Jesus.  What glory it is!  This is the God that we are to know; our wilderness path is intended to result in our acquiring knowledge of God.  We often tend to become restive or discontented in circumstances that arise, but there was never any restiveness or discontent with Jesus.  The language of Jesus was, “The lines are fallen unto me in pleasant places, yea, I have a goodly heritage”, that was the way in which the Lord took up the pathway that the will of God had appointed Him.  There were certain persons in relation to whom He was set, by God’s ordering; they had the position of being parents to Him, and they did not always understand Him, as we may read in Luke 2.  All that is intended to be food for our souls, and those conditions that God appointed to Him in obscurity continued for thirty years.  At the age of twelve He said to His parents, “did ye not know that I ought to be occupied in my Father’s business?” but, for eighteen years after giving expression to that, He went on contentedly, patiently, in the humble and lowly and unseen circumstances which the will of God had appointed for Him.  Why?  In order that His people should be formed according to Him on the one hand, formed in manhood that is delightful to God, but in the process of being thus formed should also acquire a knowledge of God.  Every saint who goes through life here in any way according to God really goes through it as feeding on Christ.  We can well understand that God said that an omer was to be laid up before Him, before the testimony, and in Hebrews 9 we are told that in the ark of the covenant was the golden pot that had the manna.  Nowhere else are we told it was a golden pot, but, when the writer of the epistle writes that section, everything is glorious before his eyes—a golden censer, the ark of the covenant overlaid with gold, and the golden pot that had the manna, as though he is filled with the thought of glory.  This was what they saw; the glory of the Lord.  It was most unexpected, and they said, ‘What is it?’ That is what the word ‘manna’ means—‘What is it?’ They did not know what it was, and Moses said to them, “This is the bread which Jehovah has given you to eat”.  We may well contemplate it, dear brethren.  It is not only perfection in manhood, in wilderness circumstances, but it is also an expression of the wondrous grace of our God, that God Himself entered into those circumstances, in order, in the Person of Jesus, to become the food of His people.

In chapter 17 it is another test; it is a question of thirst.  There was no water for them, no apparent resource; it was a desert land.  God says to Moses, “Go on before the people and take with thee of the elders of Israel, and thy staff with which thou didst smite the river”, not there the Red Sea, but the river, the resource of Egypt.  Moses had smitten it, showing God’s disapproval of it.  That is to be before our minds, how utterly God refuses every idea and principle of independence of Himself; His jealous love abhors the idea.  He wants to deliver us from it. So Moses was to take his staff with which he had smitten the river and go, “Behold, I will stand before thee there upon the rock on Horeb, and thou shalt strike the rock and there shall come water out of it, that the people may drink”.  Now it is not Christ, it is the Spirit; the first provision is Christ, the second provision is the Spirit.  In either case it is God Himself coming in to meet the need of His people, first in Christ, then in the Spirit.  Jehovah said to Moses, “I will stand before thee there upon the rock on Horeb”.  He was to smite the rock with Jehovah standing on it.  Jehovah and the rock really become identified, and indeed in many scriptures God is spoken of as the Rock it means that He is One who can be absolutely depended upon, we can build on the knowledge of God, and so He is the Rock.  Think of Christ being smitten in order that we might receive water.  It is intended to teach us to value the Spirit.  The Spirit of God has been given to us as the result and at the cost of the smiting of Jesus.  He could never have been given to us if the Lord Jesus had not borne the judgment due to us; God would never give the Spirit to anyone with his sins upon him.  He gives the Spirit to those who put their trust in Christ, in the One who has borne the judgment therefore the Spirit cannot be given except on the basis of the judgment being first borne on our behalf by the Lord Jesus, God Himself in the Person of Christ having entered into the situation in order that we might receive this priceless gift which is ours for eternity.  He is the source of all satisfaction, the Holy Spirit of God, but do we value Him?

It is very striking that the devil did not contest the position when the manna was given; there is no suggestion of any enemy challenging the position then, but, as soon as the Spirit typically is given, Amalek comes up.  Satan is going to contest the position now, because he knows that, if the Spirit is really appreciated by the saints, they will find satisfaction entirely outside of this world, and they will find power to go through the world according to God, and power to go out of the world and move into God’s world.  Satan knows well enough that all that is involved in our really coming to the appreciation of the Spirit of God, and therefore as soon as the water was given Amalek come the position is contested immediately.  I believe Satan is sufficiently intelligent to know that, if only the Spirit of God gets His full place among the saints, his power is gone, and therefore he will contest it vehemently.  But then the contest is to be taken up.  “Choose us men”, Moses says to this young man Joshua.  He is not telling him to wait until he is a little older; he is a young man and he is to take up the contest at once.  “Choose us men”, he says, “and go out, fight with Amalek; to-morrow I will stand on the top of the hill with the staff of God in my hand”.  We know the position, Joshua fighting Amalek down below, Moses on the top of the hill with the staff of God in his hand, and Aaron and Hur supporting Moses, Moses sitting on a stone and Aaron and Hur supporting his hands.  The conflict with the flesh and Satan behind the flesh is very real, but then there is a great system of support.  The first element in it is Moses with the staff of God in his hand; he represents the authority of God, the authority of the Lord.  If the authority of the Lord is weakened in our souls, then things go wrong; that is the meaning, I believe, of Moses’ hands beginning to droop.  It is not that there is any weakness in Christ, but there may be weakness on our side, in the authority of the Lord becoming weakened in our souls.  If that is so the enemy gets the upper hand, but in order that that might not be so, we have this great system of intercession represented in Aaron—Christ on high interceding on our behalf, and it may be the spiritual among the saints interceding on our behalf too, and the element of purity that Hur represents.  So that the hands of Moses were steady.  But this second great provision is again God Himself entering into the matter, God in the Person of the Spirit of God, the Holy Spirit, to become the power and satisfaction of His saints.

As we take up these exercises, learning to appreciate the manna, learning to appreciate the Spirit, valuing the Spirit because of the cost at which He has been given to us, there will result permanent substance in our souls in the knowledge of God after the exercises that have given rise to it have ceased for ever.  When the wilderness is gone for ever, when Satan is cast into the lake of fire for ever, the substance that we have acquired in our souls in the time of testing and of conflict will remain the blessed knowledge of God will remain as a result of the exercises by means of which we have acquired it.

The passage in Deuteronomy shows that, while the wilderness has its great value as the place of education and formation, it is not God’s final thought; the land is God’s final thought for us.  The land is our entrance now in the Spirit’s power into things that are heavenly and eternal and spiritual.  The wilderness is a necessary part of God’s ways with us, but the land is what He has in His heart.  Scripture speaks of the things that God has prepared for them that love Him.  Christ is the Centre of them and we, as of the assembly, are in the very centre of things, as united to Christ and loved by Him.  I love to carry in my mind the well-known words of the Lord Jesus, “I am coming again and shall receive you to myself, that where I am ye also may be”.  It brings home to one’s heart, as I am sure it does to the hearts of the brethren, how absolutely we are bound up with Christ.  That is how He regards us, and therefore, if we take account of Christ as the Centre of God’s thoughts, and the Centre of God’s world, we can say that that is where we belong.  All these things that are Christ’s belong to us too, as the apostle writing to the Corinthians says, “All things are yours, whether Paul, or Apollos, or Cephas, or the world, or life, or death, or things present or things coming, all are yours and ye are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s”.  What a wonderful system of glory and blessing we are bound up with, as united to Christ and loved by Him!  So Moses says, “Jehovah thy God bringeth thee into a good land, a land of waterbrooks, of springs and of deep waters, that gush forth in the valleys and hills”.  It is very descriptive language, typical of course, but intended to convey something of the richness and variety of the things that are ours, that are to be known in the Spirit now, and that will be our portion eternally.  It speaks of the Spirit-the waterbrooks, the springs, the deep waters—there is depth in things as well as wonderful volume and power and freshness and then it speaks of Christ—a land of wheat and barley—and then it speaks of the saints—vines and fig trees and pomegranates, all suggestive of the wealth that God has for His people in the Spirit, in Christ, and in the saints.

The saints are indispensable to God and indispensable to us.  We are to be caught up together.  God has raised us up together and made us sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus, and we shall be caught up together in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air.  Hence the importance of being together now.  The land involves our being together it involves fig trees and pomegranates, pomegranates particularly suggesting the thought of being together, and all this the Spirit of God brings out through Moses in order to incite the people to embrace the idea that God has great things before them.  “A land wherein thou shalt eat bread without scarceness, where thou shalt lack nothing”, and then he said, “And thou shalt eat and be filled and shalt bless Jehovah thy God, for the good land which he hath given thee”.  That is the great end, not that we should eat and be filled away from God, not that we should be built up in independence of God, but that we should bless Jehovah our God.  That is the great thing, that in all that we are given to enjoy, whether in the way of what Christ and the Spirit are to us in wilderness exercises, or whether it is in the wonderful variety that we enter into in the way of spiritual enjoyment and blessing in the power of the Spirit, the great end to be reached is that we are to bless Jehovah our God.  For us it is more than Jehovah; Jehovah was His name of relationship with His people of old, the name that we know is the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  And the more we enjoy what God is as He is made known to us, the more it will result in that blessed Name being abundantly blessed by us.
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Scripture references

Psalms 139:1-24 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David.} Jehovah, thou hast searched me, and known [me]. [2] *Thou* knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising, thou understandest my thought afar off; [3] Thou searchest out my path and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways; [4] For there is not yet a word on my tongue, [but] lo, O Jehovah, thou knowest it altogether. [5] Thou hast beset me behind and before, and laid thy hand upon me. [6] O knowledge too wonderful for me! it is high, I cannot [attain] unto it. [7] Whither shall I go from thy Spirit? and whither flee from thy presence? [8] If I ascend up into the heavens thou art there; or if I make my bed in Sheol, behold, thou [art there]; [9] [If] I take the wings of the dawn [and] dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, [10] Even there shall thy hand lead me, and thy right hand shall hold me. [11] And if I say, Surely darkness shall cover me, and the light about me be night; [12] Even darkness hideth not from thee, and the night shineth as the day: the darkness is as the light. …

Exodus 16:13-15 (JND) [13] And it came to pass in the evening, that quails came up, and covered the camp; and in the morning the dew lay round the camp. [14] And when the dew that lay [round it] was gone up, behold, on the face of the wilderness there was [something] fine, granular, fine as hoar-frost, on the ground. [15] And the children of Israel saw [it], and said one to another, What is it? for they did not know what it was. And Moses said to them, This is the bread which Jehovah has given you to eat.

Exodus 17:5-6 (JND) [5] And Jehovah said to Moses, Go on before the people, and take with thee of the elders of Israel, and thy staff with which thou didst smite the river, take in thy hand, and go. [6] Behold, I will stand before thee there upon the rock on Horeb; and thou shalt strike the rock, and there shall come water out of it, that the people may drink. And Moses did so before the eyes of the elders of Israel.

Exodus 17:5-6 (JND) [5] And Jehovah said to Moses, Go on before the people, and take with thee of the elders of Israel, and thy staff with which thou didst smite the river, take in thy hand, and go. [6] Behold, I will stand before thee there upon the rock on Horeb; and thou shalt strike the rock, and there shall come water out of it, that the people may drink. And Moses did so before the eyes of the elders of Israel.

Exodus 17:5-6 (JND) [5] And Jehovah said to Moses, Go on before the people, and take with thee of the elders of Israel, and thy staff with which thou didst smite the river, take in thy hand, and go. [6] Behold, I will stand before thee there upon the rock on Horeb; and thou shalt strike the rock, and there shall come water out of it, that the people may drink. And Moses did so before the eyes of the elders of Israel.

Deuteronomy 8:7-10 (JND) [7] For Jehovah thy God bringeth thee into a good land, a land of water-brooks, of springs, and of deep waters, that gush forth in the valleys and hills; [8] a land of wheat, and barley, and vines, and fig-trees, and pomegranates; a land of olive-trees and honey; [9] a land wherein thou shalt eat bread without scarceness, where thou shalt lack nothing; a land whose stones are iron, and out of whose mountains thou wilt dig copper. [10] And thou shalt eat and be filled, and shalt bless Jehovah thy God for the good land which he hath given thee.

Psalms 51 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David; when Nathan the prophet came to him, after he had gone in to Bath-sheba.} Be gracious unto me, O God, according to thy loving-kindness; according to the abundance of thy tender mercies, blot out my transgressions. [2] Wash me fully from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. [3] For I acknowledge my transgressions, and my sin is continually before me. …

Luke 2 (JND) [1] But it came to pass in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus, that a census should be made of all the habitable world. [2] The census itself first took place when Cyrenius had the government of Syria. [3] And all went to be inscribed in the census roll, each to his own city: …

Luke 2 (JND) [1] But it came to pass in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus, that a census should be made of all the habitable world. [2] The census itself first took place when Cyrenius had the government of Syria. [3] And all went to be inscribed in the census roll, each to his own city: …

Hebrews 9 (JND) [1] The first therefore also indeed had ordinances of service, and the sanctuary, a worldly one. [2] For a tabernacle was set up; the first, in which [were] both the candlestick and the table and the exposition of the loaves, which is called Holy; [3] but after the second veil a tabernacle which is called Holy of holies, …



I COME QUICKLY


Revelation 3: 11; 16: 15; 22: 7, 12, 20

Philadelphia represents what has particularly attraction to the heart of Christ, that is to say, real features of the assembly and real assembly affection; that is what He loves.  He says, “I have set before thee an opened door, which no one can shut, for thou hast a little power and hast kept my word, and hast not denied my name”, Rev 3: 8.  There is a little power there, not weakness, but power, although “little”.  It seems to me important to note that there is not weakness there.  As with Sardis, “Thou hast a name that thou livest, but art dead … strengthen the things that remain, which are about to die”, Rev 3: 1, 2.  That is weakness.  Philadelphia is marked by power, although it was “little”.  It is this that the Lord takes account of.  For this power rests in the recognition of the Spirit of God, a distinct feature of the present history of the assembly, dating from the beginning of the last century but perhaps especially in evidence in the present time, to know that the Spirit of God is recovering more and more the place that belongs to Him.  The secret of power is found in this; the Lord takes account of it as a feature very pleasing to Him.

He remarks on another feature, and He says: “Thou hast kept my word”.  He speaks of this before saying that Philadelphia had not denied His Name.  Not to deny His Name is negative, which being something essential; but what particularly pleases the Lord is that we keep His Name.  That is what characterised Philadelphia, whatever the Lord has to say, Philadelphia takes account of it and keeps it, and acts.  Nothing gives the Lord pleasure like keeping His word.  We often speak of Mary the mother of Jesus, who kept these things in her heart; and also Mary of Bethany who sat at the feet of Jesus and listened to His word.  Such conditions give pleasure to the Lord; they exist in Philadelphia in all their attractiveness.  In chapter 14 of John, the Lord says that these are the conditions pleasing to God, to the Father, to the Son and to the Holy Spirit.  In this chapter, the Lord speaks of the Spirit as coming to take up His abode in us, so that in keeping the word of Christ, we furnish dwelling conditions for the Deity, conditions for tabernacling to use Mr Taylor’s expression; and the Lord would desire that these conditions should always develop among us. 

Then the Lord says “I come quickly”.   The time for completion has arrived.  The works of Sardis have not been found complete, but God works now so that we can arrive at what is completed.  This is what the Lord is particularly concerned with, and He says, “I come quickly: hold fast what thou hast”.  So that it is precious to have a little power, recognising the Spirit and the living word of Christ, that is to say, all that He may have to say to us at any time! Nothing can be more precious than these two things, and the Lord says, “hold fast what thou hast”.  It seems to me that there is a state of reciprocity and understanding between Philadelphia and Christ. “Hold fast what thou hast, that no one take thy crown”.

The promise made to Philadelphia is remarkable.  There is a striking correspondence between the features of the truth that have been emphasised in recent years and the promise made to the overcomer in Philadelphia; this shows that what occupies the Spirit now is what belongs to the assembly, and what is represented in Philadelphia should be effectively produced in a substantial way.  Therefore the promise given to the overcomer that he will be a pillar, what is substantial, which can be seen.  Certain things will then be written upon him and it will be possible to see that it is so.  The Lord expects that the present ministry should have substantial results.  It is a question of the Name of His God, and of all that is related to it has, by grace, more and more interest to us.  It is a matter of the name of Christ’s God and that Name must be seen in people.

Then there is the name of the city of Christ’s God, with the administration to which the Lord is calling our attention in these last days, so that it accords with the administration which will soon come out from God.  Administration in the assembly should be worthy of God, and it should represent God.  Then, the Lord says, “my new name”.  We could well enquire about His new Name.  The Lord would desire that we occupy ourselves substantially with the truth until He comes.  It is in this light that He says, “I come quickly, hold fast what thou hast, that no one take thy crown”.   I believe that the crown is that we should find ourselves marked by the features He expects to see in us when the Lord comes.  All that he really cherishes in the assembly of this sort is what must be found; this must be Philadelphia’s crown.

In chapter 16, the case is wholly different.  The Lord does not say, “I come quickly”, but “I come as a thief”.  While Revelation presents things which will happen after the assembly has gone, the object of this book is that the assembly should be affected by the light given.  It is important to keep that in mind.  This book when we read it should produce an effect on us all, and in chapter 22, the Lord says, “I Jesus have sent mine angel to testify these things to the assemblies”, v 16.  It is a book given to the assemblies, not exactly in the assembly but “the assemblies”, considered with their responsibilities with what marks them, with what is developing there.  And the whole book is given in view of present results in local assemblies.  Thus verse 15 that we have read in this chapter is like a remarkable parenthesis.  It shows us that He is coming in a day when under the influence of Satan all the kings of the whole habitable world assemble themselves.  John saw “out of the mouth of the dragon, and out of the mouth of the beast, and out of the mouth of the false prophet, three unclean spirits, as frogs”, and they come “to the kings of the whole habitable world to gather them together to the war of that great day of God the Almighty”, v 13, 14.  It is the climax of combinations, of which are the order of the day in all spheres of life.  In chapter 20, these kings and their armies are seen to assemble to wage war with Him that sits on the horse and His army.  All the combinations of men are actually directed against God.  This may not seem obvious. There are combinations of workers in trade unions, combinations of employers in federations.  On the one hand, from a human point of view, they can seem necessary, but their aim is to exclude God from the life of men.  Their purpose is the destruction of practical piety and trust in God, with men placing their trust in man.  It is important to realise that all these combinations among the men will turn into open war against God. They may not yet be in this form, but the principle exists there in order to drive God from the place He occupies in the soul of His people.  Having this highlighted, we have this remarkable intervention on the Lord's part.  “I come as a thief”.  He does not come as a thief for those who love and wait for him.  For them, He is coming soon.  But “I come as a thief” is a word to those who do not expect Him.  The Lord addresses the assemblies and uses this as this figure, “as a thief”, unexpected, undesired.  The Lord would desire that we have a judgment as to the true character of all these human combinations.  So He says, “Blessed is he who watches and keeps his garments, so that he is not found naked and that he should not be put to shame”. It would be a disgrace to someone who loves Christ to be identified in some way with the combinations of men; because of Satan's goal of destroying practical piety and trust in God, and substituting what is man.

In the last chapter of Revelation, the Lord says three times: “I come quickly”.  The first time, he adds to this: “Blessed he who keeps the words of the prophecy of this book”.  It must all help us to be practically consecrated to Him, waiting in the hope and desire for His return.  Then a second time, he says, “I come quickly”, and adds “and my reward with me, to render to each as his works shall be”.   This does not mean that the reward is the greatest and most precious objective for the saints, but it has its place: “my reward with me”, to keep in a practical way the words of the prophecy of this book takes a lot of exercise, it may even involve suffering; but what matters is to continue with perseverance, being regulated by the truth.   It is said: “Let him that does unrighteously do unrighteously still; and let the filthy make himself filthy still; and let him that is righteous practise righteousness still; and he that is holy, let him be sanctified still”, v 11. It is as if the Lord would say to us: Do not give up the position, as the end is very close; if you have maintained separation so far, keep it until the end, No one will lose the reward to which he is entitled, as it is said elsewhere: “do not judge anything before time, until the Lord shall come, who shall also bring to light the hidden things of darkness, and shall make manifest the counsels of hearts; and then shall each have his praise from God."

Finally, the Lord said, "Yea, I come quickly".  And there is no exhortation with these words.  There is no longer a promise of reward.  In verse 20, it is Himself who is expected, and it is He Himself who comes.  We answer: “Amen. come, Lord Jesus."

The Lord would desire that we should be impressed by the imminence of His return and by all that His return signifies for us, so that we should be at any moment in the state that suits Him.  It is in this sense that He says to Philadelphia, “that no one take thy crown”.
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Scripture references

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

Revelation 16:15 (JND) [15] (Behold, I come as a thief. Blessed [is] he that watches and keeps his garments, that he may not walk naked, and that they [may not] see his shame.)

Revelation 22:7-20 (JND) [7] And behold, I come quickly. Blessed [is] he who keeps the words of the prophecy of this book. [8] And I, John, [was] he who heard and saw these things. And when I heard and saw, I fell down to do homage before the feet of the angel who shewed me these things. [9] And he says to me, See [thou do it] not. I am thy fellow-bondman, and [the fellow-bondman] of thy brethren the prophets, and of those who keep the words of this book. Do homage to God. [10] And he says to me, Seal not the words of the prophecy of this book. The time is near. [11] Let him that does unrighteously do unrighteously still; and let the filthy make himself filthy still; and let him that is righteous practise righteousness still; and he that is holy, let him be sanctified still. [12] Behold, I come quickly, and my reward with me, to render to every one as his work shall be. [13] *I* [am] the Alpha and the Omega, [the] first and [the] last, the beginning and the end. [14] Blessed [are] they that wash their robes, that they may have right to the tree of life, and that they should go in by the gates into the city. [15] Without [are] the dogs, and the sorcerers, and the fornicators, and the murderers, and the idolaters, and every one that loves and makes a lie. [16] *I* Jesus have sent mine angel to testify these things to you in the assemblies. *I* am the root and offspring of David, the bright [and] morning star. [17] And the Spirit and the bride say, Come. And let him that hears say, Come. And let him that is athirst come; he that will, let him take [the] water of life freely. [18] *I* testify to every one who hears the words of the prophecy of this book, If any one shall add to these things, God shall add to him the plagues which are written in this book. …

Revelation 3:8 (JND) [8] I know thy works: behold, I have set before thee an opened door, which no one can shut, because thou hast a little power, and hast kept my word, and hast not denied my name.

Revelation 3:1-2 (JND) [1] And to the angel of the assembly in Sardis write: These things saith he that has the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars: I know thy works, that thou hast a name that thou livest, and art dead. [2] Be watchful, and strengthen the things that remain, which are about to die, for I have not found thy works complete before my God.



THE ASSEMBLY APPRECIATED BY CHRIST


Genesis 2: 21-23; 24: 62-67

1 Samuel 25: 32-35, 39-42

I have read these passages of Scripture, dear brethren, with the desire to show how Christ appreciates the assembly.  It is good that the assembly should always be in our minds and in our hearts for it is in a unique way the object of Christ’s affections, and it is also the masterpiece of God’s work.  We find also a particular interest in it for we live in the assembly’s day, and when I say day, I mean the entire period between Pentecost and the coming of the Lord.  What characterises such a day is the formation of the assembly, which includes all those who are called by divine grace by means of the gospel.  God is concerned with the assembly and all those who serve in the word should serve in view of the assembly.  It may be that they serve in what is elementary as with milk needed for babes, however even in this ministry it is necessary to have the assembly in view.

In the first passage read, we have a figure of the appreciation that Christ has of the assembly, seen as the result of divine work.  In the other passages (Genesis 24 and 1 Samuel 25), it is in figure the appreciation that Christ has of the assembly on account of certain features brought into evidence in what she does herself.  One must keep both aspects in mind.  When the woman is brought to man, it is not said that the woman had some intelligent and affectionate part in this movement; she is formed entirely by the work of God, and it is by God that she is brought to man.  But in the case of Rebecca, she is clearly determined to set herself in movement to go to Isaac.  Then, in the case of Abigail, there is equally a fresh determination to go to David.  Thus the features that mark Rebecca and Abigail are the result of their intelligence and their deliberation of heart that appreciates in each case that which pre-figures Christ.

In Genesis 2, there is no mention of Adam’s feelings of emotion in seeing the perfection and characteristics of the work of God in the woman,  How marvellous the divine conception as to Christ, that he should have a helpmate, and not only a helpmate in a position of responsibility such as that in which Adam had been set by God, but this helpmate would correspond to him.  He would not see the least disparity between her and himself.  And we may wonder at such a divine conception, in understanding that God Himself works in persons called by the glad tidings to form a vessel which can definitely be a helpmate who corresponds to Christ.  We know Jesus; we know who He is in His Person; we know that He is Himself God, although become Man in grace, not having in any way renounced what He is in His Deity, forsaking nothing, but coming in humility into humanity so as to be the Man in whom all God’s thoughts have their centre, He who would be Head over all. In the heavens and upon the earth, every family will depend on Him as Head and receive His influence so that a response might be assured to God for eternity.  And this is not all, for God will be expressed in all that will be expressed.  If one thinks of the creatures as having been made by God, they all express life in one way or another.  Some creatures can express the divine glory more distinctly than others.  The books of Job and Proverbs give the details of certain creatures that represent features of divine glory.  A horse, for example, although it is an unclean animal that should not be eaten, presents at the same time features of divine glory: the horse smells the battle, smells it from afar, and engages in it quickly.  It does not draw back when the conflict comes, it is not afraid.  This is a feature of divine glory: if there is conflict, God enters into the conflict.  Similarly, a lion represents a feature of divine glory, majesty, and it turns not aside for any.  We can understand that the different creatures being brought to Adam by God so that he should name them, Adam manifested the wisdom that God had placed in him in that he was able to discern the particular features of divine glory that each animal presented, and gave it a name according to those features, and the name he gave it was its name.  What a tribute to the marvellous wisdom which was in Adam!  He named everything correctly.  Whatever name he gave was confirmed by God.  But then, different creatures coming under Adam’s consideration, each named by him, he did not find a single one that fully corresponded to him.  God had said, “It is not good that man should be alone, I will make him a helpmate his like”.  Among all the animals brought to Adam there was not a single one that presented the idea of a helpmate his like.  Whatever the features of divine glory they had presented, none of these features rose to the divine level of a helpmate his like.  One can understand that man’s heart had experienced what was lacking, and I believe that it is the important point to see when Adam says, in seeing the woman brought to him: “This time it is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh”.  Remarkable conception!  The animals had been taken from the ground, but this is taken from Adam.  “This shall be called Woman, because this was taken out of a man”.  

We know that work of formation is in fact still going on now.  This is what is set before us in chapter 4 of the epistle to the Ephesians.  The Man who has gone on high has given gifts in view of the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ, v 12.  It is said that God “formed” the woman, literally “built”, Gen 2: 22.  This suggests successive operations.  Building is not creating.  There is an action which is going on, it is the edification of the body of Christ, the construction of the vessel which is to be Christ’s fulness.  Evidently, Christ must die, and nothing of God’s work could have been effectuated without the accomplishment of redemption; I believe that what signifies morally the death of Christ is found in all God’s work in us.  God made a deep sleep to fall upon Adam and while he slept he took one of the ribs from the man and closed up flesh in its stead.  It is then that he formed, “built”, a woman for the man.  As I have said, this formation, this edification, is going on now.  The work of the ministry, ‘the work of service’, continues, having in view the edification, the construction of the body of Christ, “until we all arrive at the unity of the faith and the knowledge of the Son of God, at the full-grown man, at the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”, Eph 4: 13.  This is what is being effectuated.  It is not to be considered as an abstract idea, as a picture on a wall; it is a definite thought that God has always had before Him since the day of Pentecost, and which He is pursuing currently in the power of the Spirit.  This work is almost ready now, and inasmuch as we can see the saints moving together, we have something that represents what the assembly is: by recognising God’s work in the saints, we have the right to clothe them with God’s thoughts for them.

We can rest assured, dear brethren, that God is producing nothing in us that is not of Christ.  He repudiates all that is not of Him.  What we are naturally, this is not of Christ, and it is on account of what we are in our natural state that Christ had to die, so that before God the present order of man we have part in by nature is ended in death and is forever removed from God’s sight in burial.  But what is marvellous is that God works in us, producing there, I repeat, what is of Christ and nothing other than what is of Christ.  This work is marvellous, having as a definite result that the whole assembly will correspond perfectly to Christ as Man.  There will be nothing superfluous, and nothing lacking; all will answer perfectly to Christ, will be the body of Christ, will be Christ’s fulness.  Yes, all this has been conceived by God Himself.  Christ has already “ascended up above all the heavens”, exalted “above every principality, and authority, and power, and dominion, and every name that is named”, and God has given Him to be “head over all things to the assembly, which is his body, the fulness of him who fills all in all”, Eph 1: 22, 23.  The Spirit of God considers the assembly as being complete, He sees it according to God’s point of view, and it says that it is “the fulness of him who fills all in all”.  With what pleasure the Lord considers the assembly! If Adam says: “This time” it is that deep feelings fill his heart in the presence of the marvellous being that God brings to him, entirely of him, and qualified to be “a helpmate” in that she is like him.  She is there, a distinct person, with her personality, with the beauty which is her own, with her own affections, with her own intelligence; nevertheless, there is in her not the least thing that has not come from Adam: “This time it is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh”.  God is only producing in the saints what is morally of Christ and I believe that we can say with certainty that in seeing the definite result of the work of God, the heart of Christ is moved.  I put this before you, dear brethren, so that you may receive in your spirits some impressions of what the assembly is for Christ.  It is very appropriate to take account of this on the first day of the week, in the measure in which faith and power operate in us by the Spirit, and to have the feeling that there is, under the eye of Christ, in a representative way, what speaks to Him of the assembly, what is so precious to Him, what is in principle, the helpmate His like.

Let us pass to Genesis 24.  It is said that “Isaac had just returned from Beer-lahai-roi”, that is to say, from ‘The Well of Living who reveals Himself’, an allusion to the character in which the Holy Spirit is down here in this dispensation, in accord with the full revelation of God.  Beer-sheba is also a type of the Spirit, but presented I believe as having place with ourselves through our personal exercises; this is why many things are said about Beer-sheba: the well is dug, there is contesting for the wells, etc; however, as far as I remember, it is not said that the well at Lahai-roi was dug, but simply that it was there.  It therefore represents in this way the Spirit down here in this dispensation, introducing the full revelation of God and making it effective.  It is evidently in Christ that God is revealed, but in this respect the Spirit is down here to make this revelation effective.  It is from thence that Isaac is returning, showing how the Lord must be considered, the One who finds His pleasure to have the assembly with Himself, so that, being under His hand, she responds to the way God is made known in such a marvellous revelation.

We can see in Rebecca a person to whom a testimony has been presented and who responds to it.  This is not exactly the result of the work of God but rather a person who responds to a testimony that is presented to them.  It is indeed evident that if we respond to a testimony that God presents to us, it is because there is a work of God in us and we are led to respond to this testimony.  However, we know how to discern this particular point of view presented to us in the Scripture.  As we know, Rebecca was of Isaac’s kindred.  She knew her genealogy.  She could speak of it.  It is good that we too should be able to speak of our own genealogy, taking account of ourselves as born of God.  And born of God, as the fruit of the work of God, we are of Christ, of His order of manhood, “both he that sanctifies and those sanctified are all of one”, Heb 2: 11.  We have to take account of this.  Rebecca could therefore speak of her lineage, knowing of whom she was the daughter and granddaughter.  Then, she was characterised by certain features which characterise us equally, which show that are faithful to our birth, that God’s work is in us, that we manifest what is of God in us.  It is possible that the work of God in us might be obscured but Rebecca expressed the work of God in her, from whom she was descended.  It is first said that she was a virgin; that she had kept herself from all that could defile her.  Paul anxious about this with the Corinthians, desiring that that there should be no doubt that they were, as subjects of God’s work born of God, sanctified in Christ Jesus.  He expresses his anxiety as to this: “But I fear lest by any means, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craft, so your thoughts should be corrupted from simplicity as to the Christ”, 2 Cor 11: 3.  He desired to present them to Christ “as a chaste virgin”.  He was very much occupied with their features of chastity, of purity in a world of defilement.

That is what was found in Rebecca.  It speaks to us first of the beauty of her countenance, and it then says that she was a virgin.  This is not all, for she was not only marked by what was morally suitable, but by certain spiritual features.  She was accustomed to going down to the well every day, with her pitcher on her shoulder, which indicates the energy that marked her. She went down to the fountain, drew water and served the servant using the pitcher.  The pitcher has a remarkable place in this chapter, as if Rebecca is identified with her pitcher.  Not only is a person born of God seen, but also a person who appreciates the Spirit of God, ready to give Him all the place He needs and not only on certain occasions but each day, for that is her life.  Every day, she went down to the well with “her pitcher upon her shoulder”.  The question, dear brethren, is therefore to know if we are marked by these spiritual features which belong to those who are born of God, who appreciate the Spirit of God.

Thus marked by these features, Rebecca received the testimony that related to Isaac, the beloved son of his father.  The servant testified to the fact that his master had had a son to whom “unto him has he given all that he has”.  Have you received this testimony as to Christ?  “The Father loves the Son, and has given all things to be in his hand”, John 3: 35.  Have you some idea of the existence of another world that has the Son of the Father’s love for its centre?  Does this occupy our minds, dear beloved brethren?  Or are we preoccupied with what fills the present age, with what can be seen?  The Spirit of God is come to render testimony to the fact that “The Father loves the Son, and has given all things to be in his hand”, that there is another world of which the Father is the Originator and of which the Son is the Centre.  The Spirit being come to attach us to Christ, so that Christ should have her of which Rebecca is a figure.  Such is the testimony presented to Rebecca, the testimony that she received, about which her mother and her brother said that the thing proceeded from God.  Up to this point, everything is relatively simple, but the servant had no time to lose; he would not stay a single night; in the morning, he said that he had to go.  Evidently, we are set in movement when the Lord comes.  Yes, the whole assembly will be set in movement towards Christ then, but it is matter of knowing if we are ready to move now.  Laban and her mother said: “Let the damsel abide with us a few days, at the least ten”.  It was a suggestion to lose time, to accept the testimony in an abstract sense, without responding immediately.  The servant said: “Do not hinder me”.  They call the young maiden and ask her: “Wilt thou go with this man?”  She replies, “I will go”.  One can understand what pleasure it would have been to the heart of Isaac when the servant told him how Rebecca had said, “I will go”, when it had been suggested that she remain several days.  This way of acting must have commended her to Isaac, and how it commends us to the heart of Christ if He sees us decided to move with the Spirit to enter into spiritual things!  The world is not here what could keep us back, but more natural ties.  All the rights of nature were be supplanted with Rebecca by the call of the servant and by the testimony he rendered to the son, he to whom Abraham had given all that he had.

Rebecca acts.  She arose, she and her maids, “and they rode upon the camels, and followed the man”.  She says, “I will go”, and she went.  It is not enough to have good desires, good impulses, but it is a matter of continuing.  In one of the Psalms, David says, “One thing have I asked of Jehovah, that will I seek”, Ps 27: 4.  It is happy when there are good desires in the heart; but it is only happy if the desires are really followed.  “Rebecca arose, and her maids”.  He exercised influence over them.  If someone is set in movement, others also will be set in movement.  And notice the accent placed on the feminine idea as answering to the man.  Rebecca had her maids.  Abigail also had her own, and Esther also.  This feminine thought is accented in different types of the assembly as if God loves to see this develop and extend.  Then it is said that “the servant took Rebecca and went away”.

Now Isaac lifted up his eyes and saw camels coming: “behold, camels were coming”.  Note this, it is a bit like “this time” in Genesis 2.  “Behold”, as if the Spirit of God would have us understand that the heart of Isaac would be moved in seeing that camels were coming, a collective movement in his direction.  It is not said that it was Rebecca who arrived, but it is a matter of a concrete movement in the power of the Spirit of God in Isaac’s direction.  It is that which the Lord loves to see, especially when we are together, that there is a movement together in the direction of Himself in the power of the Spirit of God, who can call a true response from the assembly for Himself.  It is possible to have a good movement towards someone but the Lord loves to see a movement together: “behold, camels were coming”.  The Spirit of God unifies the saints in the appreciation of Christ to whom they belong and to whom they are united.  The Lord particularly appreciates this promptness in answering now to the testimony of the Spirit, for preferring what is spiritual to what is natural, to move with the saints directed to Himself in the unity of the Spirit.  I believe that this particular pleasure to the heart of Christ, who sees real value in the assembly as such features are manifested: “behold, camels were coming”.  The mention even of the wells of Lahai-roi (on which the chapter is not extended) indicates that the Lord appreciates the assembly united to Him in affection, to express a response in the way in which God is presented in revelation.

I pass now to Abigail.  It is about the present position, Christ being rejected.  David was rejected although having been anointed in chapter 17 of this first book of Samuel; his rights could not therefore be doubted.  He had indeed been anointed by God; but he was nevertheless rejected by Saul, rejected by Nabal.  But he had sent his companions, ten young men whom he sent to Nabal saying to them, “go to Nabal, and salute him in my name”; we read that they spoke to Nabal “in the name of David”.  This is the position we occupy currently, dear brethren, while we move together in the fellowship of the God’s Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, and also in the fellowship of His death, for we have accepted the fact that He is rejected down here.  This is the fellowship to which the Name of the Lord Jesus is attached, a fellowship full of dignity, 1 Cor 1: 9.  And these rights are recognised only by those who invoke His Name.  David’s young men therefore salute Nabal in His Name, but Nabal replies harshly to them: “Who is David?” adding, “There are many servants now-a-days that break away every man from his master”, as if to pour opprobrium on the position of separation, which however was according to God, the divinely ordered position and divinely maintained.  God was not with Saul; He was not with Nabal; He was with David.  Now Abigail manifests her true worth and David says to her, “blessed be thy discernment, and blessed be thou”.  She discerned the times and discerned what was righteous in God’s sight; she disavows Nabal and presents herself to David with great gifts.  All the saints with whom the heart of Christ is occupied, those who are ready to remember Him, those who reject all that is opposed to His rights, they are able to bring with themselves a certain wealth derived from God’s work in them, the appreciation they have of Christ, the appreciation they have of the brethren, all this represents a true wealth which can be presented in fellowship.  In bringing this wealth, Abigail can say, “let it be given to the young men that follow my lord”.  She shows in this her affection for David in being faithful to the fellowship.  Dear brethren, you say that you love Christ, but are you faithful to the fellowship?  This is important for the Name of the Lord is attached to the fellowship, and you cannot just affirm your love for Christ if you are not ready to abide faithful to the fellowship.  Abigail showed her affection for David by being ready to commit herself to the fellowship, and she brings all this wealth into the position of rejection in which David is found: “let it be given to the young men that follow my lord”.  Abigail’s movement had hindered David from his vengeance.  There was no doubt a certain weakness in David, in that he was prepared to do himself justice; but I suppose we can also say that the judgment that the world merits for rejecting Christ, which will surely fall, is deferred because of the presence of saints faithful to Christ.  As long as they are there, faithful to Christ, the judgment that the world merits is held back; but when all the faithful have been taken away from the world, then there will only remain down here that which calls down divine judgment, which will justly fall on this world.

David says: “blessed be thy discernment”.  He appreciates it.  She has righteous thoughts as to him and righteous thoughts as to Nabal.  “Nabal is his name, and folly is with him”.  She repudiates him in a true estimation of the fellowship, ready to sustain it while having a humble mind as to herself, as she answers those who come to seek her to become David’s wife: “Behold, let thy handmaid be a bondwoman to wash the feet of the servants of my lord”.  We need to have our feet washed as long as we remain down here.  This woman does not enter into fellowship, counting on others, counting on their love.  Her language is that.  All that I desire to know is to love the brethren; all that I desire to be able to do is to wash their feet.  One can rest assured that the Lord appreciates such a spirit.  One can understand how David had to appreciate it.  She “became his wife”, which is not exactly to say that she became united in the body of heavenly privilege, but united in the position of opprobrium that marks the present time.  What comfort for David in this position, in her who sought nothing for herself but she only desired “to wash the feet of the servants of my lord”.  It is thus that the Lord has a great appreciation of the assembly.  

May we have a just appreciation of the assembly according to its different aspects, what she is as the result of God’s work on the one hand, a helpmate for Christ, a helpmate His like, what she is in her movements in response to the Spirit, putting spiritual things before natural things, what she is in her readiness to have part in the rigours implied in the rejection of Christ in the spirit of love which knows to abase itself lower even than the brethren as a servant who washes the feet of the servants.

May God give us the grace to be marked by these features!

 

 

MARGATE

8th October 1955

From Paroles d’Édification Mutuelle 

_____________________

 

 


Scripture references

Genesis 2:21-23 (JND) [21] And Jehovah Elohim caused a deep sleep to fall upon Man; and he slept. And he took one of his ribs and closed up flesh in its stead. [22] And Jehovah Elohim built the rib that he had taken from Man into a woman; and brought her to Man. [23] And Man said, This time it is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh: this shall be called Woman, because this was taken out of a man.

Genesis 24:62-67 (JND) [62] And Isaac had just returned from Beer-lahai-roi; for he was dwelling in the south country. [63] And Isaac had gone out to meditate in the fields toward the beginning of evening. And he lifted up his eyes and saw, and behold, camels were coming. [64] And Rebecca lifted up her eyes and saw Isaac, and she sprang off the camel. [65] And she had said to the servant, Who is the man that is walking in the fields to meet us? And the servant said, That is my master! Then she took the veil, and covered herself. [66] And the servant told Isaac all things that he had done. [67] And Isaac led her into his mother Sarah's tent; and he took Rebecca, and she became his wife, and he loved her. And Isaac was comforted after [the death of] his mother.

1 Samuel 25:32-42 (JND) [32] And David said to Abigail, Blessed be Jehovah, the God of Israel, who sent thee this day to meet me. [33] And blessed be thy discernment, and blessed be thou, who hast kept me this day from coming with bloodshed, and from avenging myself with mine own hand. [34] But indeed, as Jehovah the God of Israel liveth, who has restrained me from hurting thee, except thou hadst hasted and come to meet me, there had not been left to Nabal by the morning light any male. [35] So David received of her hand what she had brought him, and said to her, Go up in peace to thy house; see, I have hearkened to thy voice, and have accepted thy person. [36] And Abigail came to Nabal; and behold, he held a feast in his house, like the feast of a king; and Nabal's heart was merry within him, for he was drunken to excess; so she told him nothing, less or more, until the morning light. [37] And it came to pass in the morning, when the wine was gone out of Nabal, that his wife told him these things; and his heart died within him, and he became [as] a stone. [38] And it came to pass in about ten days that Jehovah smote Nabal, and he died. [39] And when David heard that Nabal was dead, he said, Blessed be Jehovah, who has pleaded the cause of my reproach from the hand of Nabal, and has kept back his servant from evil; but Jehovah has returned Nabal's evil upon his own head. And David sent and communed with Abigail, to take her as his wife. [40] And the servants of David came to Abigail to Carmel, and spoke to her, saying, David has sent us to thee, to take thee as his wife. [41] And she arose and bowed herself on her face to the earth, and said, Behold, let thy handmaid be a bondwoman to wash the feet of the servants of my lord. [42] And Abigail hasted, and arose, and rode upon an ass, with five damsels of hers that followed her; and she went after the messengers of David, and became his wife.

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

1 Samuel 25 (JND) [1] And Samuel died; and all Israel were gathered together, and lamented him; and they buried him in his house at Ramah. And David arose and went down to the wilderness of Paran. [2] And there was a man at Maon, whose business was at Carmel; and the man was very great, and he had three thousand sheep and a thousand goats; and he was shearing his sheep at Carmel. [3] And the name of the man was Nabal, and the name of his wife Abigail; and the woman was of good understanding, and of a beautiful countenance; but the man was churlish and evil in his doings; and he was a Calebite. …

Genesis 2 (JND) [1] And the heavens and the earth and all their host were finished. [2] And God had finished on the seventh day his work which he had made; and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had made. [3] And God blessed the seventh day, and hallowed it, because that on it he rested from all his work which God had created in making it. …

Genesis 2:22 (JND) [22] And Jehovah Elohim built the rib that he had taken from Man into a woman; and brought her to Man.

Ephesians 4:13 (JND) [13] until we all arrive at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, at [the] full-grown man, at [the] measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ;

Ephesians 1:22-23 (JND) [22] and has put all things under his feet, and gave him [to be] head over all things to the assembly, [23] which is his body, the fulness of him who fills all in all:

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

Hebrews 2:11 (JND) [11] For both he that sanctifies and those sanctified [are] all of one; for which cause he is not ashamed to call them brethren,

2 Corinthians 11:3 (JND) [3] But I fear lest by any means, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craft, [so] your thoughts should be corrupted from simplicity as to the Christ.

John 3:35 (JND) [35] The Father loves the Son, and has given all things [to be] in his hand.

Psalms 27:4 (JND) [4] One [thing] have I asked of Jehovah, that will I seek after: that I may dwell in the house of Jehovah all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of Jehovah, and to inquire [of him] in his temple.

Genesis 2 (JND) [1] And the heavens and the earth and all their host were finished. [2] And God had finished on the seventh day his work which he had made; and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had made. [3] And God blessed the seventh day, and hallowed it, because that on it he rested from all his work which God had created in making it. …

Genesis 2 (JND) [1] And the heavens and the earth and all their host were finished. [2] And God had finished on the seventh day his work which he had made; and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had made. [3] And God blessed the seventh day, and hallowed it, because that on it he rested from all his work which God had created in making it. …

1 Corinthians 1:9 (JND) [9] God [is] faithful, by whom ye have been called into [the] fellowship of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord.



NUMBERING IN VIEW OF THE INHERITANCE


Numbers 26: 1-11, 19, 33, 34, 51-56, 60, 61, 63-65

The numbering of the people in view of their entrance into the land is of great interest, at the same time, it is of particular importance, because of the teaching it involves for us.  As we know, this numbering count took place about thirty-nine years after the beginning of the Numbers.  There is something very attractive in this thought that God numbers his people; this indeed suggests that it is a question of persons on whom He can rely to take their due part in the current conflicts because, in both cases, in the numbering at the beginning of the book and this one, military service is in view.  In the first count, it was indeed for military service in defence of the testimony in the wilderness with the conflicts that this might have required. The camp was arranged around the tabernacle, and it was a matter of defending that position, characterised by God’s presence; in the midst of His people and by the service that was to be rendered to Him in accordance with His instructions.  This first numbering had therefore in view to count those whom God could expect to participate in the defence of all that was due to Him in the wilderness position.

This numbering envisages the conflict that will be involved in taking the land and, similarly, God makes a count of those who are available to Him for this purpose.  We have learned what part we have in conflicts where the truth was really at stake. The truth, which the Spirit of God has now brought to light, has been resisted, and yet the end in view was for the saints to enter into their inheritance and be abundantly enriched, enlarged in the knowledge of God, and strengthened to move in His service, with benefit of the light and the power that this knowledge gives.  So it was the inheritance that was really at stake, and God is pleased to number the people in the confidence that are going to take their share in the conflicts for the conquest of inheritance, that is to say, of all that His love has proposed to give us by way of spiritual blessings.  

Israel is therefore called to be numbered, and you will notice in reading the chapter, verse 5 to the end, how much the idea of the families is emphasised - the family of the Enochites, the family of the Palluites, the family of the Hezronites, and so on.  The families had already been mentioned in the earlier numbering, but they are particularly highlighted in this one, as if God wished to impress us with the thought that the thought of the family, love among us, must dominate the position, while we take possession of our inheritance; it is together that we must enter into the things God has prepared for those who love Him.  It is said, in fact, that He “raised us up together, and has made us sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus”, Eph 2: 6.  And we know we will be caught up together to meet Lord in the air.  The beginning of the book of Acts presents us the saints brought into their inheritance.  They were together: “all that believed were together” (Acts 2: 44), which is very important to notice.  It is also important, indeed, that we should be together in the wilderness position, according to what is said in Corinthians: “Let all things ye do be done in love”, 1 Cor 16: 14.  But the inheritance requires it in a particular way, I believe, that we should be together in love, because God is love, and He is pleased to see His own holy and blameless before Him in love, not only in their love for Him, but also in love towards each other.

The thought of the family is therefore underlined in this numbering.  What comes out in this chapter, and this leads us to sober reflection, is that by the time the people come into possession of the land, we find special mention in the divine account of different people who fell on the way and as a result have no part in the inheritance; who will not enter upon it. This is a very solemn consideration.  It is a warning voice addressed to us, let us remember that God takes note of the way in which His own conduct themselves in the light of the inheritance, so that the light about the land had been communicated to them when they were still in Egypt.  God took account of their conduct in relation to that; and He mentions Nadab and Abihu, these principals in the band of Korah, when they rose up against Jehovah; and the ground opened its mouth and swallowed them up; and as to Korah when the band died when the fire devoured the two hundred and fifty men; and these are signs.  They never entered into the inheritance.  They had a right by birth, and yet they did not enter in, because they opposed the sovereignty of Jehovah who had chosen Moses and Aaron as leaders.  They wanted to contend against Jehovah, and the judgment came upon them together: this is recalled as a warning to us.  Their story has already been given in chapter 16 and now, just as the people are going to enter the land, these people are recalled to our memory, as having incurred judgment for having refused to recognise those whom God had sovereignly chosen to lead the people.  And it is said: “The earth opened its mouth, and swallowed them together with Korah, when the band died, when the fire devoured the two hundred and fifty men; and they became a sign”.  But, he added, “the children of Korah died not”.  What a consolation!  It is as if God desired to remind us that the children were preserved. “The children of Korah died not”.  We know what a place they have in the Psalms, the experience which they had of divine mercy made them able to write the Psalms which have been of great value to the saints up to our day.  The father died, but the sons died not.  God would remind the young generation that if even they had the pain of seeing some of their elders, regarded and influential, leave the ranks, mercy nevertheless remains available.  There is no reason for the young ones not to go on and take their part in the inheritance.  Then when we come to verse 19, we find something more striking still.  “The sons of Judah: Er and Onan … died in the land of Canaan”.  This had happened before Israel even went down into Egypt; later the people were brought from Egypt to enter into the land; but Er and Onan had already perished in the midst of them.  Why had they died?  Because of their real wickedness.  It is not exactly a question of rebellion against Jehovah in a collective sense, but personal wickedness; and the Spirit of God goes back that far, even before their fathers went down into Egypt, they had died in the land of Canaan.  It is as if God would say that he had in view for them that they should inherit the land with their fathers and with the generations that would follow; but they did not inherit it, they died.  It is a warning to each of us about our personal conduct. Everything is noticed by God in relation to His great thoughts that He has in view for His people.  It is not a question here indeed of our eternal salvation, but of our present entrance into all the riches of the inheritance, the riches that God has prepared for those who love Him.  Some never went in, and yet God intended them to be part of this blessing.  We should be deeply impressed by the thought of what God has in mind for all of us now, to know that from now on, in the power of the Spirit, we will enter into all that His heart has proposed for us; but we could disqualify ourselves and never have part in it if we are marked by one of the features to which the Spirit of God draws our attention.

Another point to notice is that, although the total of the numbers on this occasion is approximately the same as the total reached in the preceding numbering, it is very instructive to notice for the various tribes the significant variations between the first and second numbering.  We read for example in verse 14: “these are the families of the Simeonites, twenty-thousand two hundred”, although we have in chapter 1 verse 23: “those who were numbered of them, of the tribe of Simeon, were fifty-nine thousand three hundred”.  Why has this tribe fallen in the space of thirty-nine years from fifty-nine thousand three hundred to twenty thousand two hundred?  The tribes represent the various localities in which the saints are set as being identified with the testimony of God.  There has to be some reason why one tribe falls from fifty-nine thousand to twenty thousand. Some moral reason.  “Them that honour me will I honour”, God says, 1 Sam 2: 30.  If such a serious reduction befalls one tribe, enquiry is required to find the cause.  Perhaps we have part of the explanation in chapter 25, in the fact that the tribe who so brazenly defied the judgment of God at the very time when he had brought a plague in the midst of the people was a prince of Simeon; such a spirit with an influential member, with a leader, had indeed been able to affect the tribe.  But even this is not enough to explain this reduction.  If in our localities there is a felt reduction in numbers, we have to examine seriously if there is not at the root some moral reason.  “Them that honour me I will honour”.  Here Simeon was reduced from fifty-nine thousand to twenty thousand.  Doubtless many of them had died in the plagues in chapters 11, 16 and 25; but those who are going on with God do not die in a plague.  Questions of diminution therefore require deep examination on our part.

By contrast, the tribe of Manasseh gives us extraordinary encouragement.  Manasseh in this chapter very remarkably is set before Ephraim.  In general, it is Ephraim who comes before Manasseh according to the word of Jacob in chapter 49 of Genesis; and the camp which included Ephraim and Manasseh is called the camp of Ephraim.  But in this chapter, Manasseh comes into the first place.  It may be remarked that the tribe of Ephraim had diminished, we do not know why; but the tribe of Manasseh was extraordinarily increased.  His numbers amounted here to fifty-two thousand seven hundred, although in the first chapter their number reached only thirty-two thousand two hundred.  There had been an increase from thirty-two thousand to fifty-two thousand.  There is a reason for this.  God had blessed this tribe.  What is the application of it?  It may be that it relates to the exercises of the five daughters of Zelophehad.  Why should they be introduced in the families and mentioned by name, if it is not because God had a particular interest in them?  Their history is given to us in the following chapter, where we see how they claimed their inheritance, their father having died without leaving a son.  They have a judgment both of their father’s case and of Korah’s.  “Our father”, they say, “died in the wilderness, and he was not in the band of them that banded themselves together against Jehovah in the band of Korah; but he died in his own sin, and he had no sons”.  They were therefore making a judgment on the case of Korah and on that of their father.  We do not know what the sin of their father was; it was in any case unbelief, for all those who perished in the wilderness had been marked by unbelief.  It could equally have been some other thing, but whatever the sin had been, they had judged it; and personally, as the sons of Korah, they were decided to possess the inheritance.  Psalms 84, 85 and 87 show how the sons of Korah appreciated the inheritance, and the daughters of Zelophehad are resolved to appropriate it whatever had happened.  I only suggest that it could be that in the exercises and energy of these five daughters, that are mentioned in this chapter, is seen the secret of such significant prosperity that God had given to this tribe, making it increase effectively from thirty-two thousand to fifty-two thousand.  It is the kind of exercise that God loves to see in us, the desire to possess at all costs the things that He has prepared for us.  We will find the secret in the appreciation of the cross of Christ and the positive knowledge of the Spirit.  These questions have been looked at in chapter 21 and we can, in this power, enter into the enjoyment of all that God has in view for the saints.  It is a matter of maintaining self-judgment by the Spirit so that there is no hindrance to the Spirit’s positive operations.  And these five daughters speak to us typically of those are characterised by a persevering walk in the Spirit.

We find then that for those who were numerous, the inheritance would be augmented, and for those who numbered few, it would be diminished.  That is to say that spiritual energy which results in increase is recognised, but on the other hand equally sovereignty is recognised in the way the land is divided by lot, which preserves us from having self-confidence.  There is in one way the operation of God’s government of those who go on, and in another, the operation of God’s sovereignty, for all is sovereignly given by Him.

Aaron is mentioned in verse 60: “And to Aaron were born Nadab, and Abihu, Eleazer and Ithamar.  And Nadab and Abihu died, when they presented strange fire before Jehovah”.  It is extremely solemn that the Spirit of God recalls all these incidents.  Thus as I have already said, it is as if God says: My intention was that Nadab and Abihu should enter the land, but alas, they could not because they presented strange fire before Jehovah; in figure, they allowed themselves to escape the control of the Spirit in the service of God and brought in what was odious to Him.  Whatever is characterised by this feature will never go into the inheritance.  These actions grieve and set aside the Spirit of God.  It is only by the Spirit of God that we can enter into divine things.

Finally, God says, there was not a man remaining except Caleb, the son of Jephunneh and Joshua the son of Nun, as if to remind us of the seriousness of unbelief, but we recall at the same time with Caleb and Joshua what those are who reach the end: both were men who appreciated the Spirit.  Of Joshua, God says, “a man in whom is the Spirit”, and of Caleb: “he hath another spirit, and hath followed me fully”.  Those who are preserved and who enter into the land are those who in a characteristic way give place to the Spirit of God, and are led by Him.  The conclusion of all this is that the sons of Israel entered a little into the land, nearly the same number as those who had left Egypt, and yet all these details are given to us as a warning lest we fall on the way.  God has in view that we should all enter into the land and that we should serve Him there, for His own are His inheritance, and in the full knowledge of the Spirit of truth, who will guide us into all the truth.

Asher is also a tribe of which the number is greatly increased.  “Asher shall be blessed with sons”, Deut 33: 24.  We can be assured that those who are blessed of God are those who are marked by a real desire to enter into the inheritance.  The fathers died in the wilderness, but some among them had left to their children an impression of the blessed character of the inheritance.  And when God sees sincere desires and a whole heart for seeking what He has given us, He always responds with an increase in prosperity.  May we therefore all be encouraged to persevere.
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Scripture references

Numbers 26:1-65 (JND) [1] And it came to pass after the plague, that Jehovah spoke to Moses and to Eleazar the son of Aaron the priest, saying, [2] Take the sum of the whole assembly of the children of Israel, from twenty years old and upward, according to their fathers' houses, all that go forth to military service in Israel. [3] And Moses and Eleazar the priest spoke with them in the plains of Moab by the Jordan of Jericho, saying, [4] From twenty years old and upward ; as Jehovah had commanded Moses and the children of Israel, who went forth out of the land of Egypt. [5] Reuben, the firstborn of Israel: the children of Reuben: [of] Enoch, the family of the Enochites; of Pallu, the family of the Palluites; [6] of Hezron, the family of the Hezronites; of Carmi, the family of the Carmites. [7] These are the families of the Reubenites; and they that were numbered of them were forty-three thousand seven hundred and thirty. [8] And the sons of Pallu: Eliab; [9] and the sons of Eliab were Nemuel, and Dathan, and Abiram. This is that Dathan and Abiram, summoned of the assembly, who contended against Moses and against Aaron in the band of Korah, when they contended against Jehovah. [10] And the earth opened its mouth, and swallowed them up together with Korah, when that band died, when the fire devoured the two hundred and fifty men; and they became a sign. [11] But the children of Korah died not. [12] The sons of Simeon, after their families: of Nemuel, the family of the Nemuelites; of Jamin, the family of the Jaminites; of Jachin, the family of the Jachinites; …

Ephesians 2:6 (JND) [6] and has raised [us] up together, and has made [us] sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus,

Acts 2:44 (JND) [44] And all that believed were together, and had all things common,

1 Corinthians 16:14 (JND) [14] Let all things ye do be done in love.

1 Samuel 2:30 (JND) [30] Wherefore Jehovah the God of Israel saith, I said indeed, Thy house and the house of thy father should walk before me for ever. But now Jehovah saith, Be it far from me; for them that honour me I will honour, and they that despise me shall be lightly esteemed.

Psalms 84 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. Upon the Gittith. Of the sons of Korah. A Psalm.} How amiable are thy tabernacles, O Jehovah of hosts! [2] My soul longeth, yea, even fainteth for the courts of Jehovah; my heart and my flesh cry out for the living God. [3] Yea, the sparrow hath found a house, and the swallow a nest for herself, where she layeth her young, thine altars, O Jehovah of hosts, my King and my God. …

Psalms 85 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. Of the sons of Korah. A Psalm.} Thou hast been favourable, Jehovah, unto thy land; thou hast turned the captivity of Jacob: [2] Thou hast forgiven the iniquity of thy people; thou hast covered all their sin. Selah. [3] Thou hast withdrawn all thy wrath; thou hast turned from the fierceness of thine anger. …

Psalms 87 (JND) [1] {Of the sons of Korah. A Psalm. A Song.} His foundation is in the mountains of holiness. [2] Jehovah loveth the gates of Zion more than all the habitations of Jacob. [3] Glorious things are spoken of thee, O city of God. Selah. …

Deuteronomy 33:24 (JND) [24] And of Asher he said, Asher shall be blessed with sons; Let him be acceptable to his brethren, And let him dip his foot in oil.



SUDDEN EVENTS


Luke 2: 8-14

Acts 2: 1-4; 9: 3-6; 16: 25, 26

These four scriptures make reference, dear brethren, to events which happen suddenly; it is with this thought in view that I have read them.  God works suddenly and we must be ready for sudden operations.  We are aware that in the present time of being in fragile conditions; a measure of suffering falls upon many brethren, and a great number of brethren have fallen asleep, so that the public position is marked we could say by great weakness.  But the whole position will be suddenly changed in an instant, in the twinkling of an eye.  We must have this sense.  God loves to work suddenly, I think, and to bring to light thus if there are persons sufficiently interested to remain waiting and watching in the expectation that what He is on the point of doing.  I believe the Spirit would help us greatly so that knowing the suddenness of events we should be maintained in a spirit of watching and waiting.

The Lord sometimes acts suddenly in a judicial way.  We read in Malachi that the Lord will come suddenly into His temple; but it adds: “who shall endure the day of his coming?” (chap 3: 2), and again, “he shall be like a refiner’s fire, and as fullers’ lye.  And he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver”.  We have therefore to be exercised to be ready in view of what the Lord might do or for the light that He might bring in.  The book of the Acts of the apostles in particular shows us how suddenly the light was given.  We see this in chapter 2.  The Spirit of God came “suddenly”.  We see again in chapter 9, “suddenly there shone a light round about him”, on Saul of Tarsus.  How much was involved in that light, and what development of the truth followed, and yet it had shone in a sudden and completely unexpected way.  All this must therefore direct our minds to the necessity of waiting and of being maintained in dependence and moral conformity with all that God may be pleased to bring in.

We have another example of the suddenness of the Lord’s operations in a judicial way when Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses.  Jehovah spoke “suddenly” to Moses, Aaron and Miriam, and called them to go out to the tent of meeting.  What a solemn moment for Miriam and Aaron, when Jehovah suddenly called them to come into His presence and face the question of their opposition to His honoured servant!  He puts the thing before them suddenly, really in an unexpected way.  All those who truly serve the Lord can be assured that He will not be slow to defend their cause, if they are spoken against.  They can leave all in His hands, as it is said in Isaiah 54: “every tongue that riseth against thee in judgment, thou shalt condemn.  This is the inheritance of the servants of Jehovah; and their righteousness is of me, saith Jehovah”, v 17.  Those who serve the Lord in whatever measure can therefore be certain that He will take their cause in hand, if they serve Him, if their motives in the service are pure, the Lord will ensure that they are sustained in every need.  I mention this only in passing, dear brethren, but I believe that we will find a great interest to arrest our attention on cases where the Lord in the Scriptures has intervened suddenly.  It is certainly a test for us to continue in faith and patience not knowing when the time will come.  Indeed, one of the most marvellous things in Scripture which one would not even try to explain is that the Lord Himself takes the position of not knowing the time.  “But of that day or of that hour no one knows”, even the Son, He says in Mark 13: 32.  All this is, I believe, in view of giving us a deep impression of the necessity to seek the grace to continue patiently, day after day, with the Spirit who has made His abode in us, for it is only thus that we will be truly ready for all that the Lord may bring in suddenly.  We read in Colossians 1 that Paul prayed for the saints so that they might be “strengthened with all power, according to the might of his glory unto all endurance and longsuffering with joy”, v 11.  Notice this well, I have often been impressed with this expression, “with joy”.  We must be strengthened with all power in view of that day, but it must be “with joy”.  There again, we prove how real the service of the Spirit toward us is, if we are in some measure to be sustained in joy until the coming of the Lord.

In Luke 2, we have what immediately followed the coming in of Christ into the world, and it is remarkable that the shepherds should thus come into evidence.  It is striking to see what honour is conferred upon them.  The angel says to them, “behold, I announce to you glad tidings of great joy”, then, “to-day a Saviour has been born to you in David’s city … And this shall be the sign to you”.  The shepherds are the objects of attention and particular honour.  I think that God ensures that there are conditions which please Him among those to whom He communicates or gives light.  There must be conditions prepared for Him.  We read for example in the book of Malachi: “unto you that fear my name shall the Sun of righteousness arise”, chap 4: 2.  It is therefore a matter of conditions being suitable and we have these shepherds here.  Shepherds are very honoured in Scripture.  Shepherds give their life for the flock.  They serve with a love that spares nothing.  They have at heart the welfare of the saints.  “There were shepherds in that country abiding without”, it is said.  It is what marked them, they were without, apart from all that was passing in the world of men, we might say.  They were shepherds characteristically, and I think God loves those who are shepherds.  We have a great need of shepherds in the present time, I would say, in a spiritual sense.  I would not say there are none.  There are some, I am sure, who are such.  But we need among the people of God persons who take real care of their souls; and if we would carry on this service with God and in an effective way, we must be characteristically without.  Separation from all that is of man of his world is essential if we desire to be useful at all to God’s people.  They abode in the country; it was not fortuitous that they abode there; they were there characteristically, and it is to such persons that the angel of the Lord appeared.  They kept “watch by night over their flock”.  It was night.  Night is always a test.  The present time is the night of the Lord’s absence.  And the question arises how are we found in it?  Chapter 13 of Mark to which we have already made reference brings in also the thought of what is sudden: “lest coming suddenly he find you sleeping”, v 36.  It speaks there of the cock crow, and at several different times of the night: “Watch therefore, for ye do not know when the master of the house comes: evening, or midnight, or cock-crow, or morning; lest coming suddenly he find you sleeping”.  These shepherds were not sleeping.  It was night, but they watched, sustained, persevering in their service by love, keeping their flock, and the angel of the Lord—only one brings this news, that in the city of David is born to them a Saviour who is Christ the Lord.  Then the angel says: “this is the sign to you: ye shall find a babe wrapped in swaddling-clothes, and lying in a manger”.  How marvellous are God’s ways!  The sign of the coming in of Christ the Lord would be a babe lying in a manger.  How entirely different from the thoughts of man God’s thoughts are.  How different from the ways of man are God’s ways!  We have to be ready to recognise fully what is God’s way of acting in this day, to pursue the most precious things in conditions of outward weakness.  May the young people in particular understand this well!  They are sometimes tested by the smallness of the position, but such was the sign, the sign of the coming in of Christ the Saviour.  The One who was going to deliver men from the world, a swaddled Babe in the poverty and outward opprobrium of a manger.  We have to accept that such are the conditions in which God is pleased to operate.

But then it says, “suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host”.  Suddenly, the scene becomes glorious.  The shepherds up to then had only their flock which they kept by night, and an angel of the Lord had appeared to bring them glad tidings, but suddenly it was shown to them that they are linked to a vast system of glory and response to God.  Men were not yet engaged in this; but it is men who were in view as being the great means of expressing glory given to God.  A multitude of the heavenly host “praising God and saying, Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good pleasure in men”.  We have this great idea, this double idea, dear brethren, which was in view in the introduction of Christ into the world, glory to God and good pleasure for God in men.  The introduction of Christ had this in view.  All was with a view to securing men according to Christ’s order; and He has become Man so that the divine ideal could be manifested.  And from the moment of His coming in, although in the smallness of a Babe and outwardly in the reproach and poverty of a manger, the multitude of the heavenly host announced the divine intent, that there would be glory to God and God’s good pleasure in men.  And indeed, we might say, the assembly was in view there.  It is a good thing to enlarge our thoughts to grasp the immensity of God’s purpose concerning the assembly, a great vessel of glory for Him; at the same time, glory in the sense of what is rendered to Him and also of what is manifested in it as an expression of the blessed God: Glory to God’s good pleasure “in men”.  What an end: we have been chosen for nothing less than this.  What a marvellous thought of men before Him!  Why has He chosen men and not the angels?  It is a matter of His sovereignty.  He has chosen men in view of dwelling with them, so that they should be to His glory.  Look at the divine thought, and it began to come into evidence when He who is over all things, God blessed forever, came into the human condition and was found here as a Babe, a little swaddled Babe.

Mr Raven said once that all that will fill the world to come was found in this Child; there will be nothing added.  Think of the immensity of this fact, on the marvellous character of God’s ways!  We have been chosen by divine grace so that through redemption and the work of the Spirit in us, we should take our character from Christ and live in His life.  All must be of Christ.  Nothing which is not of Christ will subsist before God.  And yet it is in men that God secures the realisation of these great thoughts.  Our appreciation of the assembly will be greatly increased if we can consider it as the fulness of Christ, as the body of Christ.  What possibilities for God to be found in her!  The Lord knows God perfectly and finds His pleasure in giving Him a response, but think of the possibilities of a vessel which has the same feelings as Christ, in which the Holy Spirit dwells, and which moves under the influence of Christ.  What possibilities for the glory of God in such a vessel, and what possibilities for God’s good pleasure, as He sees the features of Jesus develop in the saints!  So John, at the end of his marvellous gospel, says, “There are also many other things which Jesus did, the which if they were written one by one, I suppose that not even the world itself would contain the books written”, John 21: 25.  Is that extravagant?  No, it is not an extravagant statement.  This only speaks of the marvellous moral excellence in God’s eyes, of the acts of Jesus, and those are now to be continued in the saints, in the heavenly city.  Every act of a saint, fulfilled under the influence of Christ, is one of the things that Jesus did: “if they were written one by one, I suppose that not even the world itself would contain the books written”; but God desires that this vessel, the assembly, the heavenly city, should be great enough to express them.  You can be certain that every little thing undertaken by one of us under the influence of Christ forms part of these things that Jesus did, and which gives pleasure to God.  That is what confers value on the details of our ways down here, even in the most common things, if only we could fulfil them a little more under the influence of Christ and realise that all that is done by the saints under the influence of Christ is a part of the things that Jesus did and that God will see perpetuated under His eyes for His pleasure in the assembly.  In truth all the families of the redeemed are in some way formed according to Christ, and this gives us a great impression of the immensity of the glory that is before us.  It would suddenly open our eyes.  The whole system of glory that God is securing for Himself in Christ by the work of the Spirit is on the point of opening up before us in the twinkling of an eye.  We need to think therefore of all this so as to the better grasp the value of the system to which we have been redeemed.  We need to apply ourselves by the Spirit to grasp intelligently the truth which is dispensed to us.  I am sure that we all feel how small our measure is, but what we are given of God in the ministry of the Spirit is in view of forming our minds and should enter in substance into our praise.

It is not only important that we should give a response to God in affection, but that we should be intelligent to discern His glory, and enabled in the power of the Spirit to express ourselves suitably.  Hence this period of formation and education, which has lasted nearly two thousand years, the assembly is so great in the mind of God and the position she is to fill in eternity so glorious, that God has needed two thousand years to form such a glorious vessel.  All this in its essence was in the Babe.  It is a mystery that the human mind cannot grasp or define, but everything was there in its essence.  God was there in the Person of Jesus.  If God is to secure men for His pleasure, it must be men according to Christ’s order, the Man who in Himself is God.  He in whom all the fulness of the Godhead dwells bodily.  I do not doubt that the shepherds had been greatly impressed.  It was a word addressed to them “To-day a Saviour has been born to you”, and “I announce to you glad tidings of great joy”.  This sign was not given to Herod; it was not given either to the chief priests; or the Pharisees either, nor the Sadducees.  It was given to some humble shepherds who kept watch over their flocks and abode in the fields.  That is what pleased God, saints who abiding without maintained a rigid separation from all that was of man and his world (even in its religious character) and who devoted themselves to what was living and precious to God.

I pass now to chapter 2 of the Acts because we find there another great event that happened suddenly, and find there also suitable conditions for God’s operations.  We have these conditions in the first chapter.  “The crowd of names who were together was about a hundred and twenty”, it is said, v 15.  It was the kernel of what God was on the point of introducing.  There again, God began with something very small.   In Jerusalem, there was a crowd of people, they comprised people of high social positions in the world, the secular world as well as the religious world, but all these had nothing to do with them.  They also abode without, so to speak.  The apostles had received this instruction from the Lord to abide in Jerusalem until they had received the Spirit, they had to await the promise of the Father.  They had received the instruction “not to depart from Jerusalem, but to await the promise of the Father, which said he you have heard of me.  For John indeed baptised with water, but ye shall be baptised with the Holy Spirit after now not many days, Acts 1: 4, 5.  The “promise of the Father”: how touching it is!  The Father has those who are here in testimony for Christ in His heart, and that we should also be for His pleasure.  But how could this be realised?  How could people like us answer to divine demands?  It required the Spirit, which is why the Father had promised the Spirit.  We need to have an appreciation of the Spirit in the present day as being the promise of the Father.  It is as if the Father has said, I have great things before me, the testimony of Christ must continue, and what is for my constant pleasure must abide, all tis in the presence of the opposition of the world; but I promise you the presence and support of a Person of the Deity, I promise you the Spirit.  The Spirit must be appreciated in this light.  He was the promise of the Father with a view that not one of God’s thoughts about the saints should fail to be realised.  What the Lord said to the eleven is that they must remain in Jerusalem and await the promise of the Father; then He adds: “ye shall be baptised with the Holy Spirit after now not many days”.  He does not tell them the time.  In fact, He said to them: “It is not yours to know times or seasons, which the Father has placed in his own authority”.  In the same way, we are placed in this position of patience, not knowing the moment exactly, but continuing in dependence and patience, without stumbling, without slipping, without being discouraged. The disciples had been set in this position; they were just to continue one day at a time in dependence, in prayer, not knowing at all the moment when the Spirit was to come.  It is just as if the Lord had said, ‘In a few days’.

Then He is taken up from them, and two men stood alongside them and said to them that “This Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven, shall thus come in the manner in which ye have beheld him going up into heaven”, v 11.  The dispensation has been inaugurated by His entry into heaven, we could say, it was no more than ten days after this until the Spirit came; and it must end with His coming out of heaven; He will come out in the same way in which he has gone in.  The dispensation will not suffer any change, it will end just as it has begun; that I think is the idea.  It must be characterised by Christ, it is the Man who has been received up in heaven which gives it its character, and the same features must be borne to the end as at the beginning.

The disciples had to wait five, six, seven days, and the Spirit had not come.  They had to persevere, and we are told that they did not fail to do so: “they gave themselves all with one accord to continual prayer, with several women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brethren”, v 14.  They persevered, marked by the same features as the shepherds.  They were without, maintaining an uncompromised separation from the world around them, continuing patiently in prayer one day after another, awaiting the promise of the Spirit. But not knowing when He would come.  We come then to chapter 2 where it is said, “they were all together in one place.  And there came suddenly a sound out of heaven as of a violent impetuous blowing, and filled all the house where they were sitting. And there appeared to them parted tongues, as of fire, and it sat upon each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit”.  What a change, an instantaneous change!  A moment beforehand, they were just a company of a hundred and twenty, without apparent distinction; but they persevered waiting for the moment chosen by God; and behold all of a sudden the position is changed: God intervenes in the power of the Holy Spirit and the testimony begins.  This is the way things happen in Christianity.  Up to chapter 3, the apostles had not begun to do great things.  They simply remained in dependence on the Spirit.  Now Peter and John go up together to the temple at the hour of prayer.  The lame man had been there at other times, I suppose, and they also no doubt.  But a particular moment has arrived and the Spirit operates suddenly.  The Spirit moves Peter to say to this man: “Look on us”, and things change suddenly; this man becomes a remarkable testimony and confounds all the opposers who on his account had nothing to refute.  It is thus that the Spirit of God works.  This is what I had before me, that we should be preserved from the whole human system of service or testimony, from all that is organised, and that we should be preserved patiently and in expectation.  Soon the Lord will come into the position and manifest His power. And in a twinkling of an eye; meantime, we must be dependent on the Spirit, waiting until He intervenes in the position, and that suddenly and at a time that pleases Him.  There is no reason that we cannot prove the presence of the Spirit each time that we are together.  I think that we will prove it.  It is not the mind of man that is to be expressed, nor the voice of man heard, but the voice of the Spirit.  We must certainly wait on each occasion when we are together.  You will remember that it is said in Acts 1 that the Lord came in and went out among the disciples all the time from the baptism of John until the day when He was taken up into heaven.  According to the gospels, it could be thought that He was always with them, except on certain particular occasions, for example when he sent them by themselves to the other side of the sea; but when we come to the first chapter of the Acts, we see that He assembled with them, that He came in and went out among them, in view of habituating them to the idea of assembling, to the thought of His coming in and going out.  And we must get used to the idea that the Lord comes and manifests Himself, and goes, and that He comes again.  Naturally, the Spirit does not come at all in the same way, because He abides with us continually, but He is able to make us taste His presence in a distinct way if we are ready to give Him room.  “There came suddenly a sound out of heaven as of a violent impetuous blowing, and filled all the house where they were sitting”.  As our brother Mr Taylor has said, God loves that things should be filled.  His house will be filled.  On this occasion, all the house was filled by the Spirit.  God desires that we should be filled.  How little, if I may speak for others, we really know what it is to be filled with the Spirit; and yet we are enjoined to be filled with the Spirit.  God has not pleasure in emptiness.  “The earth”, it says in Genesis 1: 2, “was waste and empty”, but that was not the condition in which God had created it, and it was not that in which He could find pleasure.  We therefore have here the beginning of the public testimony.  The Acts of the Apostles does not deal with the service of God, but gives the line of the testimony of God, and the power for the testimony to be introduced in this sudden way, by the coming of the Spirit in undoubted power.  I desired to draw attention to the circumstances in which the Spirit came.  They were all together.  It is an important question, “all together in one place”.  It is important not only to be together physically, but to be together in affection, dear brethren.  It is a most important matter.  If we are not together in affection, in a mutual respect and consideration, how can the Spirit be free to operate among us?  They were all together.  I do not doubt that this signifies that they were literally together, but this goes much further, I am sure of it.  If we are together physically, but not together in mutual affection and consideration, we are not together according to God and there are not the conditions that allow the Spirit to identify Himself with them.  He looks for these conditions of affection and mutual respect.  Each of us has a right to respect.  God reproves kings for the sake of the saints, so honourable are they in His eyes, as having been anointed with His Spirit.  He did this for Abraham and others in times past.  He reproved kings for the sake of the saints; and we have to consider one another in this light; we have been ennobled by God as having been anointed by the Spirit.  And as such my brother has a right to my respect.  He is the subject of the work of God, he is born of God, and on this account, he loves the saints.  Those who love God also love one another.  Let us see the saints as God sees them; in doing this, we will be enlarged in our affections one for the other; we will respect one another, and this will really help us in our mutual relations.  If we keep before our hearts the true bearing of the death of Christ, we will put the old man aside.  Let us do it once and for all, as completely as God Himself has ended him.  We come to that determination, that we are not going to make room for the man that God has done away with in the cross of Christ, and we consider the saints with respect as being the anointed of God, and with affection as being born of God.  We will be together to the extent that these things are realised, and this is essential so that the operations of the Spirit of God are entered into among us. 

In chapter 9, we find Saul on the way, drawing near to Damascus; “and suddenly there shone round about him a light out of heaven”.  Paul certainly did not understand at that time how great was the light that shone, but it amplified himself in his soul and gave character to his ministry.  What a light it was, and how distinct!  There was another side to the question; it was a sudden and powerful intervention by the Lord in the face of opposition.  Saul of Tarsus was the great head of the opposition against the saints at that moment, and suddenly the Lord ended it.  “The assemblies then throughout the whole of Judæa … had peace” (v 31), but that is not the main point of the incident, it seems to me.  What stands out in particular is the extraordinary light that suddenly intervenes, and it is still a point which must keep us on the alert. The Lord can give a fresh light, a development, new truth, which we had not had so far.  Paul's own writings show us how the light of mystery, the light of the heavenly calling of the assembly, was in the Scriptures in a hidden way.  You will remember with what wonderful dexterity he loves, in his epistles, to introduce quotations from the Old Testament, showing how these, in a hidden way, alluded to the mystery, but this came to light only after that the Spirit had come and raised Paul; although the light of the mystery was there in a hidden way. But now this light was shining, and it penetrated into Paul's heart. “Why persecutest thou me?”  And he said, “Who art thou, Lord?”  And the Lord says, “I am Jesus whom thou persecutest”.  Jesus, the Name of the One we know and love, this name that implies that He is God.  He is the Anointed of God, the Centre of all His thoughts, and the saints are Himself: “Why persecutest thou me?”  I wonder if we have really grasped this in our hearts, that we are for ever vitally linked to Christ in glory, that we are part of His body.  The assembly is His body, His fulness.  It is in it that God will realise His good pleasure in man.  All this was condensed into these few words addressed from heaven to Saul of Tarsus: “Why persecutest thou me?”  It was a sudden light that dawned in him.

Later, he was caught up into paradise and heard “unspeakable things said which it is not allowed to man to utter” (2 Cor 12: 4); and without a doubt this would have greatly developed his understanding of the truth that had been entrusted to him; but this truth was wholly entirely in this word, and was the light shining suddenly out of heaven that had brought this enlargement.  Even for the twelve, I suppose that it led to change; up to then their thoughts had been coloured above all by God’s relations with Israel.  He transformed completely, so to speak, the character of the testimony; it was clothed with a heavenly character, and the full light of the assembly developed gradually from this point of departure.

What I desired to emphasise, dear brethren, was this thought of what is sudden, and for this purpose I would insist upon the importance there is for us to be ready for that which it may please the Lord to say or to do suddenly.  Have we faith to continue by the power which is in the Spirit in patience and in dependence until suddenly the position is changed?  It will be changed entirely and triumphantly, in the twinkling of any eye, but in waiting for it, it could be that we have the experience of other things arising suddenly.  In Christianity, it seems that sometimes the way God acts in introducing things suddenly.  He may, naturally, direct His thoughts before us through a gradual development, but it seemed also that He loves to introduce certain things suddenly, to see if they find us ready.

In the last passage, in Acts 16, we find Paul and Silas in tribulation, in prison in Philippi.  “And at midnight Paul and Silas, in praying, were praising God with singing”.  They justified God’s intervention by their conduct.  They were in prison, I repeat, in the inner prison, feet in the irons, and at midnight, at the darkest hour, they sang God’s praises.  Thank God if we can be marked by this until the end!  We have the Lord's help, we have the help of the Spirit.  If we gather tomorrow, we will be marked by this, I trust. At midnight, the darkest hour of the night, they sang God’s praises; and if the pressure increases, let us not stop, by the grace of God and with the support of the Spirit, to sing God’s praises.  We have here, in a representative way, all the power of the Roman Empire exercised against these two men, for Philippi was a colony, having the same rights as Rome, and there were the prætors there, the jailer, the prison, all representing the power of the Roman Empire against these men.  And now suddenly there was an earthquake, and the whole system was shaken.  The result was the formation of an assembly in Philippi; two baptised houses were secured for God in this city, and an assembly was formed which, as far as we can say, continued brightly, at least during Paul's days.  “From the first day until now”, he says in his epistle, Phil 1: 5.  They had been maintained in fellowship with the gospel since the commencement until that day.  An assembly with an excellent spiritual constitution had resulted in part at least from this sudden intervention by the Lord, and all the opposing power had been shaken, and instantly broken.  I only mention this because it is another example of the way in which the situation can be suddenly changed, in an instant, by the Lord’s powerful intervention. 

May the Lord encourage us to seek to be maintained day by day, to continue in patience, in prayer, in joy!  This is the important point, to continue in awaiting the great things that are before us and which will come to pass suddenly.  How important it therefore is to seek the grace to be ready for all that the Lord may do.  May the Lord bless the word!
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Scripture references

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

Acts 2:1-4 (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. [4] And they were all filled with [the] Holy Spirit, and began to speak with other tongues as the Spirit gave to them to speak forth.

Acts 9:3-6 (JND) [3] But as he was journeying, it came to pass that he drew near to Damascus; and suddenly there shone round about him a light out of heaven, [4] and falling on the earth he heard a voice saying to him, Saul, Saul, why dost thou persecute me? [5] And he said, Who art thou, Lord? And he [said], *I* am Jesus, whom *thou* persecutest. [6] But rise up and enter into the city, and it shall be told thee what thou must do.

Acts 16:25-26 (JND) [25] And at midnight Paul and Silas, in praying, were praising God with singing, and the prisoners listened to them. [26] And suddenly there was a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the prison shook, and all the doors were immediately opened, and the bonds of all loosed.

Isaiah 54 (JND) [1] Exult, thou barren, that didst not bear; break forth into singing, and shout for joy, thou that didst not travail with child: for more are the children of the desolate than the children of the married wife, saith Jehovah. [2] Enlarge the place of thy tent, and let them stretch forth the curtains of thy habitations: spare not, lengthen thy cords, and strengthen thy stakes. [3] For thou shalt spread abroad on the right hand and on the left; and thy seed shall possess nations, and they shall make desolate cities to be inhabited. …

Mark 13:32 (JND) [32] But of that day or of that hour no one knows, neither the angels who are in heaven, nor the Son, but the Father.

Colossians 1 (JND) [1] Paul, apostle of Christ Jesus, by God's will, and Timotheus the brother, [2] to the holy and faithful brethren in Christ which [are] in Colosse. Grace to you and peace from God our Father [and Lord Jesus Christ]. [3] We give thanks to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ continually [when] praying for you, …

Luke 2 (JND) [1] But it came to pass in those days that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus, that a census should be made of all the habitable world. [2] The census itself first took place when Cyrenius had the government of Syria. [3] And all went to be inscribed in the census roll, each to his own city: …

John 21:25 (JND) [25] And there are also many other things which Jesus did, the which if they were written one by one, I suppose that not even the world itself would contain the books written.

Acts 1:4-5 (JND) [4] and, being assembled with [them], commanded them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to await the promise of the Father, which [said he] ye have heard of me. [5] For John indeed baptised with water, but *ye* shall be baptised with the Holy Spirit after now not many days.

Acts 1 (JND) [1] I composed the first discourse, O Theophilus, concerning all things which Jesus began both to do and to teach, [2] until that day in which, having by the Holy Spirit charged the apostles whom he had chosen, he was taken up; [3] to whom also he presented himself living, after he had suffered, with many proofs; being seen by them during forty days, and speaking of the things which concern the kingdom of God; …

Genesis 1:2 (JND) [2] And the earth was waste and empty, and darkness was on the face of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.

2 Corinthians 12:4 (JND) [4] that he was caught up into paradise, and heard unspeakable things said which it is not allowed to man to utter.

Acts 16 (JND) [1] And he came to Derbe and Lystra: and behold, a certain disciple was there, by name Timotheus, son of a Jewish believing woman, but [the] father a Greek, [2] who had a [good] testimony of the brethren in Lystra and Iconium. [3] Him would Paul have go forth with him, and took [him and] circumcised him on account of the Jews who were in those places, for they all knew his father that he was a Greek. …

Philippians 1:5 (JND) [5] because of your fellowship with the gospel, from the first day until now;
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CONTINUING TO THE END

In Samuel and Daniel we have two outstanding examples of men who had to do with God when they were young, and continued right through to the end. Samuel’s history gives us his relations with the people of God, while Daniel’s history gives us largely his relations with the outside world. These are, speaking broadly, the two spheres in which we have to move, and we need to be preserved so that we may not only start right, but continue to the end. The only way to guarantee going through to the end is to keep oneself right, one day at a time. The beginning of all defection started on some day, and if that particular day had been watched, no one would have turned aside. It is a principle with God that we are to number our days, as we see in Enoch’s history. He was one who walked with God for three hundred years. His history is recorded as “days”, All the days of Enoch were three hundred and sixty-five years”. God fed the people daily with manna and each day was to commence and close with a burnt offering, an oblation and a drink offering; that is, each day should begin with a renewed appreciation of Christ, and of the acceptance in which we stand with God in Christ on the ground of His precious death: but along with that there is to be subjective correspondence with that which we appreciate objectively in Christ. These are basic principles on which we can hope to be preserved.

Now Samuel’s history deals with his relations with the people of God, and what marked his day was that the official priesthood was corrupt; in contrast with that, the boy Samuel is brought forward. He was destined to be an outstanding prophet and judge, and he also became a remarkable intercessor. If we are to be intercessors effectively, we must ourselves be near to God and acceptable to Him. Samuel started by being morally a priest, though he was not one officially; we are priests as having the Spirit of God and therefore can have boldness to enter the holiest. The question arises whether we are in fact priestly, and marked by holiness and spiritual intelligence. Now Samuel started on these lines. He ministered before Jehovah, a boy girded with a linen ephod. Linen stands for practical righteousness and holiness. Young believers need to make up their minds that by the grace of God they will be characterised by drawing near to God continually. Make it your practice in your own affairs and in assembly matters; see that it is not formal, but definite, and that you have to do with God in a way that is morally and practically suitable to Him. This is the foundation of all spiritual prosperity.

We read in the next chapter that the boy Samuel ministered to Jehovah before Eli. It says that Jehovah came and stood as at other times and called, Samuel, Samuel!  Now it is urgent, and Samuel says, “Speak, for thy servant heareth”. That is an important matter. We should learn to speak to God, and it is equally important that we should learn to listen, and to say, “Speak, for thy servant heareth”. Now what God had to say to him was to enlarge on the iniquity of Eli’s house and on the judgment about to fall upon it. You might think it was an extraordinary thing that God should communicate all this to a boy!  He wanted him to learn His judgment of the evil around him. That would induce the fear of God in Samuel, a most important element—something we all need to cultivate in a world of increasing evil. We need to keep divine standards before us. God gave this message to Samuel, and he passed it on faithfully to Eli. He that is faithful in the least is faithful also in much. Jehovah was with him, and let none of his words fall to the ground. It was God’s answer to Samuel’s faithfulness.

In chapter 16 attention is drawn to Samuel when he was getting old and momentarily marked by weakness. He had been somewhat rebuked by Jehovah because he was mourning unduly for Saul, and he was told to fill his horn with oil and go: “I will send thee to Jesse the Bethlehemite; for I have provided me a king among his sons”. What a word for every one of us as to whether our vessels are filled with oil, filled with the Spirit!  Samuel is a godly man, faithful but for the moment weak; for when he sees Eliab he is attracted by his outward appearance. This may happen with anyone; at the same time one who is with God quickly recovers himself. God tells him not to look on the outward appearance, for He looks on the heart. In David, He had a man before Him who was thinking of the things of God, and who risked his life for one lamb belonging to his father. That is the kind of man to whom God will commit Himself, so He says, “Arise, anoint him; for this is he”. Samuel is now committed to the man in whom God delights, which leads to the refusal and the repudiation of every other man. Have we anointed Christ—God’s choice—and repudiated every other man?

Daniel also started young and went right through to the end. He had to do with the outside world. Some of us, alas, break down in our part in the testimony and are carried away by the world around. It is sorrowful to see one drop out when things are reaching completion, when the Spirit of God is putting the finishing touches on the work of God. So we read of Daniel and his three companions, and we are told their names. God as He was known is identified with each of them, for each of their names ends with either El or Jah. It is the position of the saints at the present time, for the name of God has been called upon us. We have been baptised to the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. We are not to sacrifice, or under any circumstances to surrender, what is properly connected with the holy name of God.

The prince of the eunuchs would give them names that would connect them with the heathen world in the midst of which they were, but Daniel purposed in his heart that he would not pollute himself with the king’s delicate food, nor with the wine that he drank. You want to have a definite purpose in your heart, and while you have to do with the world, to touch it as lightly as you possibly can, and not be defiled by it. It is a question of what you feed your mind on. It was not easy for these four young men, and they were the only ones who adopted this attitude, but God came in for them and vindicated them in a remarkable way. In chapter 2 it is a question of having God’s estimate of the glory of this world, and of how it is to end. Nebuchadnezzar was the first to whom universal dominion was entrusted; he was the head of gold in the image, but the stone cut out without hands smote the image on the feet, so that no place was found for the iron, the clay, the brass, the silver or the gold; that is how things are going to end. The Gentile kingdoms and all the glory attached to them will just be like chaff on the threshing-floor.

Daniel had remarkable opportunities, and he was promoted very highly. A Christian in public service may rise to a certain level, but there will come a time when faithfulness to the truth will be a hindrance to further promotion. Set your mind on pleasing God, and what your hands find to do, do it with your might, and do it to God. It is clear that at one time Daniel had a very high position, but in the reign of Belshazzar he was unknown. There is no suggestion that he felt losing his position. His great concern was to go on with God, and he did that right on to the end. Ephesians tells us of the exaltation of Christ to fill all things, and this means that there will not be any room for anything but Christ. This would give us to have a right judgment of everything here.

In chapter 5 of this book, Daniel is sent for by Belshazzar to interpret the writing on the wall, and is promised that, if he did so, he would be proclaimed the third ruler in the kingdom and have a gold chain about his neck; but that very night Belshazzar was slain and the kingdom passed into the hands of Darius the Mede. Of what use were the gold chain and the proclamation then?  That is how the glory of the world will pass. How quickly it comes to an end!

In chapter 6 we have most attractive features in Daniel, for he went into his house, his windows being open in his upper chamber towards Jerusalem, and kneeled on his knees three times a day, and prayed and gave thanks before his God, as he did aforetime. Not that the crisis made him take up this attitude, but he had been characterised by it. In Psalm 122 we are exhorted to “pray for the peace of Jerusalem: they shall prosper that love thee”. That is, we are to have the assembly in our minds as God has it in His. We can pray three times a day for the assembly, that God will bring in a perfect answer in the saints to what He has in mind in regard to the assembly. That is what we see in Philadelphia—a concrete answer to what God has in mind in regard to the assembly.

Daniel is presented to us at the close of his history as being marked by these features. At the end of the chapter it says, “This Daniel prospered”. That is the kind of man that prospers. Whether we are young or old, we should be concerned to continue to the end acceptably to God, both in our relations with the people of God and in our contact with the world around.
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Scripture references

Psalms 122 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees. Of David.} I rejoiced when they said unto me, Let us go into the house of Jehovah. [2] Our feet shall stand within thy gates, O Jerusalem. [3] Jerusalem, which art built as a city that is compact together, …



EXPERIENCE WITH GOD


Psalm 51: 1-6, 15-19; 139: 1-10, 14-18, 23, 24

There is evidently a connection between these two psalms, both in their nature and in the fact that they are both psalms of David, inspired, of course, one need not say, by the Holy Spirit.  It is very touching that the Spirit Himself will identify Himself with our inward exercises, so that right expression, expression according to God, might be given to those exercises—a very affecting thing indeed as we think of it.  But there is, I think, this difference between the two psalms.

Psalm 51 has reference to David’s exercises resulting from a serious breakdown on his part, and it has in view, in the final result of those exercises, the promotion of the service of God and the securing of conditions necessary for the preservation of what is for God.  Psalm 139, on the other hand, as far as I see, does not refer to any specific breakdown, but is rather the experience of one who is going on constantly with God, and it seems to lead to the psalmist being able to identify himself more than ever with the work of God.

I am sure both these things are of great importance to us.  There is with all of us, at some time or other, breakdown that has to be faced with God.  It may be serious and grave and public as in David’s case, it may not be quite of that character, but each of us knows what it is in his own experience to have to face breakdown with God.  David’s exercises led to what he comes to in verse 6, that God will have truth in the inward parts, a most important thing for every one of us to face.  It is not a question of outward rightness of behaviour it is a question of the spring, truth in the inward parts.  We all know what a serious breakdown it was in David’s case.  It started with the fact that, when kings go forth, David remained in Jerusalem.  He sent Joab with the host, but he himself remained in Jerusalem.  That is to say, it started with the neglect to take his right part in exercises and conflicts that were current.  Self-indulgence in seeking to have an easy time when others were facing conflict and exercise was the beginning of David’s downfall.  Then he was tempted and fell.  Then, alas, he sought to cover it—we all know the detail—how serious it was and how merciful God was to him!  In the course of seeking to cover it, David sent for Urijah and Urijah was faithful and devoted.  Urijah knew nothing of the history, he did not know why he was sent for, but he was faithful and devoted to God’s interests and therefore was not available for the very purpose that David evidently intended he should be used for.  What a voice to David!  It was God’s mercy to David presenting him with one before his very eyes who was not bent on self-indulgence, whose whole heart and interest were bound up with the testimony and its conflicts and the ark.  There was a voice to David in all this, but alas, he hardened himself in the presence of it, and, not being able to gain his way with Urijah, he commits a further sin, working and plotting to bring about Urijah’s death.  His plot succeeded and Urijah was murdered.  What a solemn history it is!  How far we may get if we do not maintain truth in the inward parts!  Truth is having everything in its proper moral relation.  God is said to be the One who is true, not simply the true God in contrast to false gods, but that He is characteristically true, that is, He has everything in its right moral relation.  God would have us continually exercised that there should be truth in the inward parts.

David comes to that.  He does not so much enlarge on the particular sin or sins of which he was guilty.  He was guilty of adultery, he was guilty in God’s estimation of murder.  He says, “Deliver me from blood-guiltiness”, He was guilty of these things, but the crux of the whole matter is that God will have truth in the inward parts.  That is to say, everything that we propose to do is to be examined in the light of God as to whether it is right in His sight.  If he had been concerned as to truth in the inward parts he would never have remained in Jerusalem when kings go forth, when there was a call to take up conflict in connection with God’s interests.  He would have known at once that the spring of his decision to remain in Jerusalem was self-indulgence, not the will of God.  We have the Holy Spirit indwelling us, and thus we are far more responsible than David if we fail.  But I believe the crux of the whole matter is truth in the inward parts.  Then, after David had got his own way and Urijah was dead, David finding, alas, in Joab one prepared to collaborate in his terrible designs, he went on even then for some months keeping up appearances, until at last the child was born and Nathan comes to him and the sin is brought home to his conscience by the prophetic word, and this psalm is the result.  He says, “I acknowledge my transgressions, and my sin is continually before me.  Against thee, thee only, have I sinned, and done what is evil in thy sight; that thou mayest be justified when thou speakest, be clear when thou judgest”.  There is no thought at all of justifying himself.  “Behold”, he says, “in iniquity was I brought forth, and in sin did my mother conceive me”. He has arrived at a sense of the sinfulness that marks him by nature.  He is not bringing it forward as an excuse, a palliation for what he did, far from it, but he is arriving at the truth that he is sinful, which we can arrive at in even greater measure.  Indeed God would have us arrive at it, because as arriving at it we realise our only safety lies in abiding in Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit.  But the crux of the matter and what he really arrives at is, “Thou wilt have truth in the inward parts”.

But now he says lower down—there is much in the psalm which could well be dwelt on profitably— “Open my lips, and my mouth shall declare thy praise”.  He had known what it was to have part in the praise of God, to have his lips open, but now for the moment his lips are sealed, and as one who has God before him he desires that God will open his lips.  When one is truly repentant and self-judged, what one is as a result of God’s work can begin to assert itself.  So he asks that his lips should be opened.  He comes to it that nothing that is merely formal in the way of burnt-offerings will have any value in the sight of God.  He says, “a broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise”.  And now having come to that, Zion and Jerusalem come into his mind.  “Do good in thy good pleasure unto Zion”.  How solemn it is to think that every sin we commit, every breakdown we have, has its bearing on the assembly, not only on oneself individually, but it affects the whole assembly.  If I am deprived of my liberty through breakdown on my part, God is robbed, the saints are robbed, the assembly is weakened.  If I allow sin unjudged, the assembly is in danger of being corrupted.  That is a solemn thing.  We are all bound together, and any evil allowed is really an attack on the walls of Jerusalem.  So he says, “Do good in thy good pleasure unto Zion; build the walls of Jerusalem”.  Zion in Scripture refers, in its application to us, to God’s thoughts concerning the assembly, and Jerusalem presents to us the actual answer to those thoughts, the measure in which they are answered to.

So he first takes account of Zion as God takes account of it, and then he says, “build the walls of Jerusalem”.  It is the acknowledgment on his part, I suppose, that his serious sin had resulted in the walls of Jerusalem being weakened, an element of corruption had come in and could only be remedied by selfjudgment on his part and on the part of any others who were similarly affected.  The truth must be re-established in their souls, and only thus would the walls be rebuilt.  Then he says, “Then shalt thou have sacrifices of righteousness, burnt-offering, and whole burnt-offering”.  Now he can come to the reality of that which, when only formal, he had rejected in verse 16.  Now sacrifices of burnt-offering can be mentioned and whole bullocks offered on God’s altar, but I repeat that the crux of the whole matter is, “Thou wilt have truth in the inward parts”. If we are exercised as to that, realising that God looks at the heart and the motives, we shall be preserved from public breakdown.

Now in Psalm 139 it is not, as I see it, one who is exercised as to breakdown on his part and having to face things with God in that light, but rather one who is going on with God continually, and so again the psalm is searching in its character.  He says, “Jehovah, thou hast searched me, and known me.  Thou knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising, thou understandest my thought afar off”. How intimate is the knowledge that he has acquired of God!  He has such a sense of having to do with God that it affects every detail of his life.  He says, “Thou knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising”. If he sat down, God knew why he sat down; if he rose up, God knew why he rose up.  “Thou understandest my thought afar off; Thou searchest out my path and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways; for there is not yet a word on my tongue, but lo, O Jehovah, thou knowest it altogether”. Then he uses remarkable language in verse 7.  “Whither shall I go from thy spirit? and whither flee from thy presence?” We can understand perhaps even better than David the answer to such words as that, because the Spirit of God has taken His abode in us, and we cannot get away from Him.  David was made to feel he could not, but we much more so, because we have the Holy Spirit abiding in us.  It is a solemn matter, an exercising matter, but a matter for which we can be more and more thankful, because our salvation lies in appreciating that the Spirit of God has abidingly taken His abode in us.  David realises that he could not get away from God, but now, almost suddenly, he turns to the thought of God’s work.  “I will praise thee, for I am fearfully, wonderfully made.  Marvellous are thy works; and that my soul knoweth right well”.  It is comforting to realise that in all our exercises day by day, not now exercises brought on us by our own failure, but exercises that arise in the ordinary course of our lives, going on with God day by day, while there may be much to be searched out, much brought to our notice that has to be judged, at the same time in it all God is carrying on a wonderful work.  It is really the very thing David himself was taken up to express, that is, that one man, in Saul, had to be displaced and another man according to God’s pleasure brought in in his place.  He had to face the reality of it, just as Jacob in the womb took hold of his brother’s heel, his spiritual instinct indicating that the first man must be displaced to make way for the second, but subsequently had to learn it in his own exercises.  At the end of his course Jacob showed that he was in the gain of it, crossing his hands wittingly, committing himself to the second and passing over the first.  He had come to it himself.  All the exercises we go through, as a result of finding ourselves more and more searched by the Spirit of God, have in view that Christ should become more and more the object, the ideal of our hearts, as the Man in whom God alone can find pleasure, and along with that the displacement of the first man in ourselves.  I know it is easy to state it and that we accept the truth, but I believe it is the line on which God is working.

There is a connection with Ephesians 4 in verse 15 of this Psalm.  David says, “Curiously wrought in the lower parts of the earth”, which reminds us of Ephesians 4 where it says, “But that he ascended, what is it but that he also descended into the lower parts of the earth?  He that descended is the same who has also ascended up above all the heavens, that he might fill all things”.  And that is something for us to keep our minds on, that there is not going to be room for anything that is not of Christ, and, in order to pave the way for that to be worked out now in our lives, He has been down to the lower parts of the earth, not only to death but to the grave, for the putting out of sight of the first man, of the man himself, which is the root of things.  How good it is to come under the influence of the love of Christ that took Him that way that we might thus learn the necessity for the complete ending in death, and removal in burial, of the first man, and by the Spirit’s work come into practical accord with it!

So here the work of God comes before the psalmist’s soul, and it is good that we should have before our minds and souls the work God is carrying on now.  It will be seen in full expression in the assembly.  “Until we all arrive”, it is said, “at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, at the fullgrown man, at the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”.  Are these just terms with us, or do we really consider that that is what God has before Him? Christ as Son of God is His great ideal in manhood, and His work in us is to bring us entirely into accord with that.  I believe that is what this Psalm reaches.  So at the end the psalmist says, “Search me, O God, and know my heart; prove me, and know my thoughts; and see if there be any grievous way in me”.  He is conscious of the deceitfulness of his own heart, that he cannot trust himself, but he can trust God and rely on the work of God.  And so he appeals to the Spirit of God to see if there be any grievous way in him and he says, “lead me in the way everlasting”. I believe, if we can be encouraged to take up the exercises of David in these two psalms, it will help us greatly, and promote more and more the conditions needed for power and substance in the service of God, and also help us to apprehend the work of God and to identify ourselves with it, and put no obstacle in the way of what the Spirit of God will do with us.

May God help us in it for His Name’s sake.
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Scripture references

Psalms 51:1-19 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David; when Nathan the prophet came to him, after he had gone in to Bath-sheba.} Be gracious unto me, O God, according to thy loving-kindness; according to the abundance of thy tender mercies, blot out my transgressions. [2] Wash me fully from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. [3] For I acknowledge my transgressions, and my sin is continually before me. [4] Against thee, thee only, have I sinned, and done what is evil in thy sight; that thou mayest be justified when thou speakest, be clear when thou judgest. [5] Behold, in iniquity was I brought forth, and in sin did my mother conceive me. [6] Behold, thou wilt have truth in the inward parts; and in the hidden [part] thou wilt make me to know wisdom. [7] Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. [8] Make me to hear gladness and joy; [that] the bones which thou hast broken may rejoice. [9] Hide thy face from my sins, and blot out all mine iniquities. [10] Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. [11] Cast me not away from thy presence, and take not the spirit of thy holiness from me. [12] Restore unto me the joy of thy salvation, and let a willing spirit sustain me. …

Psalms 139:1-24 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David.} Jehovah, thou hast searched me, and known [me]. [2] *Thou* knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising, thou understandest my thought afar off; [3] Thou searchest out my path and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways; [4] For there is not yet a word on my tongue, [but] lo, O Jehovah, thou knowest it altogether. [5] Thou hast beset me behind and before, and laid thy hand upon me. [6] O knowledge too wonderful for me! it is high, I cannot [attain] unto it. [7] Whither shall I go from thy Spirit? and whither flee from thy presence? [8] If I ascend up into the heavens thou art there; or if I make my bed in Sheol, behold, thou [art there]; [9] [If] I take the wings of the dawn [and] dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, [10] Even there shall thy hand lead me, and thy right hand shall hold me. [11] And if I say, Surely darkness shall cover me, and the light about me be night; [12] Even darkness hideth not from thee, and the night shineth as the day: the darkness is as the light. …

Psalms 51 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David; when Nathan the prophet came to him, after he had gone in to Bath-sheba.} Be gracious unto me, O God, according to thy loving-kindness; according to the abundance of thy tender mercies, blot out my transgressions. [2] Wash me fully from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. [3] For I acknowledge my transgressions, and my sin is continually before me. …

Psalms 139 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David.} Jehovah, thou hast searched me, and known [me]. [2] *Thou* knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising, thou understandest my thought afar off; [3] Thou searchest out my path and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways; …

Psalms 139 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David.} Jehovah, thou hast searched me, and known [me]. [2] *Thou* knowest my down-sitting and mine uprising, thou understandest my thought afar off; [3] Thou searchest out my path and my lying down, and art acquainted with all my ways; …

Ephesians 4 (JND) [1] *I*, the prisoner in [the] Lord, exhort you therefore to walk worthy of the calling wherewith ye have been called, [2] with all lowliness and meekness, with long-suffering, bearing with one another in love; [3] using diligence to keep the unity of the Spirit in the uniting bond of peace. …

Ephesians 4 (JND) [1] *I*, the prisoner in [the] Lord, exhort you therefore to walk worthy of the calling wherewith ye have been called, [2] with all lowliness and meekness, with long-suffering, bearing with one another in love; [3] using diligence to keep the unity of the Spirit in the uniting bond of peace. …



THE BOW IN THE CLOUD


Genesis 9: 12-16

God often sees fit to bring upon His people, in His ways with them, the cloud of the shadow of death; but when He brings the cloud, the bow is always to be seen in it, and that is what God would have our hearts directed to at this time—the bow that is to be seen in the cloud. The death of our beloved young brother was sudden and unexpected, but God’s ways are perfect. Death, as coming before the Christian, always directs his thoughts to the death of Christ, and there is a wonderful bow to be seen there. Nothing in the physical creation is so resplendent in glory as the rainbow; it has a wondrous blend of glories, and is a most impressive sight. So God would direct our thoughts at this time to the death of Christ. There death was seen and met in all its power, and there divine love and power shone out in all their brilliance.

The rights of God, challenged by the incoming of sin, were met by the devotedness of Christ, so that God could come out in mercy to our beloved young brother, and to us all. His holiness was outraged by sin, and all was met by the perfect devotedness of Christ even to death, so that love can come out to us, and establish in Christ beyond death an order of life in which that holy love can be enjoyed in conditions with which nothing can interfere. How wonderfully all this has come out in Christ!

Death to us is weakness. There was the appearance of greatest weakness when Jesus died: “He has been crucified in weakness”; but what marvellous power was there!  He cried with a loud voice, and He delivered up His spirit. He was in complete control of the situation, so that God might be seen moving in the glory of the way He has taken, and that death might be turned to account to express the greatness of His love. And all this is the portion of believers.

Referring to the laying down of His life, the Lord says, “No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of myself. I have authority to lay it down and I have authority to take it again. I have received this commandment of my Father” (John 10:18); and, in the preceding verse, “On this account the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it again”. So that there is the Father’s commandment; there is the devoted obedience of Christ, all with a view, not only to laying down His life, but taking it again in conditions of power and glory beyond death; and our beloved brother will have his part in this, as we all shall. There is also the Father’s love shining on Christ because He devoted Himself; there is the devotion of Christ, in all its fragrance, as entering into death; there is victory over death, seen in the resurrection of Christ. All these things, and much more, make up a wonderful blend of glories which God would bring into our souls at this time in the presence of the cloud of bereavement and death.

So God would lift us up; He gives us the victory, through our Lord Jesus Christ. It is wonderful what has come out in the death of Christ: the love of God in all its reality, in His Son!  “Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? ... For I am persuaded that neither death, nor life ... shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord”, Rom 8: 35-39. Certainly death has not separated our young brother from the love of Christ; rather has it been the means the Lord has taken to carry him away even now from the sorrows of the pilgrim pathway, finding his eternal portion in Christ. Well may we rejoice: the bow is in the cloud!  God has shone out in Christ, and in Christ there has appeared the moral excellence of a Man according to God, devoting His life, even to the laying of it down in death, that He might take it again.

The bow is in the cloud. Every time God brings death to bear on our spirits, He looks on the bow; His glory is there; and then it is for us to look there too. What a divine blend of glories—the glory of God on the one hand, and the glory of a Man on the other, perfectly blended in this wonderful fact of the death of Christ!  May the Lord increase our appreciation of it, and comfort our hearts at this present time!
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Scripture references

Genesis 9:12-16 (JND) [12] And God said, This is the sign of the covenant that I set between me and you and every living soul that is with you, for everlasting generations: [13] I set my bow in the clouds, and it shall be for a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. [14] And it shall come to pass when I bring clouds over the earth, that the bow shall be seen in the cloud, [15] and I will remember my covenant which is between me and you and every living soul of all flesh; and the waters shall not henceforth become a flood to destroy all flesh. [16] And the bow shall be in the cloud; and I will look upon it, that I may remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living soul of all flesh that is upon the earth.

John 10:18 (JND) [18] No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of myself. I have authority to lay it down and I have authority to take it again. I have received this commandment of my Father.

Romans 8:35-39 (JND) [35] Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? tribulation or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? [36] According as it is written, For thy sake we are put to death all the day long; we have been reckoned as sheep for slaughter. [37] But in all these things we more than conquer through him that has loved us. [38] For I am persuaded that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, [39] nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which [is] in Christ Jesus our Lord.



REAL CHRISTIANITY


2 Kings 2: 11-13; 5: 13-17

I have in mind that we might get a fresh impression of what is distinctively characteristic of Christianity.  It is indicated in Elijah’s mantle, the measure of the Man who has been taken up into heaven.  It is a good thing for us to keep that in mind, that Christianity, the testimony that is to be maintained here during this day of the Spirit, now nearing its end, is to take on this feature, that there is the one measure of manhood according to God, one standard of testimony, and that is the measure of the Man who has gone up into heaven.  We may think it is an unattainable standard, and Elisha did not presume to wear Elijah’s mantle, but he took it up.  He took it up, having first rent his own garments in two pieces.  It was definite in his own mind; he had finally discarded all that had marked him previously, and as now to fill the place of testimony for God, he kept before him this measure, the measure of the Man whom God has taken to heaven.  I am sure we need to keep in mind that this is the characteristic feature of Christianity.  Christ is the standard of manhood according to God, and if God entrusts His testimony to man He intends that it should be filled out according to that standard.  The only power for it lies in the Spirit.  This is the day of the Spirit.  What Elisha exclaimed as he saw Elijah going up to heaven in a whirlwind was, “My father, my father! the chariot of Israel and the horsemen thereof!”  He understood that the resources for the testimony were now entirely spiritual.  Whether it is the Holy Spirit personally, or whether it is angels—both of these enter into the resources that are available for Christianity—they are spiritual.  “Who maketh his angels spirits; his ministers a flame of fire”, Ps 104: 4.  So we are to understand that the resources available in the testimony are entirely spiritual.

These chapters in 2 Kings are very much a question of what resources we are relying on.  In chapter 6 the mountain where Elisha was, was surrounded by chariots and horses of the Syrians. The Syrians represented great natural resources, but in contrast to that there were horses and chariots of fire round about Elisha.  Elisha’s protection, and his power and support, lay in spiritual resources, and I believe that is the force of this exclamation of Elisha’s as he saw Elijah taken up into heaven.  “The chariot of Israel”, he says, “and the horsemen thereof!” implying that the resources of the people of God are entirely spiritual.  That means, as we have said, that the Holy Spirit alone is to be relied upon, though in relation to external conditions we have also the support of the angels, but in either case the resources of the testimony are entirely spiritual.

Now God had told Elijah to go and anoint Elisha in his stead, and Elijah went and found Elisha.  We have no word of his anointing him, but he cast his mantle on him, as though he would give Elisha that impression that was to characterise his ministry, that he must have before him the measure of the man whom God would take up to heaven.  So in Acts 1 two men stood by the disciples as they saw Jesus taken up, and, as they were gazing up into heaven, these two men said, “Men of Galilee, why do ye stand looking into heaven?  This Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven, shall thus come in the manner in which ye have beheld him going into heaven”, v 11.  That is, they looked forward at once to His coming, that He would come in exactly the same way as they had seen Him go up to heaven, meaning that there is to be no change.  The whole of the dispensation is to be marked by the same features; what it was in the beginning it is to be characterised by at the end.  He will come in exactly the same way as they saw Him taken up into heaven, and “taken up into heaven” signifies, I believe, heaven’s delight in the One who has been taken up.  So we are to have that in mind.  We may think there is great weakness and failure on our side, as undoubtedly there is, but the secret lies, of course, in our learning more fully and characteristically to make room for the Spirit.  The Spirit of God will always bring Christ into our hearts, and into expression in our lives.  Indeed, He is “the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus”, Rom 8: 2.

So Elisha was to get hold of this idea, and having rent his own garments in two pieces he takes up the mantle of Elijah which fell from him.

Now I refer briefly to chapter 5.  It is a very evangelical chapter, a delightful chapter, showing incidentally how the gospel can be carried on and be effective in days of such weakness as mark the present time, corresponding with the days in which Elisha ministered.  There was very great weakness, almost complete departure from the truth publicly, and yet Elisha ministered in grace and power notwithstanding.  So we find in this chapter, first a little maid, and her feelings, her desire, in keeping with the desires of the heart of God.  She says, “Oh, would that my lord were before the prophet that is in Samaria! then he would cure him of his leprosy”.  Then there is Elisha himself, when Naaman comes to him, entirely in keeping with the gospel.  Naaman was there in his own greatness and self-importance.  He was a man indeed whom God had used, but God had in mind his blessing.  He had not in mind his reputation, but He had in mind his blessing, and Elisha is in keeping with the gospel.  How important it is that we should always be in keeping with the gospel.  Indeed, I believe that many of our sorrows and troubles arise from the fact that we are not really keeping the gospel in our hearts and souls.  Elisha was thoroughly in keeping with the gospel, so that when this man came in his self-importance and greatness—“Naaman came with his horses and with his chariot, and stood at the doorway of the house of Elisha”—Elisha is not found in any way pandering to this man’s desires.  Naaman had it all planned out in his own mind, what was to happen.  It was all to make something of Naaman, but Elisha is faithful.  He is in complete accord with the gospel.  He will not go out to him.  He just sends a messenger to him, saying, “Go and wash in the Jordan seven times”.  Naaman asks why it must be the Jordan.  Why the Jordan?  “Are not the Abanah and the Pharpar”, he says, “rivers of Damascus, better than all the waters of Israel?  May I not wash in them and be clean?”  But Jordan is the whole point.  Jordan is what Elijah went through just before he was taken up to heaven.  It speaks, of course, of death, and Christ having been into death.  It speaks of death as lying upon all men, and Christ having been into death and risen triumphantly out of it in order that He might have the right to give the Holy Spirit to those who believe on Him, who are thus set up in the life of the heavenly Man.  But then before that was possible the life of man in flesh has had to be terminated in death.  It is not here a question exactly of judgment of sin, although that enters into it, as we have been reading, but it is rather the end of man in death.  Jordan represents that, and Jordan has an important place in this history of Elisha.  We have read of it in chapter 2, and then we read of it in chapters 5, 6 and 7.  The Jordan is an important element in the teaching of this part of the history, but now the whole point is whether we have really identified ourselves in mind and heart with the Jordan, that is with Christ as having gone into death.  The epistle to Colossians makes much of “with Christ”: “died with Christ” (chap 2: 20), “buried with him” (chap 2: 12), “raised with the Christ” (chap 3: 1), “quickened together with him”, chap 2: 13.  It is a question of where our affections are, whether we really have in our hearts that we belong to Christ, that He loves us, holds us in His love, and has given Himself for us in order that we might partake of His life, the life of the heavenly Man, for that object He went into death for us, and in that death the life of man in flesh has been ended vicariously.  Have we really laid hold of it, and do we maintain it in our souls?  God had in mind wondrous blessing for Naaman, and he nearly missed it because of his unwillingness to accept death unreservedly, to plunge himself seven times in Jordan.

Now, in the wondrous grace of God, the servants of Naaman draw near.  How wonderful it is, how the gospel can go on in days such as these are, in the most simple of circumstances!  A maid on the one hand happily accepting God’s ordering of circumstances for her; the servants, on the other, with singleness of desire that their master might be blessed. They draw near and they say, “My father, if the prophet had bidden thee to do some great thing, wouldest thou not have done it?  How much rather then, when he says to thee, Wash and be clean?  Then he went down, and plunged himself seven times in the Jordan”.  It is not three times.  It is not even five or six times.  It is seven times.  One has thought how the servants looking on must have held their breath as Naaman went down the fourth, fifth, and sixth time, and still nothing had happened.  Would he go down the seventh time?  Would he complete the matter?  Would he be cleansed?  It says that he “plunged himself seven times”.  He accepted the full requirement, the complete unreserved acceptance of death, as ending Naaman in his totality.  It is not merely ending Naaman as a leper, so to speak, but ending Naaman in all that he was in his importance.  He had been an important man, one whom God had used.  All that had to come to an end, in order that he might come into the gain of being set up in the life of the heavenly Man.  “His flesh became again like the flesh of a little child”.  On one occasion, when the disciples were reasoning who would be the greatest of them, the Lord took a little child and set it by Him (Luke 9: 47), as though a little child is worthy to be set alongside of the heavenly Man, suitable to be identified with Him.  And so Naaman’s flesh “became again like the flesh of a little child, and he was clean”.  Naaman found all his natural features gone for ever, but he was there in all the beauty of a little child.  When the leper was to be brought into the camp of Israel in Leviticus 14 (and we have all been lepers) he was to shave himself; he was to bathe himself, and to shave off his hair, and then seven days afterwards he was to do the same, to shave all his hair, his head and his beard, and even his eyebrows, all that sprang out of what he was naturally, so to speak, was to go under the power of the razor.  It was all to disappear.  What a different man he would be as people looked on him!  No hair, no beard, no eyebrows even.  He would be a completely different man, and that was the kind of man that Naaman became as he plunged himself in Jordan; fit for the people of God.  Now he asks that Elisha should take a present, but Elisha is firm.  How blessed to see Elisha so completely in the gain of the gospel!  All must be of grace.  If we are on any other principle it will leave something for us to glory in but let us boast in Christ Jesus.  Elisha is in keeping with God’s dealings with Naaman, so that he refuses, and then Naaman indicates that what he has in mind now is the great end that is in mind for all of us, that he should serve God acceptably.  He had in mind to build an altar, an altar of earth, as God prescribed in Exodus 20.  It was obligatory, an altar of earth, meaning that in our approach to God we approach Him humbly in the recognition of what we have been as after the flesh. But then Naaman says, “this earth”. You might say, Why take earth to Syria?  Was there not plenty of earth in Damascus?

He says, “This earth”.  That is to say, it was the ground he was now on.  He had arrived at the truth.  He had plunged himself seven times in Jordan.  He virtually says, “I am on that ground and I am going to maintain that ground in my approach to God, and in all my relations with Him; I am going to have an altar in keeping with what I have arrived at”.  God would bring us all to that.  If we are to have part in His testimony, we must have nothing less before us than the measure of the Man whom He has taken up into heaven, and there is power in the Spirit to enable us to answer to this, if we will accept unreservedly the bearing upon us of Christ’s death for us, and seek to maintain ourselves in keeping with the truth we have thus arrived at.

 

LONDON 

5th March 1957

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________

 


Scripture references

2 Kings 2:11-13 (JND) [11] And it came to pass as they went on, and talked, that behold, a chariot of fire and horses of fire; and they parted them both asunder; and Elijah went up by a whirlwind into the heavens. [12] And Elisha saw [it], and he cried, My father, my father! the chariot of Israel and the horsemen thereof! And he saw him no more. Then he took hold of his own garments and rent them in two pieces. [13] And he took up the mantle of Elijah which fell from him, and went back and stood by the bank of the Jordan;

2 Kings 5:13-17 (JND) [13] And his servants drew near, and spoke to him and said, My father, [if] the prophet had bidden thee [do some] great thing, wouldest thou not have done it? how much rather then, when he says to thee, Wash and be clean? [14] Then he went down, and plunged himself seven times in the Jordan, according to the saying of the man of God. And his flesh became again like the flesh of a little child, and he was clean. [15] And he returned to the man of God, he and all his company, and came and stood before him; and he said, Behold, I know that there is no God in all the earth but in Israel; and now, I pray thee, take a present of thy servant. [16] But he said, As Jehovah liveth, before whom I stand, I will receive none! And he urged him to take it; but he refused. [17] And Naaman said, If not, then let there, I pray thee, be given to thy servant two mules' burden of [this] earth; for thy servant will no more offer burnt-offering and sacrifice to other gods, but to Jehovah.

Psalms 104:4 (JND) [4] Who maketh his angels spirits; his ministers a flame of fire.

Acts 1 (JND) [1] I composed the first discourse, O Theophilus, concerning all things which Jesus began both to do and to teach, [2] until that day in which, having by the Holy Spirit charged the apostles whom he had chosen, he was taken up; [3] to whom also he presented himself living, after he had suffered, with many proofs; being seen by them during forty days, and speaking of the things which concern the kingdom of God; …

Romans 8:2 (JND) [2] For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and of death.

Luke 9:47 (JND) [47] And Jesus, seeing the reasoning of their heart, having taken a little child set it by him,

Leviticus 14 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, [2] This shall be the law of the leper in the day of his cleansing: he shall be brought unto the priest, [3] and the priest shall go out of the camp; and when the priest looketh, and behold, the sore of leprosy is healed in the leper, …

Exodus 20 (JND) [1] And God spoke all these words, saying, [2] I am Jehovah thy God, who have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. [3] Thou shalt have no other gods before me. …



DAVID’S EARLY AND FINAL EXERCISES


Psalm 32: 1-9

1 Chronicles 28: I, 2, 9, 10

I was thinking of the early exercises on the part of David as we have them in Psalm 32, and his closing exercises as we have them in the passage read in 1 Chronicles. We do not know, of course, exactly at what point in his history Psalm 32 was written; it may have been after one of the serious failures that marked his history, but at any rate the experience is one of an elementary character, that is, it is the experience of the blessedness of forgiveness consequent upon acknowledging one’s sin to God and that consequent upon God’s disciplinary ways to bring it to pass. It is to be noted that David, while beginning the Psalm by declaring, as Romans 4 says, the blessedness of the man whose lawlessnesses have been forgiven and whose sins have been covered, how blessed the man is to whom the Lord does not reckon sin, then tells us, as is customary with the Psalms, on what lines he reached that point. He tells us that he was keeping silence for a time and, while he was doing so, God’s hand was heavy upon him. Apparently he was suffering some kind of illness, his bones waxed old, there was his groaning all the day long, the hand of God was heavy upon him and his moisture was turned into the drought of summer, and he says “Selah”.  It is striking how many times in this short Psalm he says “Selah”, as though he would have us pause and weigh over what he has said as he moves from one point to another.

The first point was that there was sin between his soul and God and he was not confessing it, he was keeping silence when he should have been speaking, and God would have us have everything out with Him. I do not know what the histories are of those to whom I am speaking, or the present condition of soul. The passage read in 1 Chronicles 28 tells us that David said to his son Solomon that “Jehovah searches all hearts, and discerns all the imaginations of the thoughts”.  God is constantly looking at the hearts and imaginations and thoughts of His children, desiring not only that we should be perfectly at home in His presence, but free then to take up the exercises that David seeks to encourage the people to take up in the passage read in Chronicles. But first of all things must be right with God. He has no pleasure in anything less than sonship actually known and enjoyed, the dignity of it and the liberty of it in our relations with God; He has nothing less than that in mind, and, if that is to be known, there must be openness with Him in regard of everything in our responsible paths here.

So David records for our instruction (for it is called instruction) that when he was keeping silence his bones waxed old and God’s hand was heavy upon him. If there is someone keeping silence when God is looking for you to speak, take note of what David says. He felt the reality of God’s hand upon him, and then he says, “I acknowledged my sin unto thee, and mine iniquity I covered not; I said, I will confess my transgressions unto Jehovah”.  Then he says, “Thou forgavest the iniquity of my sin”.  How immediate, and what liberation of spirit David proved as he took this way that God desired him to take it as we have in the epistle of John, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins, and cleanse us from all unrighteousness”, 1 John 1: 9. Again he says “Selah”.  This experience with God gives him confidence to put his trust in God in every matter that arises. His experience of having to do with God, and proving how real and blessed His forgiveness is, encourages him to prove God even in the ordinary circumstances and exercises of life. “For this shall every one that is godly pray unto thee at a time when thou mayest be found: surely in the floods of great waters they will not reach him”. It is important that we should follow up our elementary relations with God, and the grace that we prove in connection with our failures in the responsible path, by proving God continually in the circumstances of life. They may be individual circumstances, they may be business tests, they may be family trials, there may, of course, be assembly exercises, but whatever they are, our first experience of divine grace would encourage us to go on and prove Him at a time when He may be found. Even in the floods, he says, “they will not reach him”.  “Thou art”, he says, “a hiding place for me; thou preservest me from trouble; thou dost encompass me with songs of deliverance”. And again “Selah”, David is very anxious that we should fully weigh and ponder all that he is saying in this Psalm and go along with him, as it were, from stage to stage.

Then he gets this word from Jehovah, “I will instruct thee and teach thee the way in which thou shalt go”.  How important that is!  I speak especially to those who are younger, because this is a Psalm for young ones, whether in actual years or in spiritual history, first proving the reality of God’s forgiveness on the basis of confession, full, simple, honest confession, then proving Him as One who may be found when trouble arises of one kind or another, and then getting this precious promise, “I will instruct thee and teach thee the way in which thou shalt go; I will counsel thee with mine eye upon thee”.  The Lord would give us the sense that He is personally interested in each one of us in the exercises in which we need help, the way in which we should go. He says, “I will instruct thee and teach thee”.  We are to be encouraged to seek the Lord continually in practical matters so that we may be preserved. This is a terrible world to go through, and yet it is possible to be preserved in it. Wisdom says, “I walk in the path of righteousness, in the midst of the paths of judgment”, Prov 8: 20. That is, as we follow the principle of righteousness He helps us to see how to apply that to particular difficulties that arise, so that we are led in the midst of the paths of judgment. That suggests to me the idea of gradually threading our way through life as pursuing the great principle of what is right in the sight of God and proving how ready the Lord is to enable us to apply that principle to the particular matters that arise.

Now there is this appeal not to be obstinate. “Be ye not as a horse, as a mule, which have no understanding: whose trappings must be bit and bridle, for restraint”.  It is a poor thing for a saint if he always has to have his way hedged up to keep him right. It shows that we are like a horse or mule if we are always having to be regulated by external circumstances to keep us right. God may hedge our way up because it is a day of limitations. As we get near the end we are conscious of that, that God is bringing in limitations of one kind or another and reduction of one kind and another.  It is because He has formation according to Christ in view with each one of us, but this is not like the bit and bridle of the horse or mule. 

Now when we come to the end of David’s history he is full of concern for a “house of rest for the ark of the covenant of Jehovah and for the footstool of our God”.  It is striking in these chapters at the end of 1 Chronicles that, not only is David himself greatly concerned about it, but he is concerned that his son Solomon, who was still young, should be equally exercised about it, and he is concerned to bring in all the brethren. He says, “Who is willing to offer to Jehovah this day?”  He calls upon all the saints to take up this great matter of contributing to the provision of the “house of rest for the ark of the covenant of Jehovah and for the footstool of our God”.

He says, “Hear me, my brethren and my people!”  “My people”  is a kingly expression, but, before he brings in the kingly expression, he brings in a brotherly expression. If the people had a king, it must be one from among their brethren, Deut 17: 15. David is stressing the brotherly side of things. He first of all addresses them affectionately as “my brethren” so as to gain their ear sympathetically for the matter that is so much before him. The ark of the covenant of Jehovah is, of course, Christ as devoted to bring to pass all God’s will in regard of His people, and mighty to effectuate it all. The ark was God’s power and glory; it refers especially to power. When the ark went into Jordan, power was evident there. It is not so much love in evidence there, though love is to be seen in all the movements of Christ in manhood, but power. There is power in Christ, a divine Person in manhood, to bring to pass and establish for ever every thought that God has committed Himself to in relation to His people.

Now in what kind of conditions would the Lord, as thus typified by the ark, find rest?  It is a house of rest for the ark of the covenant of Jehovah, and we are to provide the conditions. If the Lord has the whole scope of God’s will so much at heart that He has gone the way He has gone to make it effective, what kind of conditions could He rest in?  Surely conditions in which the saints are marked by love on the one hand, but also by the liberty and dignity of sonship, because nothing less than that is in the mind of God. He chose us before the foundation of the world, we are never to lose sight of that, “having marked us out beforehand for adoption through Jesus Christ to himself”.  If we are to take up the exercise of providing conditions of rest for the ark, it is imperative that we should really reach in power and reality the glory of sonship. Let us all seek God in relation to it, let us seek the help of the Spirit in relation to it, that the truth of sonship, the dignity of sonship, the liberty of sonship, should be known by us very much more.  David was concerned as to it. The closing exercises of his life are that there should be this house of rest for the ark of the covenant of Jehovah and for the footstool of our God. Not only had he prepared diligently for it, but he is concerned to get Solomon and all the princes and finally all the people united in this great objective to secure amongst themselves conditions in which the ark of the covenant can rest. So I urge it that it is for all of us not to rest with anything less than the full realisation of sonship in all that it means, dignity, liberty, intelligence, the affections proper to the relationship, and sympathy with God in His thoughts. All these things enter into sonship. The time is short, and God would have His people brought into it. It is for us to be constantly seeking God in regard of it, so that there should be no falling short in the actual realisation of God’s desires concerning His people.

David also says, “and for the footstool of our God”. The footstool completes the idea of rest. A person sits down and is given a footstool, and that completes the idea of rest, so that David is stressing the idea of rest, rest for Christ, rest for God, and we ourselves are to provide the conditions. The more we enter into the holiest the more we get the sense that God is at rest there, that He has Jesus in His presence and the assurance of securing in Him every thought His heart has desired. In the holiest we get an impression that God has reached a point of infinite rest and He wants us to come into accord with it and to be concerned that conditions in keeping with it should be brought in amongst us. So there is to be this house of rest for the ark of the covenant of Jehovah but “for the footstool of our God”.  The footstool is a place of worship too. It says in the Psalms, “Let us worship at his footstool”, Ps 132: 7; Ps 99: 5.  David at the close of his history has this one consuming, commanding exercise before him and he is desirous of bringing all the brethren into line with this, so that conditions amongst the saints should be such as would afford rest for Christ and rest for God. But now as he proceeds he comes to verse 9 and says, “Thou, Solomon my son”.  He is speaking to one who was young and tender. Do not let the young brethren think they are too young to be considering on these lines. “Know the God of thy father, and serve him with a perfect heart and with a willing mind; for Jehovah searches all hearts, and discerns all the imaginations of the thoughts”. He is encouraging Solomon to have to do with God continually, not to be afraid of the searching. A woman spent a short time in the presence of the Lord and she went to others and said, “Come, see a man who told me all things I had ever done”.  She was not afraid of the searching, she was attracted by it and she says, “Come”, meaning that she was going back to have to do with the Lord and inviting them to do the same. So we are not to be afraid of the searchings, because they have in mind that we should be free practically, in the Spirit, of all that is displeasing to God, as having learned to judge it as God has judged it, and that we should come into accord with God in regard of His thoughts of Christ and learn to appreciate Him as He appreciates Him. Thus we should be in liberty and brought into consistency with the blessed God Himself. And so he says, “If thou seek him, he will be found of thee”.  As the Lord says, “Ask, and it shall be given to you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you”, Luke 11: 9. So David says, “He will be found of thee; but if thou forsake him, he will cut thee off for ever”. That is his language to Solomon. And finally he says, “Consider now, that Jehovah has chosen thee to build a house for the sanctuary; be strong and do it”.

I call attention first to the fundamental exercises that David describes for us in Psalm 32, and then these final exercises that he was carrying just at the end of his life. May the Lord encourage us to move on these lines, for His Name’s sake.

 

LONDON

1st October 1957

From Words of Grace and Comfort

_____________________






Scripture references

Psalms 32:1-9 (JND) [1] {Of David. Instruction.} Blessed is he [whose] transgression is forgiven, [whose] sin is covered! [2] Blessed is the man unto whom Jehovah reckoneth not iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no guile! [3] When I kept silence, my bones waxed old, through my groaning all the day long. [4] For day and night thy hand was heavy upon me; my moisture was turned into the drought of summer. Selah. [5] I acknowledged my sin unto thee, and mine iniquity I covered not; I said, I will confess my transgressions unto Jehovah, and *thou* forgavest the iniquity of my sin. Selah. [6] For this shall every one that is godly pray unto thee at a time when thou mayest be found: surely in the floods of great waters they will not reach him. [7] Thou art a hiding-place for me; thou preservest me from trouble; thou dost encompass me with songs of deliverance. Selah. [8] I will instruct thee and teach thee the way in which thou shalt go; I will counsel [thee] with mine eye upon thee. [9] Be ye not as a horse, as a mule, which have no understanding: whose trappings must be bit and bridle, for restraint, or they will not come unto thee.

1 Chronicles 28 (JND) [1] And David assembled all the princes of Israel, the princes of the tribes, and the princes of the divisions that ministered to the king, and the captains over thousands, and the captains over hundreds, and the comptrollers of all the substance and possessions of the king and of his sons, with the chamberlains, and the mighty men, and all the men of valour, unto Jerusalem. [2] And king David stood up upon his feet, and said, Hear me, my brethren and my people! I had in my heart to build a house of rest for the ark of the covenant of Jehovah and for the footstool of our God, and I have prepared to build. [3] But God said to me, Thou shalt not build a house unto my name, for thou art a man of war, and hast shed blood. …

Psalms 32 (JND) [1] {Of David. Instruction.} Blessed is he [whose] transgression is forgiven, [whose] sin is covered! [2] Blessed is the man unto whom Jehovah reckoneth not iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no guile! [3] When I kept silence, my bones waxed old, through my groaning all the day long. …

Psalms 32 (JND) [1] {Of David. Instruction.} Blessed is he [whose] transgression is forgiven, [whose] sin is covered! [2] Blessed is the man unto whom Jehovah reckoneth not iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no guile! [3] When I kept silence, my bones waxed old, through my groaning all the day long. …

Romans 4 (JND) [1] What shall we say then that Abraham our father according to flesh has found? [2] For if Abraham has been justified on the principle of works, he has whereof to boast: but not before God; [3] for what does the scripture say? And Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness. …

1 Chronicles 28 (JND) [1] And David assembled all the princes of Israel, the princes of the tribes, and the princes of the divisions that ministered to the king, and the captains over thousands, and the captains over hundreds, and the comptrollers of all the substance and possessions of the king and of his sons, with the chamberlains, and the mighty men, and all the men of valour, unto Jerusalem. [2] And king David stood up upon his feet, and said, Hear me, my brethren and my people! I had in my heart to build a house of rest for the ark of the covenant of Jehovah and for the footstool of our God, and I have prepared to build. [3] But God said to me, Thou shalt not build a house unto my name, for thou art a man of war, and hast shed blood. …

1 John 1:9 (JND) [9] If we confess our sins, he is faithful and righteous to forgive us [our] sins, and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

Proverbs 8:20 (JND) [20] I walk in the path of righteousness, in the midst of the paths of judgment:

Deuteronomy 17:15 (JND) [15] thou shalt only set him king over thee whom Jehovah thy God will choose: from among thy brethren shalt thou set a king over thee; thou mayest not set a foreigner over thee, who is not thy brother.

Psalms 132:7 (JND) [7] Let us go into his habitations, let us worship at his footstool.

Psalms 99:5 (JND) [5] Exalt Jehovah our God, and worship at his footstool. He is holy!

Luke 11:9 (JND) [9] And *I* say to you, Ask, and it shall be given to you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you.

Psalms 32 (JND) [1] {Of David. Instruction.} Blessed is he [whose] transgression is forgiven, [whose] sin is covered! [2] Blessed is the man unto whom Jehovah reckoneth not iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no guile! [3] When I kept silence, my bones waxed old, through my groaning all the day long. …



THREE IMPRESSIONS OF THE GLORY OF CHRIST

Luke 2: 25-35; 19: 1-10; 22: 39-41

I desire to speak of impressions of Christ received by these three men, that is to say Simeon, Zacchæus, and the dying malefactor.

Simeon appears as being familiar with the Holy Spirit, and on this account the small outward circumstances had not stumbled him.  Joseph and Mary were poor, they could not offer the full offering mentioned in Leviticus and they could only bring a much smaller one, anticipated in grace for those who were poor.  The Saviour Himself was a little child.  Such were the conditions Simeon found before him when he entered by the Spirit into the temple.

The gospel of Luke generally has in view the conditions existing in localities.  Luke wrote to support Paul’s ministry, and Paul had in view not only the truth of the assembly in its entirety, but also its establishment in a concrete way in localities.  Thus what comes to light with Simeon is that in the power of the Holy Spirit he was able to see past the outward conditions of weakness; and he had a vision of Christ which was really great.  The Spirit had revealed to him that he would not see death until he had seen the Lord’s Christ, and this is a great appreciation of Christ.  It is not simply to see Christ in relation to ourselves, to our needs, as it is said in the epistle to the Romans that “God commends his love to us, in that, we being still sinners, Christ has died for us”.  It is about Christ seen in relation to us, showing us the love of God.  But the Lord’s Christ or, as it is said in chapter 9, “the Christ of God” is Jesus in relation to all the thoughts of God, He in whom God has set out all for the establishment of His will.

The epistle to the Ephesians brings out for us the will of God; it refers to “the good pleasure of his will”, of what He has purposed “before the world’s foundation”, and all these thoughts of God converge in Christ as being Him who introduced them and established them for ever, and the assembly occupies the first place there.  The thoughts of God truly extend a long way, and in His grace, God would have us to be intelligent as to them.  Thus, the first chapter of the epistle to the Ephesians tells us not only that we have been brought into the position of sons to the glory of His grace, that we have been made fit in the Beloved, in whom we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of offences, but it goes on to say that He has made His grace to abound towards us in all wisdom and intelligence, we having been made to know the mystery of His will, to know that He will “head up all things in the Christ, the things in the heavens and the things that are upon the earth”, and that we have an inheritance in Him and with Him.  All this begins to give us a great vision of the Christ of God because every thought of God, whether it relates to Israel in a day to come or to other earthly families, all necessitated the coming of Christ to assure the accomplishment of God’s will by redemption.  In consequence, to consider Jesus as the Christ of God greatly enlarges us, and more, if we have the sense of the love of Christ, we grasp that we are linked eternally with Him who is the Centre itself and the Head of the whole system of glory in which God will find His rest.

Simeon had this in his heart.  As I have said, everything was outwardly small and weak, a single brother, a single sister, it could be said, Joseph and Mary, and they were poor; then as to His appearance, Jesus was simply a baby; nevertheless, as Mr Raven said of Him, in this Babe there was what would come to fill all things; everything was there in His Person.  It truly is a great mystery, but a mystery which belongs to God, as forming part of His glory.  There is therefore no reason for us who possess the Holy Spirit to be troubled by outward smallness, for the Holy Spirit helped Simeon to see beyond the present conditions.  It is said that he took the Babe in his arms; he abandoned himself entirely to the position which was before him, and having by the Spirit this view of Christ, he blessed God; he immediately became a priest.  He set on in so saying the service of God in this body and showed that he was perfectly satisfied with it in himself: “Lord, now thou lettest thy bondman go, according to thy word, in peace; for mine eyes have seen thy salvation, which thou hast prepared before the face of all peoples; a light for revelation of the Gentiles and the glory of thy people Israel”.  The Holy Spirit made him able to see everything in an entirely new way.  His thoughts are not limited to Israel, but he sets the nations in the first place, which is extraordinary for a Jew; this shows that in the power of the Spirit he could embrace all God’s thoughts.  The grace of God is seen particularly in that He has taken out of the midst of the nations a people for His Name.  The assembly, in great part composed of those of the nations; God had begun evidently with the Jews but now it has really become a company of Gentiles, for Jews and Gentiles have been made one, and God’s grace is magnified in that it is in the nations that God has secured this remarkable vessel the assembly.

Whoever is found in small outward conditions should be encouraged by the thought that Simeon’s appreciation as to Christ is the result of the service of the Holy Spirit to him.  The Sprit sees everything according to God.  We are enabled to see them thus.  When one has a view of Jesus as being God’s Christ, the whole extent of God’s thoughts and His glory come before us.

Then Simeon becomes a prophet because he begins to communicate God’s mind to Mary, saying that the child “is set for the fall and rising up of many in Israel”, and that “even a sword shall go through thine own soul”, that is to say that Mary would go through the experience of losing Christ according to the flesh; she had to learn that her relationships with Jesus had to end, so as to be able to enter into a new relationship with Him in having part in the assembly.  We have to learn that God works now in Christ beyond death to introduce a spiritual order of life and blessing, and that what is natural is definitely set aside.  Natural relationships and affections evidently have their place while we are down here, but they have to be replaced by those which are spiritual and which should have the first place with us.  The way in which we enter upon them is our appropriation of the death of Christ.  We must eat His flesh and drink His blood, in doing which we find that we have life eternal: we abide in Him and He in us.

Now, we come to Zacchæus.  This is about an individual appreciation of Christ in contrast to his smallness of stature.  I suppose most of us are conscious of our smallness of stature in the presence of God’s thoughts.  Zacchæus is presented as a man marked by small stature, but he had however sincere desires towards Christ.  He sought to see Jesus “who he was”, and he used a lot of energy to reach his end.  He ran, and climbed up a tree, thinking to have by this means a better view of Jesus.  But this is not how to overcome smallness of stature.  We could use a lot of energy in our desire to grow in God’s things, for example we indulge in a lot of reading, and I have nothing to say against indulging in reading.  Paul enjoins Timothy to give himself to reading, and evidently we must read as much as we can, first the scriptures and then the spiritual ministry, without forgetting our meetings.  But this by itself will never result in increase in stature.  If I have a good natural capacity, intellectual capacity and an excellent memory, I could acquire a great knowledge of the truth without it resulting in the least increase in stature.  The result of the activities of Zacchæus placed him in a position where he had to look down to see Jesus.  It is what we do, even ourselves, if we think that by our natural capacity and the energy of our spirit we can grasp the things of God.  However, the Lord saw that Zacchæus was sincere and he says to him, “make haste and come down”.  Truly there is only one way of increasing in God’s things and Zacchæus had to abandon what could not make him grow.  He had to haste and come down for the Lord says to him, “to-day I must remain in thy house”.  Let us reflect for a little on what this meant for Zacchæus.  What an experience it would be for him!  To his credit, it is said that he came down with haste and received Him with joy. He bowed to the word of the Lord and received Him with joy into his house.

I ask myself perhaps what I would feel if the Lord said to me that He desired to spend a day in my house.  We could say that we would be very happy, and this would probably be true for the most of us.  There would however be something exercising about this, and one could well ask oneself what the Lord could disapprove.  He entered into a house in Bethany, the house of Martha; she received Him into her house, but the Lord found conditions which did not please Him entirely for Martha began to complain.  There is not here any suggestion that the Lord had found anything in the house of Zacchæus that made the Lord displeased.  Zacchæus had spent a whole day with the Lord and he had been able to see how He acted in the circumstances that marked everyday life; he would have heard what He had to say, and I think that one could perhaps be sure that the more Zacchæus had the Lord before him, the more he grew, without being aware of it, without being occupied with himself.  A true knowledge according to God is really the result of having Christ before the heart, because the work of God all goes on until we arrive together at “measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”, and this is true even as to what concerns the saints individually.  Paul tells us in his epistle to the Colossians that his great preoccupation was to present every man perfect in Christ.  Thus Zacchæus stood there before the Lord and said to Him: “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor, and if I have taken anything from any man by false accusation, I return him fourfold”.  I think that Zacchæus exposes there what had already marked him, that is to say the fear of God and the exercise to be practically righteous.  The Lord accepts what he says and declares that “he also is a son of Abraham”.  But I would desire in drawing attention to this incident to show in what way one can triumph over smallness of stature in having Christ continually before the heart.

In the last passage that I have read, we see this malefactor who in the presence of death takes account of Christ, distinguishing Him from every other man.  The two malefactors were on the point of death and they really represent every man, the number two is enough to give the idea.  The malefactor in whom God had worked says to his companion: “we indeed justly, for we receive the just recompense of what we have done, but this man has done nothing amiss”.  This brings to light the unique glory of Christ, for of no other person could it be said “He has done nothing amiss”.  It is a glory that comes to light when one contemplates death as weighing on every man.  This glory is presented to us in the fifth chapter of the epistle to the Romans, where Christ is set in contrast to Adam.  Adam has brought his entire race into death, while Christ has come as a new Head for man, so as to take a place in which He can communicate life to those whom God gives to Him.  But before taking this place, He had to accomplish redemption, and to this end, He had to be “This man has done nothing amiss”. 

I speak in that way of what is very simple and which can be understood by everyone, it is a glory that is placed distinctly on the Lord in contrast with every other man, which we find in the fifth chapter of Revelation.  John sees at the right hand of Him that sat upon the throne a book written on the front and the back, sealed with seven seals, and an angel cried saying “Who is worthy to open the book?”  Nobody could be found either in heaven or above the heaven who could open the book or break its seals.  This book spoke of the ways of God, for the judgment of a world that had turned away from Him. If it is a matter of dealing with evil, no one of them, sinners, has any right to take care of it.  John wept much, because no one was found worthy to open the book, but one of the elders said to him: “Do not weep”.  The elders represent the saints and they are intelligent.  “The lion which is of the tribe of Juda, the root of David, has overcome so as to open the book, and its seven seals”, and in looking, John sees a lamb.  The elder had said, “Behold the lion which is of the tribe of Juda”, but John sees a lamb standing as slain, and what follows in this chapter is a new song addressed to the Lamb: “Thou art worthy to take the book, and to open its seals; because thou hast been slain, and has redeemed to God by thy blood out of every tribe, and tongue, and people, and nation, and made them kings to our God and priests, and they shall reign over the earth”.  There is then a great acclamation: “Worthy is the Lamb that has been slain to receive power and riches and wisdom and strength, and honour and glory and blessing”.

The necessity that redemption should be accomplished introduces a glorious distinction for our Lord Jesus Christ as being Him who has done nothing amiss.  It is He who is morally qualified personally to accomplish the great work of redemption through death, on the ground of which God secures priests for His service, and kings to represent Him with dignity in the administration of the world to come.  We see therefore what appreciation this malefactor had, and he takes the occasion to render testimony to Christ.  All around him was hostile to Him; but this man had received light that came from God and in the presence of death, this death which the two malefactors deserved, and into which the Lod had entered in grace.  He says, “This man has done nothing amiss”.  The Lord replies, “Verily, I say to thee: To-day shalt thou be with me in paradise”.  Paradise represents the sphere of the pleasure of God and each of us will be there with Christ.  It is important to have the sense of the unique character of Christ and to realise that He fills paradise with the incense of His excellence.  I believe that all that God will secure for His pleasure in the world to come, as through eternity, will be the incense of the love and perfection of Christ.

I underline the importance of having by the Spirit a view of Christ as being the Christ of God, to triumph over conditions of smallness; and then the importance of realising that He is the measure of all that is for the pleasure of God.  If we are short in stature, our only means of increasing is to have Christ before us.  Then, in the presence of death, considered as extending to all, the unique character of the glory of Christ stands out in that He alone could accomplish redemption on the basis of which the glory and rest of God are secured.
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Scripture references

Luke 2:25-35 (JND) [25] And behold, there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; and this man was just and pious, awaiting the consolation of Israel, and [the] Holy Spirit was upon him. [26] And it was divinely communicated to him by the Holy Spirit, that he should not see death before he should see [the] Lord's Christ. [27] And he came in the Spirit into the temple; and as the parents brought in the child Jesus that they might do for him according to the custom of the law, [28] *he* received him into his arms, and blessed God, and said, [29] Lord, now thou lettest thy bondman go, according to thy word, in peace; [30] for mine eyes have seen thy salvation, [31] which thou hast prepared before the face of all peoples; [32] a light for revelation of [the] Gentiles and [the] glory of thy people Israel. [33] And his father and mother wondered at the things which were said concerning him. [34] And Simeon blessed them, and said to Mary his mother, Lo, this [child] is set for the fall and rising up of many in Israel, and for a sign spoken against; [35] (and even a sword shall go through thine own soul;) so that [the] thoughts may be revealed from many hearts.

Luke 19:1-10 (JND) [1] And he entered and passed through Jericho. [2] And behold, [there was] a man by name called Zacchaeus, and he was chief tax-gatherer, and he was rich. [3] And he sought to see Jesus who he was: and he could not for the crowd, because he was little in stature. [4] And running on before, he got up into a sycamore that he might see him, for he was going to pass that [way]. [5] And when he came up to the place, Jesus looked up and saw him, and said to him, Zacchaeus, make haste and come down, for to-day I must remain in thy house. [6] And he made haste and came down, and received him with joy. [7] And all murmured when they saw [it], saying, He has turned in to lodge with a sinful man. [8] But Zacchaeus stood and said to the Lord, Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor, and if I have taken anything from any man by false accusation, I return [him] fourfold. [9] And Jesus said to him, To-day salvation is come to this house, inasmuch as he also is a son of Abraham; [10] for the Son of man has come to seek and to save that which is lost.

Luke 22:39-41 (JND) [39] And going forth he went according to his custom to the mount of Olives, and the disciples also followed him. [40] And when he was at the place he said to them, Pray that ye enter not into temptation. [41] And he was withdrawn from them about a stone's throw, and having knelt down he prayed,



The Narrow Gate And The Strait Way




THE NARROW GATE AND THE STRAIT WAY

Matthew 7: 13, 14

2 Kings 5: 11-14

Luke 18: 35-43

The verses read in the gospel of Matthew mention two kinds of gates and two kinds of way.  Each of us is on one way or the other; we are indeed on the way which leads to destruction or on the way which leads to life.  It is easy to enter the way which leads to destruction, for the door is wide and the way is broad.  Young people in particular can find it easy to follow their companions.  But if you find that it is easy to join yourself to those with whom you are in contact, it is good that you stop a little and consider on which way you are found.  Indeed, the gate that leads into the path of life is a narrow gate, that is to say that it is not very easy to go through.  It is therefore of the very highest importance that you examine in what sort of way you are found. 

I have read the passage which speaks of Naaman to show the nature of the narrow gate, and the incident of the blind man to show the nature of the strait way.  But as I have said, it is of the very highest importance that each consider well on which way they are found.  It is the Lord Himself who is speaking in the gospel of Matthew.  He says, “Enter in through the narrow gate”, and goes on to speak of the wide gate and the broad way.  He says, “many are they who enter in through it”.  It is solemn to see so many people following the way that leads to destruction.  If I go with the crowd carefree, it is very probably that I am in the way that leads to destruction, because it is said of the path that leads to life, “they are few who find it”.  It is therefore important that each considers on what path he is found, for God does not desire that any should perish; on the contrary, He desires that all should be saved, and in Jesus He has provided the Saviour we need, so that by faith in Him we can find ourselves in the path that leads to life.  If therefore someone finds himself in the way of destruction, in that very moment, just at the point when he finds himself in such a way, there is a narrow gate that allows him to leave it and enter the way that leads to life.  That is the end of each preaching of the glad tidings, to show that whoever is found in the broad way, which leads to destruction, that there is at exactly the point where they are found, a narrow gate by which one can enter the path which leads to life.  Many of those who are here have taken this path, if you were to ask them if they have any reason to regret it, they will say: No, we regret nothing.  It is said in the Scriptures that “the path of the righteous is as a shining light, going on and brightening until the day be fully come”.  That is the character of the way in which the glad tidings invite you to be found.

In Naaman, we see a commendable man of whom God speaks in good terms, for God is infinitely kind, and if something good can be say about whoever, God said it.  Thus, it is said that Naaman was a great man before his master, and that he was considered a man by whom God was served to deliver the Syrians, a strong and valiant man.  God says all this in his favour.  I repeat, if something can perhaps be said in favour of someone, God will say it; He will not pass over it in silence, but he will no more neglect the truth on other points; so also at the end of the phrase we see the whole truth exposed: “but a leper”.  Now no leper can find himself in the presence of God.  Leprosy in the Scriptures is a figure of a sinful person and no sinner can find himself in the presence of God, at least if he does not confess his need of a Saviour.  You can come into the presence of God like that, and God will take account of you.  The Lord speaks in the gospel of two men who went up to the temple to pray; one was a Pharisee and he recounted to God all the good that he had done, what a good life he had led, while the other was a publican, a sinner, who did not even dare to lift his eyes toward heaven.  He acknowledged by his attitude that he had no right to stand in the presence of God, and he smote upon his breast saying, “God be merciful to me a sinner”.  This is the kind of language that God likes to hear.  In the last chapter of the prophet Hosea, God says to His people by means of the prophet to take with them words.  God takes account of what we say.  It is said, “By thy words thou shalt be justified, and by thy words thou shalt be condemned”.  For God in His grace shows the suited words.  In many places, the Scriptures suggest the kind of words that are suitable so that a sinner can enter into a relationship with God.  We read the history of a young man who, going away into a country a long way off, had dissipated all his wealth and had become impoverished.  Nobody would give to him.  Then he comes to himself and says, “I will rise up and go to my father, and I will say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and before thee; I am no longer worthy to be called thy son”.  Such is the kind of language that God loves to hear.  We read that the father saw him when he was still a long way off, he had compassion on him; he ran and fell upon him and covered him with kisses.  The Lord Himself gives us such a picture so that we have right thoughts about God!  And whoever feels their need to have to do with God can be assured that such is the God they will find.

Thus therefore, Naaman was leprous, and he went to the prophet Elisha.  In fact, he went first to the king but it is useless to go to someone who is not able.  Neither the pope nor a priest can do anything about your sins.  One has to go to someone who is able.  Naaman went first to someone who could do nothing, but then he goes to someone it was necessary to meet.  Elisha sends him a message: “Go and wash in the Jordan seven times … and thou shalt be clean”.  Where we began to read, it is said that Naaman became in a rage.  It was all already settled in his thinking about what might happen to make Naaman bigger than ever.  He certainly intended to keep what distinguished him and at the same time to be free of his leprosy.  But this is not how God gives His blessing.  Saul of Tarsus was also a man with considerable natural advantages, and when one reads what he says in chapter 3 of the epistle to the Philippians, one sees that by the light of Christ, he has been led to consider all these things as filth.  He did not want to save anything which could glorify him because he had understood that God’s end in the glad tidings is that man should receive life in Christ and be established before God in Christ, according to all the moral excellencies of Jesus.  Now there is no mixture to be made in this regard with whatever distinctions we may have according to nature.  He had said to Naaman to go and wash in the Jordan, and he asks the question, why in the Jordan and not in the Abanah or the Pharpar?  Because the Jordan was the river which Elijah had crossed before going up to heaven.  The Jordan speaks of that into which Jesus entered before going up to heaven.  The Lord Jesus is now at the right hand of God, and because He is above, He is announced as Saviour.  However, before He had taken that place at the right hand of God, He has descended into death and we are to know all that could signify for Him, understanding what are the “wages of sin” and the Saviour bore all that was due to our sins.  The believer can speak thus; but he who has not appropriated the work of Christ by faith cannot use such language.  The evangelist says, “Christ died for our sins, according to the scriptures”, so that for those who believe every question of their sins has been settled once and for all and for always.  Not only did He die for our sins, but He has been buried.  This signifies that before God the death of Jesus represents the death of all those who place their confidence in Him, because He died for them.  Thus, we have the right to appropriate this death for ourselves.  By the fact that He has been buried, every question of our sins has been settled and removed from before God for ever.

Now there is a glorified Man, our Lord Jesus Christ, who is found at the right hand of God, and whoever turns to Him with faith and repentance receives the pardon for sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit.  Life is assured to us in Christ in the presence of God, where a Man is found entirely for God’s pleasure.  That is the reason for which Naaman had to go down into the Jordan.  That also is the reason for which no other river could take its place.  Naaman had to identify himself with the place where he who had gone into heaven had been found; and if in the obedience of faith, you identify yourself in your mind and in your heart with the place into which Christ has entered, that is to say death and burial, you will find not only that the matter of your sins is settled forever, but also that all that you are in the flesh is gone from before God forever.  Nothing is more glorious than to be established before God in the life of Christ.  You have life in a heavenly Man, you are made suited for heaven.  In truth, you belong to heaven, as the Lord said to His disciples, “Your names are written in the heavens”.

However, Naaman did not want to take this way and he was on the point of missing the blessing.  If there is anyone here who has not already turned to Christ, who has not already received the pardon for their sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit, I can say to you that this blessing is put at your door even now in the preaching.  But if you refuse it, if you do not seize the present occasion, nobody can know what will happen to you.  Naaman was on the point of refusing.  “He turned and went away”, it is said, “in a rage”.  His servants then drew near to him.  How good God is!  He had been pleased at the beginning to make use of a little maid in Naaman’s house, she had announced the glad tidings to him, not in an official way, and through her God was pleased to put everything in motion for Naaman’s blessing.  How the servants draw near to Naaman.  They speak to him with respect and wisdom, and then it is said that “he went down and plunged himself seven times in the Jordan … And his flesh became again as the flesh of a little child, and he was clean”.  Notice this: it is not the great man Naaman without his leprosy, not at all.  The Lord says, “Unless ye are converted and become as little children, ye will not at all enter into the kingdom of the heavens”.  There is the narrow gate, true repentance towards God.  One does not retain one’s personal importance, one does not retain what may accredit us, for one recognises without reserve not only the fact that one is guilty, that one has committed many sins, but also that one is a sinner.  It is your nature, and God has had to say to it in the death of Christ and put an end to it.  Then He gives to those who believe the life of Christ.  I hope that all those who are present here have gone through the narrow gate; it leads to the narrow way, because the way of the believer must agree with the point where it begins spiritually.  

In the passage that we have read in the gospel of Luke, we find an illustration of the narrow way.  If you consider the previous paragraph, you will read in verses 31 and following that the Lord called the twelve to Him and said to them: “Behold, we go up to Jerusalem, and all things that are written of the Son of man by the prophets shall be accomplished; for he shall be delivered up to the nations, and shall be mocked, and insulted, and spit upon. And when they have scourged him they will kill him; and on the third day he will rise again”.  You could say, It is not an attractive way.  It is the way Christ has known as rejected down here.  If you desire to be faithful to your Saviour, you must be ready to identify yourself with the rejection of Christ and with His reproach.  But you can do this in the light of His resurrection and His glorification to the right hand of God, so that Paul in writing to Timothy says: “Remember Jesus Christ raised from among the dead, of the seed of David, according to my glad tidings”.  You must keep Christ before your heart, as being raised from among the dead and seated at the right hand of God.  He is “of the seed of David”, that is to say that He is coming in His kingdom. It had been said of the son of David that His kingdom would have no end.  The glorious day of our Lord Jesus Christ is now near, and we must accept the way of rejection and reproach down here in the light of the day of glory which is on the point of appearing.

Then we read of this blind man who was healed.  He contributed nothing but was dependent on what he was given.  Although he could not see, he understood that something was happening; he asked what it was, and they told him that Jesus of Nazareth was passing by.  The Lord has never passed this way again.  If this blind man had not gained from the opportunity he had to seize the blessing, for all we know he would have missed it for ever.  This shows how it is important to receive the glad tidings and to turn to Christ when He is presented by God by means of the preaching or in any other way.  The blind man cried out: “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me”.  Some would have silenced him, but he cried so much the more; then Jesus stopped.  Think of the Creator of heaven and earth stopping at the cry of a poor blind beggar!  This shows how God takes an interest in human souls.  Just the cry of a poor blind beggar made Jesus stop; now Jesus is the One who has created the heavens and the earth, He who upholds all things by the word of His power.  Nevertheless, He stops for a poor beggar who calls to Him.  Jesus says to the man: “What wilt thou that I shall do for thee?”  He replies, “Lord, that I may see”.  It is possible that there are some young persons here who know the Lord as their Saviour while not seeing clearly what the way of a Christian must be.  It is very important to confess Jesus as Lord, in doing this that we begin to understand that one has part in the reproach of the Christ.  It is a great honour.  Do not think that you should turn away from it.  We read that Moses had “esteemed the reproach of the Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt”.  Above all that the world today could offer Moses, he would say: I prefer the reproach of the Christ to all that the world can give me.  The blind man desired therefore that his eyes should be opened, and they were opened; then as a result of this fact, he followed Jesus, glorifying God; and it is added that “all the people when they saw it gave praise to God”.  The man is no longer a beggar; from now on he is a contributor: he contributes to the service of the blessed God, and finds other people who do the same.  This is what happens if you identify yourself fully with a rejected Christ.  You will see that the Lord will give you to be identified also with those who are faithful to His name, who are happy to have a place outside the world and who are full in the light of His glory above.  In such a position, they have part with others in the holy service of God.  It is what is pursued in the assembly, and it is with the assembly that the Lord would see you identify all those who come to Him.  It is a great privilege to have a part in the assembly, which is the only sphere of salvation in the world.  The Lord desires that you should find your place in a living way, not as a beggar who can only receive what others give him, but as a true contributor.

May God bless the word!
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Scripture references

Matthew 7:13-14 (JND) [13] Enter in through the narrow gate, for wide the gate and broad the way that leads to destruction, and many are they who enter in through it. [14] For narrow the gate and straitened the way that leads to life, and they are few who find it.

2 Kings 5:11-14 (JND) [11] And Naaman was wroth, and went away and said, Behold, I thought, He will certainly come out to me, and stand, and call on the name of Jehovah his God, and wave his hand over the place, and cure the leper. [12] Are not the Abanah and the Pharpar, rivers of Damascus, better than all the waters of Israel? may I not wash in them and be clean? And he turned and went away in a rage. [13] And his servants drew near, and spoke to him and said, My father, [if] the prophet had bidden thee [do some] great thing, wouldest thou not have done it? how much rather then, when he says to thee, Wash and be clean? [14] Then he went down, and plunged himself seven times in the Jordan, according to the saying of the man of God. And his flesh became again like the flesh of a little child, and he was clean.

Luke 18:35-43 (JND) [35] And it came to pass when he came into the neighbourhood of Jericho, a certain blind man sat by the wayside begging. [36] And when he heard the crowd passing, he inquired what this might be. [37] And they told him that Jesus the Nazaraean was passing by. [38] And he called out saying, Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me. [39] And those [who were] going before rebuked him that he might be silent; but *he* cried out so much the more, Son of David, have mercy on me. [40] And Jesus stood still, and commanded him to be led to him. And when he drew nigh he asked him [saying], [41] What wilt thou that I shall do to thee? And he said, Lord, that I may see. [42] And Jesus said to him, See: thy faith has healed thee. [43] And immediately he saw, and followed him, glorifying God. And all the people when they saw [it] gave praise to God.



THE ASSEMBLY OUR MAIN INTEREST


Ephesians 5: 22-23

Matthew 16: 16-18

1 Kings 17: 7-16; 19: 4-6

I desire to speak of the assembly as being a supreme interest for Christ and as becoming a supreme interest for us, not only in what it is for God, in a general sense, but in what is expressed in a concrete way in the various localities where God has set us.  The assembly that Christ has loved and for which He delivered Himself up is the complete thought, but actually it is expressed in different localities.  This, although the epistle to the Ephesians treats of the assembly as an entity in the mind of God and loved by Christ, the epistle to the Corinthians is occupied with the assembly in a concrete form that is seen locally and this form can be small or great, very weak often, or a little stronger perhaps.  It is important to have the assembly in our thoughts and in our hearts.

We read in the first chapter of Genesis that God says, “Let us make man in our image”.  He created him in God’s image; He created them male and female.  Then in chapter 2 as we know, God made a deep sleep to fall upon Adam, took a rib from his side, and closed up flesh in its stead.  He formed a woman from the rib that He had taken from the man and brought her to man.  It is then that the man says: “This time it is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh: this shall be called Woman, because this was taken out of the man”.  We can imagine what it was like for man.  He had considered the various creatures that God had made, they had been brought to him, he had given them their names, considering no doubt in the wisdom that God had given to him what particular features of divine glory existed in each of them; but then, finally, the woman is set before him, he sees in her something which answered completely to what he was himself.  It was a distinct person with her own beauty, her own intelligence, her own affections.  She was nevertheless entirely drawn from him; so that it is said by the Spirit of God: “Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and cleave to his wife; and they shall become one flesh”.  God has therefore established this thought from the beginning, man and woman, the woman being entirely suited for the man, and he never being separated from her. 

However, what was thus in the mind of God from the beginning had not been revealed, although it is there in the Scriptures but in a hidden way, until Paul comes on to the scene.  It may indeed be that the Lord said something to the disciples, He certainly did in parables.  In the first chapter of the Acts, it is said that He assembled with them so as to teach them no doubt how they were to assemble.  It was also said that He “came in and went out among us”, and this is a feature of the assembly presently.  The Lord visits us, and He leaves us, and He visits us again and He leaves us again.  He comes in and goes out among us, while on the other hand, the Holy Spirit never leaves us.  It is a distinct feature of the present period.  The Spirit is with us in a permanent way.  When the Lord converted Saul of Tarsus, He said to him, “Why dost thou persecute me?”  We can understand what light had shone upon Saul’s soul when he meditated on such words.  The Lord did not say, ‘Why persecutest thou my saints?’, but “Why persecutest thou me?”.  The Lord had taken account of what was seen in Stephen and many others that Saul persecuted, entering into houses and dragging men and women to prison.  The Lord saw in such persons what was really of Himself, as it is said in the epistle of James: “ye have killed the just,; he does not resist you”; that is to say that he did not allude to Christ personally.  In saying “he does not resist you”, he is referring to the saints by this feature that has shone in Christ.  He has not resisted when He was persecuted, and in the same way the saints bear this feature of Christ, they were really of Him.  It is in this light that the assembly is viewed.  She is entirely of Christ.

Thus we can understand what it says in Ephesians: “Christ also loved the assembly”.  God has had this marvellous conception, that the assembly should be particularly for the heart of Christ, His companion and helpmate for time and eternity.  I have no doubt that He has seen in the disciples and in others that the Father had drawn to Christ the core of the assembly.  All these thoughts of God being in His heart, He loved the assembly and delivered Himself up for it.  It is then said, “in order that he might sanctify it, purifying it by the washing of water by the word, that he might present it to himself glorious, having no spot, or wrinkle, or any of such things; but that it might be holy and blameless”.  I believe that the word “washing” used here is not the word used for feet washing in chapter 13 of John, but more what we also have in the same chapter of John when it says “he that is washed all over”.  It is an allusion, I believe, to the way in which the Lord would desire that the word should have its effect upon us, acting on our spirits and on our minds relative to the full import of His precious death, by means of which all that we were in the flesh has been ended, leaving thus only before our eyes what we are as the result of the work of God.  For in the work of God, it is not possible to have either spot, or wrinkle, or any of such things.  That which God works in us is entirely of Christ and it is very important for us to understand in the appropriation of the death of Christ what love has been expressed in it, so that we can identify in our minds with this work and so that we reject anything else.  We also need to see the saints in this light and link ourselves in our affections with those who are the product of the work of God.  

The Lord has therefore in view to present the assembly to Himself glorious.  In a sense, we can anticipate this at the Supper, but in its fulness it will be realised at the rapture.  What a vision the day will be when we actually see the Lord face to face for the first time and at the same time the assembly all complete, the fulness of Christ, the fulness of Him who fills all in all.  The assembling shout that we are going to hear will be the occasion when the assembly all complete will be seen for the first time in its complete and glorious state; and the Lord would have us keep this in our minds.  If the Lord has the assembly for Himself, entirely for Himself, she should be able to enter into His thoughts.  She has sympathy with Him from His own perspective, and this thought leads us to chapter 16 of Matthew, where we see the assembly that the Lord calls, “my assembly”, which is down here in the place of testimony in the presence of all the power of evil.  The opposition and the powers of evil are considered because the Lord speaks of “hades’ gates”, that is to say that Satan and all the powers of evil take counsel continually to find a way in which they can “prevail against it”.  The Lord has been down here in the position of testimony and has maintained the light of God in a perfect way, as He has perfectly served the heart of God.  

Now, Christ’s assembly is down here for a double purpose, that is to say to maintain the truth of God perfectly and to serve what is for the heart of Christ.  These two features are very precious to Christ.  It is on the one hand that God should be glorified, and on the other that the heart of Christ should receive what is suited to Him.  His desire is that such thoughts should be maintained by His assembly.

Then the Lord says to Peter: “Blessed art thou, Simon Bar-jona, for flesh and blood has not revealed it to thee, but my Father who is in the heavens”.  Peter had confessed that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of the living God.  “The Christ” signifies that every other man is excluded, there is only one Christ, although there are many antichrists. “The Son of the living God” brings in the truth of the glory of His Person in a relationship of affection.  It is this light that is cherished in the heart of the assembly; and the enemy attacks the assembly, trying to introduce the influence of another man and the thoughts of men, and not Christ’s thoughts.  The epistle to the Colossians thus has particularly in view that we should be completely delivered from the influence of man’s thoughts and that we should apprehend and reject all that is not according to Christ.  I believe that the enemy works thus to try to oppose the truth of the assembly, but the Lord says to Peter that “hades’ gates shall not prevail against it”.

I have already remarked that the truth of the assembly should be developed in localities.  This thought leads me to the first book of Kings.  The history of Elijah is set in a time of extreme public weakness.  The wicked Ahab was king over Israel and he was pushed by his wife Jezebel, even much more wicked than him.  In such conditions, it was necessary that some support should be found for the testimony of that time, represented by Elijah.  Given the public state, God could not set the testimony in any place in Israel.  Elijah had to leave its confines and go to a place called Sarepta, where God had commanded a widow woman to feed him.  Thus, Sarepta speaks of conditions of great outward weakness in which God would furnish the support of His testimony.  The woman did not yet have the mind of God.  She supposed that she was going to die with her son.  It is important not to think about the end of the testimony in a locality where it is set.  This woman had something: meal and oil; these are two necessary things which answer, I believe, to Christ and the Spirit.  Thus, although the woman’s thought was to eat and die, God’s thought was that she would not die, but that on the contrary she should support Elijah.  Elijah therefore goes to her and first asks for a little water in a vessel.  As she went to get it, he said to her, “Bring me, I pray thee, a morsel of bread in thy hand”. Notice that it is said a little water in a vessel and a morsel of bread in thy hand.  The Spirit of God thus draws our attention to the necessity of a vessel in which the testimony can be expressed.  She replies to this new request saying that she had only a handful of meal in a barrel and a little oil in a cruse.  It is remarkable to see how she brings in the idea of a receptacle.  It might be that up to then she had been unintelligent, but she says very clearly that she has a handful of meal “in a barrel” and the oil “in a cruse”.  The Lord would have us take account of this, in each place where the truth is appreciated, it must be presented in a vessel, that is to say in the assembly, according to God’s mind, however small the expression of it may be.

But something more is needed.  Elijah says, “Fear not; go, do as thou hast said; but make me thereof a little cake first”.  It is a case of giving God the first place, and it is upon this point that Elijah insists.  It could have seemed very selfish, but if he can say to this widow, “make me thereof a little cake first”, it is that he insists upon the fact that God’s rights must be considered in the first place, and if it is so, the testimony will continue in life.  There is another thing to notice.  He does not say, Bring me a little meal and a little oil, but “bring me a little cake”, that is to say that she must use the meal and the oil, she must work with it all and cook it.  This is an indication of how we merge together and move together.  Anyone who is a true believer has some appreciation of Christ, in that he has received the Holy Spirit.  There is therefore in him the possibility of merging with the saints in one and the same entity, typified by this little cake which comes into view.  To achieve this, there may have to be much patience and certainly the activities of love, which hopes all things, bears all things, believes all things, and never fails.  Love is essential; in its practical form for our mutual relations with those among whom God has set us.  God makes no mistake as to those he sets in the different localities where we are found, and if we have Christ and the Spirit, if we are ready to move in love, it is possible that some expression of the assembly will come into view in a real way for the pleasure of God.  So the woman does everything according to the word of Elijah, and it is said that “she, and he, and her house, ate a whole year”.  There was a continuation of life, and this is what God seeks.

I finish with some verses in chapter 19.  It is very striking to see that Elijah, after having been so distinctly faithful, as chapter 18 shows, could become fearful.  In chapter 19, he is fleeing from before Jezebel.  God had sustained him with marvellous power in chapter 18, when eight hundred prophets of Baal and the Asherahs had been slain.  Now, he flees before a single woman.  He asks God to take his life, and he lies down under a broom-bush.  But there is an angel who touches him and says, “arise, eat”, and opening his eyes, the first thing he sees is a cake.  This is remarkable, as if God would remind him of his own ministry, when with the woman he had insisted upon the cake.  Now he abandons everything.  It seems that God would say to him, If you abandon everything, I abandon nothing; I always have the cake before me.  He looked, and behold, at his head, was a cake”.

I believe that this is a word for us, dear brethren.  It reminds us of what we can provide.  God desires that in each place where the truth is known, we should be occupied to provide conditions in ourselves, however weak and small we may be outwardly, that the features proper to the assembly should be preserved until the Lord comes, and that we should maintain the truth, on the one hand, and what is for the pleasure of God on the other.  May the Lord help us in this!

 

ST ETIENNE

11th November 1957
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Scripture references

Ephesians 5:22-23 (JND) [22] Wives, [submit yourselves] to your own husbands, as to the Lord, [23] for a husband is head of the wife, as also the Christ [is] head of the assembly. *He* [is] Saviour of the body.

Matthew 16:16-18 (JND) [16] And Simon Peter answering said, *Thou* art the Christ, the Son of the living God. [17] And Jesus answering said to him, Blessed art thou, Simon Bar-jona, for flesh and blood has not revealed [it] to thee, but my Father who is in the heavens. [18] And *I* also, I say unto thee that *thou* art Peter, and on this rock I will build my assembly, and hades' gates shall not prevail against it.

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

1 Kings 19:4-6 (JND) [4] And he himself went a day's journey into the wilderness, and came and sat down under a certain broom-bush, and requested for himself that he might die; and said, It is enough: now, Jehovah, take my life; for I am not better than my fathers. [5] And he lay down and slept under the broom-bush. And behold, an angel touched him, and said to him, Arise, eat! [6] And he looked, and behold, at his head was a cake, baked on hot stones, and a cruse of water. And he ate and drank, and lay down again.



THE KINGDOM OF GOD COME IN POWER

Mark 9: 1-3, 7, 8, 43-50

The gospel of Mark lets us into the secret of the restoration of a young man, Mark, so as to be with Paul in the testimony.  We know that according to 2 Timothy 4, Timothy was charged by Paul to bring Mark with him, for he was serviceable to him for ministry.  He was recognised by Paul as being useful in his position in the testimony.  Mark had arrived at this point; he had tried previously to occupy a place in the testimony, and he had failed on the point of fidelity and acceptance of suffering, but he was restored; and we can safely say that the secret of his restoration lies in that, having failed, he set out to consider Christ carefully, and he becomes able in the hand of the Spirit to write a gospel, through having before him service in the testimony.  So that he begins with these words: "Beginning of the glad tidings of Jesus Christ, Son of God".  No details are given as to the birth and the early years of Christ’s life, but the full-grown Man in the testimony is presented immediately, and presented in the One who, as Mr Taylor has said, is God’s ideal, that is, the Son of God.  Every thought that God desired to develop in men, in the saints, he has presented in perfection in Christ, and if it is a matter for us of occupying a place in the testimony, we have to learn how to do this by considering Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

The mount of transfiguration introduces the final phase of the testimony of the Lord here.  In the gospel of Luke, we come to the mount of transfiguration very early.  In Mark it is not quite so rapid.  At the same time, it can be seen that it is roughly in the middle of this gospel; as if the Spirit of God was particularly concerned with features that characterise the final phase of the testimony.  That is why the section of the gospel that runs from the mount of transfiguration to the end has a special meaning now, because without doubt we are in the last days of the testimony down here.

So the Lord takes three privileged disciples up a high mountain, alone and apart, after telling them, “There are some of those standing here that shall not taste death until they shall have seen the kingdom of God come in power”; “come”, that is to say, not that it is seen coming, but seen already come, it was seen come to power.  The important point is that the kingdom of God is already known in power, not the kingdom of God that needs to be introduced in the coming day, which is the presentation in Matthew, of “the Son of man coming in his kingdom".  But the presentation according to Mark is the kingdom of God already known here in power, and that is really what we need; I am sure we all feel it, if we are to have in last days a place in the testimony of God, which is necessary.  It is power, and this is what was presented to Peter, James and John, according to Mark’s account of transfiguration: the kingdom of God already come here, not weak, but in power.

What is the secret of the power?  It consists, as has been said, in learning everything from Christ, as was expressed by the voice from heaven: “This is my beloved Son, hear him.  And suddenly having looked around, they no longer saw no any one, but Jesus alone with themselves”.  They are those who must continue in the testimony; Jesus alone is with them, and they must learn from Him.  If the voice had said: Learn from Moses or Elijah; even though they were devoted servants, there was an element of weakness that could have been seen in them by the disciples, but there was no element of weakness there; there is perfection.  What they discerned in the Lord Jesus, according to this gospel, is that His garments became shining and exceeding white as snow, such as fuller on earth could not whiten them. We have been told that the fuller refers to the testimony; here the thing is seen in perfection in Jesus.  His garments had no need to be purified in any way; perfection is seen in Him, but this must have an effect upon us; we need to see if there is such a thing in us as the purification of our garments.  It is an allusion to what marks us, to what men around us can see in us, a special allusion to the associations in which we are seen among men.  If we want to have power in testimony, we must ensure that our garments become shining, so to speak, white as snow, such that no fuller on the earth could whiten them, not perhaps that we can apply this in an absolute way to ourselves because we must always purify ourselves.  “Let us purify ourselves from every pollution of flesh and spirit”, 2 Cor 7: 1.

One can see how the Spirit of God underlines the extreme whiteness necessary for those who are to have part in the testimony down here.  “Touch not what is unclean, and I will receive you; and I will be to you for a Father, and ye shall be for me sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty”.  This therefore is the secret of power.  If we neglect the necessity for purification of flesh and spirit, purification of associations, we will find that we lose power in the testimony down here.  Power is the essential point, the kingdom of God come in power, and this is what is necessary in the last days.  What they saw was Jesus characterised by the exceeding whiteness of His garments.  Our brother has made reference to that fact we are called to consider the depth and also the height.  The sufferings of Christ always appeal to our affections, and the apostle writing to the Corinthians, having introduced the necessity not to touch what is unclean, brings before us the way that Christ has gone.  He says, “The love of the Christ constrains us, having judged this: that one died for all, then all have died”; that was the position, “that those who live should no longer live to themselves, but to him who has died for them and has been raised”, 2 Cor 5: 14, 15.  We are now all in this position in grace, among those who live, and Christ has died for all that “those who live should no longer love to themselves, but to him who has died for them and has been raised”.  The Spirit of God would draw our attention to the fact that God has an order of life and interests in relation to Christ raised from among the dead, and we must be entirely for Him, entirely devoted to His interests.  We must take our place in accord with the will of God, sanctified by what is here according to His will and for His testimony, and not as having before us some thought to go on in the world, but rather being satisfied with what God gives us, we are free for His service and His testimony.

Then he goes on, speaking of reconciliation.  How marvellous the thought of reconciliation is!  God possesses us in Christ for His pleasure.  We were among those who were dead, and we have been made to live in order to be entirely for God’s pleasure.  Christ in the presence of God expresses the measure of sanctification in which God sets us in Him; we have to have the sense of it in our souls.  How sanctifying this is!  It is not a question of certain rules so that we do not do this or go there; it is question of being before God for His pleasure, and this necessarily implies sanctification.  

The apostle continues, saying, “Him who knew not sin he has made sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in him”, 2 Cor 5: 21.  What an appeal to our hearts’ affections, the depths into which Jesus has entered, when He who knew not sin was made sin for us so that God could manifest His righteousness in having the saints before Him in Christ, a righteous answer on God’s part to the depths into which Christ entered when He was made sin for us.  There was not in Christ the least trace of what is impure, no trace of the world or of its features.  He is the measure of the sanctification in which the saints are set before God for His pleasure.  Thus the apostle brings in all this to affect the Corinthians; he says, “be reconciled”, answer in some practical way in your ways, understand that you are before God in Christ.  This is the measure of our sanctification.  He makes an appeal to them in this way and then he applies it in a practical way, saying: “come out from the midst of them, and be separated, saith the Lord, and touch not what is unclean, and I”, God says, “ will receive you; and I will be to you for Father”.  

Now the Lord is taking account of the appeal which has been made to us as to this question of power, recognising how easily we turn aside, in coming in the last part of the chapter that we have read to what is very practical: “If thy hand serve as a snare to thee, cut it off”.  The necessity is to be very thorough if what we are doing is in any way a snare to us is underlined by the Lord.  It is not a question of legality, it is a question of obedience.  The Lord says here: be thorough.  “If thy hand serve as a snare to thee, cut it off.  It is better to enter into life maimed than to have two hands and be cast into hell, into the fire unquenchable”.  You may think that no believer will go into the fire; that is true, but the Lord shows in what direction these things lead.  All that leads us away from God and from holy separation that is required to be in God’s favour leads us in this direction, and the Lord shows the character of it in this extreme way.  He says, “If thy hand serve as a snare to thee, cut it off.  It is better to enter into life maimed than to have two hands and be cast into hell, into the fire unquenchable”.  

Then, “If thy foot serve as a snare to thee, cut it off”.  Where do our feet go?  Let us pay attention to this as those who are separated for the pleasure of God.  Are we going to deprive God of His pleasure, and deprive ourselves of power and liberty in the service of God?  The Lord insists upon this question because it is a question of power, of power to meet every form of opposition to the truth.  He goes on, “If thine eye serve as a snare to thee, pluck it out”.  It is a matter of what we look at, of what catches our eyes, of what is before us, of what we may not yet have committed ourselves to.  “If thine eye serve as a snare to thee, pluck it out; it is better to enter into the kingdom of God having one eye than to have two eyes and be cast into hell, into the fire where their worm dies not and the fire is not quenched”.  The presence of the Holy Spirit in us involves this.  At the beginning, He came in the character of parted tongues as of fire which sat on each one of them.  The Lord says: “Every one shall be salted with fire”.  It is a matter of the truth which finds an entrance into our souls continually.  The Lord then adds: “Every sacrifice shall be salted with salt”.  I believe that it is an allusion to the fear of God maintained in our souls by the Spirit.  In the old economy, every offering had to be offered with the salt of the covenant of their God upon it, Lev 2: 13.  We are ourselves the sacrifice: we must present our bodies as a living sacrifice.  “Every sacrifice shall be salted with salt”.

May we all bear the word of exhortation.  May every one be more exercised so that what is necessary to obtain power finds place in us in a practical way, for His Name’s sake.
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THE CALLING ON HIGH OF GOD IN CHRIST JESUS

Philippians 3: I-15

I have read these verses in order that we might receive something of the stimulation which I believe they are intended to convey; for they have been written by a man of like passions to ourselves and therefore what they express shows what may be reached by any one of us. Indeed, I suppose the epistle to the Philippians largely gives us proper Christian experience, set out before us in Paul who is allowed by the Spirit of God to present himself to the saints as a model. In this very chapter he says, “Fix your eyes on those walking thus as you have us for a model”, v 17. It is remarkable grace on the part of the apostle that he not only presents himself as a model but apparently identifies with himself Timotheus—his true child in the faith. “Have us”, he says, “for a model”.

Now in the last verse read Paul calls attention to our minds. He says, “As many therefore as are perfect, let us be thus minded; and if ye are any otherwise minded, this also God shall reveal to you”.  Our minds are of great importance. We have spoken of the danger of the natural mind and especially of mental ability and mental activity in the things of God and of the need of the believer’s mind being controlled by the Holy Spirit. If the faculty of thinking, the mind as we have received it from God, is to be controlled by the Holy Spirit, then it is very important that it should be properly employed. We are greatly affected by that which we give our minds to. The apostle is concerned about our being minded in a right direction, as the scripture says: “Have your mind on the things that are above, not on the things that are on the earth”, Col 3: 2.

We are greatly affected by our minds; it is through them that we receive light from God. God presents light to us to be received in our minds but, as I have said before, minds that are controlled by the Holy Spirit. In Mark 9 the Lord speaks very solemnly to His disciples, first of all as to our hand, then as to our foot, and then as to our eye. The idea, of course, of the eye is really the mind. The eye is what we are looking at, what we have before us. He says first of all as to the hand: “if thy hand serve as a snare to thee, cut it off”; then “if thy foot serve as a snare to thee, cut it off”; and then “if thine eye serve as a snare to thee, cast it out”, v 47. That is to say, the Lord is calling our attention to what we may do—our hand; or where we may go—our foot; or what we may be considering, what we may be looking at, what we have our minds on—our eye, and in each case He contemplates the possibility of these things becoming a snare to the believer. If we begin to discover that what we do or where we go, or what we are thinking of, what we are contemplating, what we have before us, is in danger of becoming a snare to us, the Lord says, ‘Be drastic about it, cut it off, cast it from you’. He says, “It is better for thee to enter into the kingdom of God with one eye, rather than having two eyes to be cast into the hell of fire, where their worm dies not and the fire is not quenched”.  It is a very serious thing indeed, showing the direction in which anything that diverts us from God and His things tends; not that any true believer will ever find himself in the hell of fire, but the Lord is speaking in that solemn way in order to show that that is the direction in which anything that would divert us from the path of God’s will tends. Hence it is of great importance that our minds should be kept under control, should be given to things that are worth occupying them.

You will remember that the apostle Paul in his unconverted days, was travelling on the road to Damascus when he was suddenly arrested by a light out of heaven, and not only was there a light out of heaven, but he saw Jesus. He says later on in writing to the Corinthians: “Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” 1 Cor 9: 1. Indeed he regarded it as a stamp of his apostleship. He actually saw Jesus; he saw the heavenly Man. We read in 1 Corinthians 15 “the first man out of the earth, made of dust; the second man, out of heaven. Such as he made of dust, such also those made of dust; and such as the heavenly one, such also the heavenly ones. And as we have borne the image of the one made of dust, we shall bear also the image of the heavenly one”, vv 47-49.

I just bring that in so that we may put ourselves in the place of Saul of Tarsus for a moment, because he was raised up by God in order to minister especially to us Gentiles, the wonderful character of the heavenly calling which God has in His mind for those who are reached by the glad tidings throughout this period when Christ is in heaven and the Spirit is down here. “Have I not seen”, he says, “Jesus our Lord”.  It was not a humble Jesus that he saw, although when he said, “Who art thou, Lord?” the Lord said to him, “I am Jesus whom thou persecutest”, but it was humble saints whom Saul was persecuting, Stephen and many others against whom he was breathing out threatenings and slaughter, disciples of the Lord. It was those home he was persecuting, humble saints with whom the Lord identified Himself and said, ‘Why are you persecuting ME?’  The light that shone into Saul’s soul was the light of the second Man in heaven; characteristically out of heaven. It was “a light above the brightness of the sun” and that light shone into Saul’s soul so that he became impressed with the sense that the saints were being called by the grace of God to a heavenly calling, “the calling on high of God”, as he calls it here, “in Christ Jesus”. Christ in glory was the pattern, the expression of that calling. That is a calling worth holding in our minds and hearts, that we are to be like Christ, for that is what “found in him” means. There will not be a trace left of anything, thank God, that we have been after the flesh, and yet it will be ourselves. It will be ourselves but ourselves in Christ Jesus, in that heavenly order of manhood of which the Son of God is the personal living expression. That is indeed a most glorious order of manhood, for it is One of the Godhead Himself who has become Man in order that a heavenly order of manhood, adequate in its moral glory and blessedness to satisfy the heart of God, should come into being and so that, redemption being accomplished, we might have life in Him by the Spirit.

What a commencement that was to Saul’s spiritual history!  No doubt God had begun a work in him. I have very little doubt that new birth had already taken place, for the Lord says that Saul was kicking against the goads. The light flooded his soul, when he saw that light above the brightness of the sun. It shone into his heart and he got an impression of the “calling on high of God in Christ Jesus”. I have no doubt it greatly increased with him as time went on. He was caught up to paradise some considerable time later—caught up as far as the third heaven and into paradise, the scene of God’s own delights. What would he see there?  Whom would he see there?  It is a remarkable thing that we do not read anything about what he saw; we are only told about what he heard. He “heard unspeakable things said which it is not allowed to man to utter”, 2 Cor 12: 4. But what would he see?  I think we may say safely that he would see Jesus there, and Jesus as filling the scene with His own exceeding moral excellence; the moral excellence of a Man, a Man out of death. Jesus is the first who has been in death and has been raised up from amongst the dead—a selective resurrection. God intervened in His own power to bring out of death the Man in whom He found His satisfaction. All that was adequate to fill heaven was there in the presence of Jesus, but it is to be expanded in myriads of saints, all called with this calling on high of God in Christ Jesus.

The apostle is setting these things before us, dear brethren, and doing so as in prison. His circumstances were not favourable or easy; they were rather the reverse. He was in prison, unjustly so, and not only that but brethren were adding to his tribulation by preaching Christ of contention. Brethren in Christ were adding to his tribulation by preaching Christ of contention. I suppose they were preaching a worldly, popular gospel. Paul was true to the gospel he had received. He would preach a gospel in keeping with the holy and heavenly calling; but there were those who would preach a popular gospel, escaping the reproach of Christ by presenting things on the level of the natural mind and they were doing that of contention, thinking it would add tribulation to Paul’s bonds. Think of what that would be to a sensitive spirit!  That was the kind of circumstance in which we find Paul speaking in this elevated way, presenting to us the height of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus and how he was determined that nothing should deter him from it.

So he says to the brethren, “Rejoice in the Lord” or “Rejoice in Lord”—not exactly or exclusively rejoicing in the Lord personally though no doubt that is included, but “rejoice in Lord”, that is to say that we are rejoicing in that position. We are in the position here of “in Lord”, which means we are in the testimony connected with His name, a testimony involving suffering; involving testing and reproach, but he says “Rejoice”.  Be in the position rejoicingly. We are all in it, or we should be in it—in the position here on earth which comes under the lordship of Christ and bears His name. He says, “Rejoice in Lord”.

Now he says, “See to dogs, see to evil workmen, see to the concision”. The concision is a term which Paul coined in order to describe those who took up the terms of the truth without going the whole way in it. They would speak about circumcision, doubtless, but would take it up in a way which was just the opposite to its true spiritual meaning. They would retain some place for man in flesh. We know, of course, that the Pharisees made a great deal of circumcision as a thing that would add something to themselves in the flesh, and that is what the concision would do. So Paul says that they were to see to that kind of thing. He says “We are the circumcision”. You remember what he says in his epistle to the Romans. “He is a Jew who is so inwardly; and circumcision, of the heart, in spirit not in letter, whose praise is not of men, but of God”, Rom 2: 29. Paul was concerned about reality and sincerity and going the whole way. We are constantly tested, dear brethren, whether we are going the whole way. And the way to keep ourselves in the direction, at any rate, of going the whole way, is to keep Christ in glory before our minds and hearts as the expression of the calling with which we have been called, and then to bear in mind that He has reached the position which He is filling in glory, as Man in the presence of God, by way of death and burial. It is most important to keep in mind, as having Christ before us where He is, that He has reached that position by way of death and burial and then of resurrection—the power of God operating in resurrection, taking Him out from amongst the dead. Paul says that he hopes to arrive at that.

He says that he wants “to know him and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of his sufferings, being conformed to his death, if any way I arrive at the resurrection from among the dead”. That is an expression conveying that the One who is thus raised from amongst the dead is approved of God. God shows His approval by taking Him out from among the dead. When the Lord Jesus was raised from among the dead by the glory of the Father, the Father’s love and power were operating, hand in hand, to take out from amongst the dead the Man who is so delightful to Him, and leaving in death all the others who were in their graves at that time. One has often thought of it. There were great men in their graves when Jesus lay in His grave—Alexander the Great and others—great men in this world’s history, philosophers, leaders of human thought and so on, but God left them all in their graves, every one of them save One and that was Jesus. That is resurrection from among the dead. It has a most sanctifying effect upon us; it helps us to come to a judgment of all that is of man’s greatness in whatever direction that greatness goes. It helps us to come to a judgment of it when we see that God has intervened in power and raised from among the dead Jesus our Lord.

Paul goes on to show us that, speaking soberly as a man, he had as much he could boast in as anyone might have; everything that would give him status and acceptance amongst man in flesh Paul had, but he says, “I count also all things to be loss on account of the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord”.  It is not sentimental or extravagant language; it is what Paul had arrived at by contemplating the exceeding moral worth of the Man Christ Jesus. We are called upon in this epistle to discern and approve the things that are more excellent and, having that in mind, we follow the apostle in tracing the moral excellence in the spirit and movements of the Lord Jesus. Paul shows us who He is in His Person. “Subsisting”, he says, “in the form of God” He “did not esteem it an object of rapine to be on an equality with God, but emptied himself, taking a bondman’s form, taking his place in the likeness of men and having been found in figure as a man, humbled himself, becoming obedient unto death and that the death of the cross”.  It is a tracing by the Spirit of God, through Paul, of moral excellence seen in the Man Christ Jesus. He is the heavenly Man. He is the One in whom we are called; called to a heavenly calling in Christ Jesus. “Emptied himself, taking a bondman’s form” is a striking expression. “Taking his place in the likeness of men” was in itself a tremendous stoop, but having taken that place He did not assume the greatest place amongst men but “humbled himself, becoming obedient even unto death, and that the death of the cross”.

When God took account of these movements of Jesus, having all the history of the first man before His mind and all that was so repugnant to Him that had come into expression in the history of man, what rest of heart God would have in Jesus!  There was nothing to disturb. We can understand the Holy Spirit of God coming out of heaven in bodily form as a dove and resting on Jesus—an expression of divine complacency even before the Lord had completed His course as a Man here. Obedience did not attach to Him as in the form of God, but He, having become Man, entered into a condition and position to which obedience, being proper to man, applied, and thus obedience was found worked out by Him in detail in a perfect way. So He was obedient all through His course even unto death, and that the death of the cross. Obedience was tested and answered to perfectly. We can understand then the Spirit of God saying “Wherefore God has highly exalted him”.  The exaltation of Jesus is intended not simply to be a fact that we hold in our minds, but to work in our souls so that we see God’s appreciation of the moral excellence of the Man Christ Jesus. That is exactly what God is seeking to bring us all to, because it is a question now of our having part in “the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus”. It is a calling that is morally exalted. It takes its character from Christ Jesus. It will work out in our being ready to obey, for one thing. Obedience has become morally elevated in our minds by the obedience of Jesus. It will work out in our not seeking a place for ourselves. You remember on one occasion, when the disciples were disputing who should be the greatest, the Lord took a little child and set it by Him, alongside Him. Matthew says that He set it in the midst, as though all the disciples were to look at this little child, but Luke says that He took a little child and set it by Him, as though to say ‘This little child is the kind of person suitable to be alongside of Me’.  The mother of the sons of Zebedee asked the Lord that, in His kingdom, her two sons might sit one on His right hand and the other on His left, and the Lord answered that it was not for Him to say who should sit on His right hand and who on His left. I think the disciples would get an impression that it is not someone who is seeking a place for himself who would be qualified for such a position, because He took a little child as an object lesson of the kind of person who is in keeping with the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus.

So the apostle, in the light of all this, in the light of the moral excellence shining in Christ and of the complete rejection by God of every other kind of man (seeing that Christ has been raised up from amongst the dead), says that he esteemed all that would have added distinction to him as in the flesh to be loss on account of the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus his Lord. In what way was he pursuing?  I believe he understood that the divine objective to be reached was that he, in common with all saints called by the glad tidings, was to be found exactly like Christ now. The conforming of our bodies to His body of glory will be a very simple matter indeed with the Lord. It will only take the twinkling of an eye, but bringing us into moral conformity with Him is not, if one may so say, a simple matter. It is a process, it is a lifetime matter. It is what God is occupied with from the moment we are converted to the moment we are taken home to be with Christ. It is a question of conformity to Christ; that is the standard God is working to. He has one Man before Him—a Man in heaven who is before the mind and heart of God; there is absolute perfection there, and He is bringing the saints into accord with it. It has often been remarked, and helpfully so too, that when God brought the first man into being, He did not begin with a babe. He began with a perfect man, and then after that everyone else (with the exception of Eve) had to grow up to that condition. Everyone else commences small and has to grow up to God’s standard; that is a principle with God. He has a Man, Christ Jesus, before His heart and He intends that, by the Spirit, Christ should be before our hearts. We have to grow up to that, and all His ways with us have that in mind. The apostle is found with confidence in God, accepting His ways, whatever they are, in the understanding that they are going to work out in this wondrous way of conformity to Christ. If Paul was in prison wrongfully, he was not repining, he was not murmuring, but accepting in his spirit that it was part of God’s ordering for him so that the moral excellence of obedience should work out in him. It had been seen perfectly in Christ and now it was being worked out in Paul and he accepted it in that light. If brethren were preaching Christ of contention, his spirit being affected by it, he would say, ‘This is just another opportunity for the obedience of Christ to be worked out in me’.  There was no spirit of murmuring. You say, ‘It is easily said, but not so easily worked out’.  I quite agree. This is why Paul asked for the prayers of the saints and the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ. All these things are practical. The calling on high of God in Christ Jesus has in view the practical working out in the saints, bringing them into conformity with Christ. So Paul in the light of that counted all things loss that he might gain Christ and be found in Him. Then he says, “Not having my righteousness which would be on the principle of law, but that which is by faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of God through faith”.  He goes on to say, “to know him”.  One has often been impressed with this, that such a one as Paul, with his unique knowledge of Christ, should, near the end of his course, say that he desired to know Him, as though he felt there was much more to be known. His desire was to know Him and, he says, “the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of his sufferings”.  The power of His resurrection is operative towards us and then the apostle was desiring the fellowship of His sufferings. It may be we do not desire it. One challenges oneself. I believe the point is that the apostle discerned in the sufferings of Jesus such moral excellence that he desired to have some part in sufferings of the same kind. It is not, of course, atoning sufferings. The Lord Jesus is alone in atoning sufferings but there are many other kinds of sufferings which the Lord had, as in testimony here for God, as governed entirely by the will of God, and the apostle says that he desired to have some part in the fellowship of His sufferings because he could see moral excellence in those sufferings. Such moral excellence must be answered by God with resurrection from among the dead.

You will remember that in Luke 20 the Lord speaks of those “who are counted worthy to have part in that world, and the resurrection from among the dead”. That is, the saints will have part in the world of glory that is about to come in, and in the resurrection from among the dead, on the ground of being worthy of it, but that is, of course, the result of what God works in our souls. The work of God may be greatly hindered in us if we have not the right objective before us, and on the other hand it can be greatly furthered if we keep the right objective before us. That is what Paul is saying he did. “One thing—forgetting the things behind”.  He kept one object before him. Whatever his past history may have been he says, “forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, I pursue”.  He can leave it all with the Lord and can speak of “the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus”.  What a prize it will be to find ourselves with Christ in glory!  We shall be free from all that is attached to us in the flesh and yet it will be ourselves. Just as Paul is found in Christ, it will be Paul, the one who in days of responsibility here was once Saul of Tarsus. It will be the same man, yet entirely different, found in Christ. The chapter shows how we can align ourselves with what God is doing by keeping the great objective before us of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus. So Paul desires the fellowship of Christ’s sufferings, being conformed to His death. Think of someone desiring to be conformed to Christ’s death!  The culmination of His path of absolute devotion to God’s will and complete surrender to that will was death. Paul, as devoted to the saints in love, saw moral excellence in it and he says, ‘I would like to be brought into conformity to it, if any way I arrive at the resurrection from among the dead’.  Now he says, ‘I have not already obtained the prize, but I pursue’. “I pursue, if also I may get possession of it, seeing that also I have been taken possession of by Christ Jesus”.  The goal is one thing, the prize is another. The goal is the end of the journey. The prize is what is obtained at the end of the journey. He had his eye on both. He would not be diverted, and that brings us back to what we started with, what our mind is on, what our eye is occupied with. “If thine eye serve as a snare to thee, cast it from thee”.  It is a question of being drastic with anything that hinders us from keeping before us the object that is before God, Christ Himself in glory. The second Man out of heaven is the expression of what God has in view for the saints. It makes things simple if we take things up in this way. Nature cannot do it, and hence Paul asks for the prayers of the brethren. He asks for their “supplication and the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ” (chap 1: 19), feeling the need of both in order that Christ might be magnified in his body whether by life or by death. The more the calling on high of God is before us, the more Christ will be magnified in our body, whether by life or by death. We have thus a remarkable example of how unselfish the apostle was in that he tells us he had a desire to depart and be with Christ, which is very much better, but, realising that for the saints’ sake it was better he should continue a little longer, he says, “I know that I shall remain”.  That meant to remain in prison conditions, in adverse conditions, but for the sake of the saints he was prepared to do so in order that they might prosper.

The Lord would help us to face these things in the light of our wonderful calling. Paul himself sets out the idea as light from heaven, something which reached him at the very start. God impressed him at the very start with the light of a Man in glory and the sense that the saints were bound up with Him. The saints’ calling was bound up with a Man in heaven. Paul saw that light; it coloured his whole course and here, nearing the end, he is found pursuing it in singleness of eye and heart and encouraging us to do the same. May the Lord help us to do it for His Name’s sake!
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Scripture references

Mark 9:1-50 (JND) [1] And he said to them, Verily I say unto you, There are some of those standing here that shall not taste death until they shall have seen the kingdom of God come in power. [2] And after six days Jesus takes with [him] Peter and James and John, and takes them up on a high mountain by themselves apart. And he was transfigured before them: [3] and his garments became shining, exceeding white [as snow], such as fuller on earth could not whiten [them]. [4] And there appeared to them Elias with Moses, and they were talking with Jesus. [5] And Peter answering says to Jesus, Rabbi, it is good that we should be here; and let us make three tabernacles, for thee one, and for Moses one, and for Elias one. [6] For he knew not what he should say, for they were filled with fear. [7] And there came a cloud overshadowing them, and there came a voice out of the cloud, *This* is my beloved Son: hear him. [8] And suddenly having looked around, they no longer saw any one, but Jesus alone with themselves. [9] And as they descended from the mountain, he charged them that they should relate to no one what they had seen, unless when the Son of man should be risen from among [the] dead. [10] And they kept that saying, questioning among themselves, what rising from among [the] dead was. [11] And they asked him saying, Why do the scribes say that Elias must first have come? [12] And he answering said to them, Elias indeed, having first come, restores all things; and how is it written of the Son of man that he must suffer much, and be set at nought: …

2 Timothy 4 (JND) [1] I testify before God and Christ Jesus, who is about to judge living and dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom, [2] proclaim the word; be urgent in season [and] out of season, convict, rebuke, encourage, with all longsuffering and doctrine. [3] For the time shall be when they will not bear sound teaching; but according to their own lusts will heap up to themselves teachers, having an itching ear; …

2 Corinthians 7:1 (JND) [1] Having therefore these promises, beloved, let us purify ourselves from every pollution of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in God's fear.

2 Corinthians 5:14-15 (JND) [14] For the love of the Christ constrains us, having judged this: that one died for all, then all have died; [15] and he died for all, that they who live should no longer live to themselves, but to him who died for them and has been raised.

2 Corinthians 5:21 (JND) [21] Him who knew not sin he has made sin for us, that *we* might become God's righteousness in him.

Leviticus 2:13 (JND) [13] And every offering of thine oblation shalt thou season with salt; neither shalt thou suffer the salt of the covenant of thy God to be lacking from thine oblation: with all thine offerings thou shalt offer salt.

Philippians 3 (JND) [1] For the rest, my brethren, rejoice in [the] Lord: to write the same things to you, to me [is] not irksome, and for you safe. [2] See to dogs, see to evil workmen, see to the concision. [3] For *we* are the circumcision, who worship by [the] Spirit of God, and boast in Christ Jesus, and do not trust in flesh. …

Colossians 3:2 (JND) [2] have your mind on the things [that are] above, not on the things [that are] on the earth;

Mark 9 (JND) [1] And he said to them, Verily I say unto you, There are some of those standing here that shall not taste death until they shall have seen the kingdom of God come in power. [2] And after six days Jesus takes with [him] Peter and James and John, and takes them up on a high mountain by themselves apart. And he was transfigured before them: [3] and his garments became shining, exceeding white [as snow], such as fuller on earth could not whiten [them]. …

1 Corinthians 9:1 (JND) [1] Am I not free? am I not an apostle? have I not seen Jesus our Lord? are not *ye* my work in [the] Lord?

1 Corinthians 15 (JND) [1] But I make known to you, brethren, the glad tidings which I announced to you, which also ye received, in which also ye stand, [2] by which also ye are saved, (if ye hold fast the word which I announced to you as the glad tidings,) unless indeed ye have believed in vain. [3] For I delivered to you, in the first place, what also I had received, that Christ died for our sins, according to the scriptures; …

2 Corinthians 12:4 (JND) [4] that he was caught up into paradise, and heard unspeakable things said which it is not allowed to man to utter.

Romans 2:29 (JND) [29] but he [is] a Jew [who is so] inwardly; and circumcision, of the heart, in spirit, not in letter; whose praise [is] not of men, but of God.

Luke 20 (JND) [1] And it came to pass on one of the days, as he was teaching the people in the temple, and announcing the glad tidings, the chief priests and the scribes with the elders came up, [2] and spoke to him saying, Tell us by what authority thou doest these things, or who is it who has given thee this authority? [3] And he answering said to them, *I* also will ask you [one] thing, and tell me: …



The True Grace Of God




THE TRUE GRACE OF GOD

2 Samuel 9: 1-8, 12, 13; 17: 27-29; 19: 24-40

I want to speak, dear brethren, of the true grace of God, and how we respond to it at the present time.  In Peter’s first epistle we have the expression, “the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ Jesus”.  I wonder whether we have any true apprehension of what is involved in that.  Christ Jesus is the Man, as we often say, of God’s pleasure and purpose.  In His Person, God has entered into manhood, in order that Man of an extremely exalted and glorious order might come into being, and that, redemption being accomplished, we might, through the gift of the Holy Spirit, be set up in the life of that Man; not only to enjoy His place before God, but actually to be set up in the life and features of the Man Christ Jesus. 

It is a glorious conception that God should have such a thought before His mind, that manhood taking character from Christ, whom Scripture speaks of as the second Man out of heaven, should be before Him in myriads of saints who have part in the life of Christ, who have been formed in His moral features, and who will soon be even conformed to His body of glory.  You can easily understand what a scene of glory it will be when it comes into display.  God gives us some impression of these holy things in the physical universe.  We look up to the heavens and see the stars.  Astronomers tell us that with more powerful telescopes we can see more stars, and the more powerful the telescope, the greater the number of stars to be seen, until you are impressed with the wonder and extent of the scene.

The scripture uses the stars to present to our minds what is figurative of the saints.  It says, “star differs from star in glory”, but they are all glorious, though each is different.  Star differs from star in glory, then it says that God numbers all the stars, calls them forth by their host, not one faileth.  Then in says in Psalm 147 that He gives names to them all.  Each one has its own distinction, and that is just a picture, intended to give us an impression of the world of glory to which God has called us, composed of saints like Christ; not simply like Him in an outward way, but formed by the Spirit in His own moral features of heavenly perfection.  So that Paul as he was nearing the end of his course was entranced by the light of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus – not a trace left of the old, but all the moral glory attaching to Christ seen in the saints, each one of them, and all of them together.  Think of the grandeur of the glory that is before us—that to which God has called us—His eternal glory.  He has called us to it.  The gospel, when it reached us, was His means of making the call effective in our souls.  We had little idea at the time when we believed the gospel that it was the call of God to such great things.  We were concerned at that time with the question of the need of our souls and having peace with God on a righteous basis; but God is beginning to show us that when the call was made effective in us He had nothing less in mind than His eternal glory in Christ Jesus, and God, in devising such things, and calling us in relation to them, had in mind His own pleasure, on the one hand, and the display of Himself—the expression of His glory—on the other.

It is right that He should be glorified.  One of our hymns says:

O Mind divine, so must it be

That glory all belongs to God!

That is a very true statement, almost an inspired statement, you might say.  It is so concise and so expressive; it must be so, that glory all belongs to God.  It is morally right that it should be so, and God has in mind that He should be glorified, and glorified in us, in the saints, so He has called us to His eternal glory in Christ Jesus.

Now the epistle to the Ephesians opens all this up in detail; not that I have any thought of going into the epistle to the Ephesians, save just to quote one passage from the second chapter.  You remember how it says that, “God, being rich in mercy, because of his great love wherewith he loved us (we too being dead in offences), has quickened us with the Christ (ye are saved by grace,) and has raised us up together, and has made us sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus, that he might display in the coming ages the surpassing riches of his grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus”, Eph 2: 4-7.  Raised up together and made to sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus – that refers to our being consciously before God in Christ Jesus, in restful conditions.  Notice the ‘together’.  We were having it this morning, the importance of the new covenant as not only setting us at liberty before God, but setting us at liberty with one another, not a shade of feeling against a brother or sister maintained in any heart, because of the way God has come out to us, “rich in mercy, because of his great love …”.

So then, dear brethren, if that is so, we can be together, and by the Spirit’s power, be held under the influence of the love of Christ, and know something of what it is to be made to sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus.  Well now, the end in view in all that is that God might display the exceeding riches of His grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus.  It would not be right to limit the thought of the grace of God to that, but it does convey some idea to us of the true grace of God wherein we stand, to quote another expression Peter uses in his epistle.

I read the incident as to Mephibosheth in 2 Samuel 9, because that, to my mind, exactly illustrates what we have quoted from Ephesians 2.  Indeed we get this same expression in the chapter, “the kindness of God”.  In Ephesians it is that He might display the exceeding riches of His grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus, and David is moved to do something to someone of the house of Saul, that he might show the kindness of God to him.  The servant of Saul, Ziba, is brought in, and David enquires of him as to whether there are any left of the house of Saul, that he may show the kindness of God to him.  So Ziba says, “Jonathan has yet a son, who is lame on his feet”—nothing in him exactly to commend him; not attractive in himself; but a suitable object for the kindness of God to be shown to him, that God might be glorified thus.  And so Mephibosheth is sent for, and David tells him that he should have his place at David’s table continually – to sit there, at the king’s table.  What could be greater in Israel at that time than to sit down at the king’s table?  He is to eat bread at the king’s table continually.  Not simply on a special occasion, as invited, but it was to be his continual position.  Well, that is very much like chapter 2 of Ephesians, and this history is given to us that we might get an impression of this true grace of God.

You picture to yourself king David’s table, with his sons there, as belonging to that position—entitled to it, and Mephibosheth brought there among the king’s sons, to sit there with them.  That is exactly our position, as raised up together and made to sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus.  Mephibosheth has a deep sense of mercy and of grace.  He says, “What is thy servant, that thou shouldest look upon such a dead dog as I am?”.  That is in keeping with the second of Ephesians, “we being dead in offences”.  There was nothing in us to commend us to God, no pulsation of life Godward.  “A dead dog” is really our description, but in those conditions, God has quickened us with the Christ.  He has made us to live.  He has wrought in our souls affection for Christ, and given us to understand that in the love of Christ, and in the grace of God, our position is henceforth for ever to be with Christ, as He says, “Father, as to those whom thou hast given me, I desire that where I am they also may be with me”, John 17: 24.  Nothing could be greater.  We may rest assured that, if we are to be with Christ for ever, we are to be there in conditions suited to such elevation and glory, and nothing would be suitable to such elevation and glory short of being exactly like Christ, morally conformed to Him, and actually conformed to Him as to our bodies.  The work of moral conformation is going on now by the work of the Holy Spirit, who loves to engage the hearts of the saints with perfection in Christ.

You can see much in the way of spiritual formation that is morally glorious if we consider the apostle Paul, for the Spirit of God allows Paul to present himself as a model and an example.  He says, “Be my imitators, even as I also am of Christ”.  So that the Spirit of God allows us to have Paul as a model, and Paul presents himself in his ministry as a model, in order that we may see how far the work of God can go in one of like passions as ourselves.  At the same time, we can see a certain element of weakness or defect in Paul, but, when we come to Jesus, there is no defect.  You see perfection there.  Hence, while we can look at Paul as a model, at the same time he will direct our thoughts to Christ.  

You remember how in Acts 20 he spoke to the elders of Ephesus, who had come over to Miletus to meet him, and he goes over what his ministry had been, and then refers to what he himself had been—how he had served the saints so sacrificially.  His own hands—“these hands”, he said—ministered to his necessities and those who were with him.  Great apostle though he was, he did not shrink from actually serving those who were with him, working with his own hands to minister to their necessities, setting forth love in practical expression in that way.  But then he did not leave them only with the remembrance of what he had been – he did tell them what he had been, showing that these things could be worked out to an extraordinary extent in one of like passions as themselves—but, having spoken of himself, he says, “and to remember the words of the Lord Jesus, that he himself said, it is more blessed to given than to receive”.  It is as though, as they were directed in their attention to Paul, he in his turn directed their attention to Christ, as the One from whom he had learnt all that there was in him by the work of God that was pleasing to God.

So Mephibosheth takes this place before David, of being a dead dog, and that with a right sense of mercy and grace.  He accepts the position, that is clear.  Some years later Mephibosheth is questioned by David, as to why he did not go with him, when he fled from Absalom, and it is clear from what Mephibosheth says that he is valuing in his soul the position he has at the king’s table.  He is not surrendering that, he is cherishing it, and it is for all of us to understand that the position God has given us is irrevocable – He has raised us up together and make us sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus.  That is not a question of what is future, it is a question of what is present.  He has done it, it is not simply a question of what is in His mind; it is a question of what can be realised now in the measure in which there is power for it in our souls by the Holy Spirit, as we are together in assembly.

And so we read at the end of this chapter that “Mephibosheth dwelt in Jerusalem; for he did not eat continually at the king’s table—continually.  I trust that if the Lord leaves us here till tomorrow, we shall know something of this—sitting down together, eating together, at the king’s table you might say, enjoying the best things conceivable that divine love and the love of Christ can give us; that is our position.  Mephibosheth dwelt there continually, and he was lame on both his feet – not that there will be any defect carried over into eternity, but there was the great sense with Mephibosheth, I have no doubt, that all was of grace, as it says in Ephesians 2, “Ye are saved by grace”.

Then there is another thing, it says that he had a young son, whose name was Mica.  Mephibosheth, so to speak, is continued in his son, and he has this name Mica, which means, “Who is like God?”.  Who is like God?  You can understand that everywhere Mica went, people who heard his name thought about it, and that would redound to the glory of God.  Mica was, so to speak, the continuation of Mephibosheth.  Mephibosheth is the one to whom the grace is expressed; Mica is the other side—that the expression of grace results in God being glorified.  So wherever Mephibosheth goes, so to speak, as continued in his son, the question is raised in people’s mind, “Who is like God?”.  What a God He is!  “God, being rich in mercy, because of his great love wherewith he loved us”, and then, “that he might display in the coming ages the surpassing riches of his grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus”.  Who is like God”?  That is what we have been taken up for, to minister to the pleasure of God, on the one hand, and to be an expression of the glory of God, on the other.

In the chapters that follow in this book, the position changes.  Almost immediately after chapter 9 we read of the great breakdown, the great failure in David’s history, and David from then onwards at any rate, is not exactly a type of Christ, but rather a type of the name of Christ here in testimony.  The name of Christ is here in testimony, but there is a good deal connected with the public testimony to Christ which is dishonouring, which is grievous, and that is what exactly corresponds with David in the second part of this second book of Samuel.  It is not a question, as I have said, of his typifying Christ personally, but rather his typifying the name of Christ here in testimony.  But notwithstanding everything it is going through in triumph.  God is going to see that it goes through; but with some of us there is a good deal that is sorrowful.  It certainly was so with David, for there was the most grievous breakdown on his part in chapter 11, and from then onwards there is a great deal of sorrow and conflict.  Indeed Absalom arises against him—his own son.  Absalom, I suppose, represents the principle of antichrist accepted in the Christian profession.  That is to say, room is made in the great Christian profession, where the name of Christ is professed, for the first man in his natural attractiveness.  That is what Absalom sets forth.  From the crown of his head to the sole of his feet there was no blemish in him.  In all Israel there was no one so much praised as Absalom for his beauty, and yet he was a murderer—a murderer!  His manner was in keeping with his outward attractiveness, so that he stole the hearts of the men of Israel, but in his heart he was opposed to Christ, and opposed to all that is pleasing to God.  And now, alas, David makes room for Absalom.  As king, he should have had Absalom executed, for Absalom was a murderer.  Instead of that, David allows him to come back, and actually kisses him.  So you can see what a serious breakdown there is in this part of the history, and the result of all that is that eventually, for the moment, Absalom gets the upper hand and David has to flee.  And that brings into view our present position in the testimony, connected with the name of Christ – that the great public profession has made way for the first man and made no room for Christ, so that the Lord Jesus is in an outside position as regards the testimony to His name.  Thank God, that by the grace of God we are found in the position with Him.

Thus this book is very interesting, showing the different individuals that come into view now, and how they stand out, either as faithful to David, or unfaithful; in some cases faithful right through to an extraordinary extent, in others faithful up to a point, but not going the whole length.  It raises the question as to whether we are going the whole length in faithfulness to Christ or not.  The history is extremely valuable on that account.

And so we find that David is in rejection and we come to the passage we read in chapter 17, where we have certain ones coming forward who are faithful to David.  Their names are given us, Shobi, the son of Nahash of Rabbah of the children of Ammon, and Machir the son of Ammiel of Lo-debar, and Barzillai the Gileadite of Rogelim.  The second of these was the very same man in whose house Mephibosheth had been found.  He had harboured Mephibosheth, the son of Jonathan, the son of Saul.  He showed kindness to him.  At the same time, it looks as though he was affected by David’s having shown kindness to Mephibosheth, seeing that Mephibosheth was the grandson of Saul, the great enemy of David.  It seems that perhaps Machir was affected by the kindness that David showed Mephibosheth.  The result is that now, when David is in rejection, Machir comes out as one of those who minister to him.  And so there are these men who shine in faithfulness to David in his rejection.  I read the passage more particularly because of Barzillai, because he is one of those whose history needs to be followed up with attention.  But see what these people did.  They “brought beds, and basons, and earthen vessels, and wheat, and barley, and flour, and parched corn, and beans, and lentils, and parched pulse, and honey, and cream, and sheep, and cheese of kine to David, and to the people that were with him, to eat”.

Why does the Spirit of God go into all that detail?  Why should He go into such extraordinary detail as to what they brought?  It only shows in what a variety of ways we can support the testimony of our Lord, and those who are committed to it as sharing His rejection.

There is surely something in all these things that any one of us can bring.  I believe that is the idea, to show that there is a variety of ways in which we can minister to the support of the testimony of our Lord, as identified with those who seek to be faithful to Him, in His rejection—there is a variety of ways in which we can minister to Him.  Hence are we going to avail ourselves of the privilege?—it is a privilege.

You remember earlier in the history of David, when he was still fleeing from Saul, how Abigail comes to light, and what marked her is that she brought great wealth.  She brought a great deal of wealth with her, and it was to be given to the young men that followed David, and then when she learned that David had sent to take her to be his wife, she says, “Let thy handmaid be a bondwoman, to wash the feet of the servants of my lord”.  What a beautiful spirit that is!

How open it is to us all to take it on, here in this present time.  For the saints as committed to the name of the Lord Jesus, and sharing his rejection at the present time, are exposed to a great deal of testing and trial and therefore anything we can do to wash their feet, to bring in refreshment, to bring in encouragement, to bring in stimulation, let us be ready to do it.  Love would do it.  The Lord Himself condescended, in wonderful grace, to wash the feet of His disciples.  And if we are  found moving in the same spirit, washing the feet of those who love Christ and desire to be faithful to Him, we are by that very fact taking on the character of Christ.  Something of what belongs to the “in Christ Jesus” position is being formed in us in these very circumstances.

Think of the possibilities then; do not let us miss the possibilities of the present time, this great possibility of ministering to the needs connected with the name of the Lord in testimony here, when it is in a suffering position, owing to the rejection of Christ; so as I say, the Spirit of God enumerates all the different things that are brought, in order. I believe, to show that there is something that each one of us can do or bring.

But now, when we come to the other chapter that we read, we have Mephibosheth brought in, and Barzillai.  Mephibosheth is a most interesting case.  In chapter 19 it looks as though David was somewhat deceived.  In chapter 16 we read that Ziba had come down to David, and had maligned Mephibosheth.  He had told David that Mephibosheth was abiding at Jerusalem, in the expectation that the house of Israel would restore to him the kingdom of his father.  He had slandered Mephibosheth to David – there was not a word of truth in what he said, as is clear from the condition in which Mephibosheth is seen, when at last he meets David, as David is being brought back.  From the day that David had gone forth from Jerusalem, Mephibosheth had neither washed his feet, nor trimmed his beard, nor washed his clothes.  He certainly would not have acted thus if he had been in the expectation that the kingdom would be restored to him.  He certainly would not have taken that attitude.  It was an attitude that showed without question that David was in his heart, and that, whilst David was in rejection, he would mourn, he would fast, as the Lord Himself said on one occasion, “Days will come when also the bridegroom will have been taken away from them; then shall they fast in those days”.  And that is what becomes us now, dear brethren, in the absence of Christ, in the day of His rejection.  What becomes us is to be like Mephibosheth, to feel the absence of Christ and to realise that our life is so bound up with Christ that it is a time of fasting until the Lord comes.

And so Mephibosheth is marked by unswerving fidelity to David.  David apparently does not altogether accept his story.  Or at any rate, he had accepted Ziba’s story and said that all that belonged to Mephibosheth Ziba might have.  Now David alters that but goes half-way.  He says, “I have said, Thou and Ziba divide the land”.

David is weak here; he is not giving Mephibosheth all his rights, but it only serves to bring out how completely Mephibosheth’s heart is bound up with David.  The answer he gives is magnificent.  It shows how real was his devotion to David.  He says, “Let him even take all, since my lord the king is come again in peace to his own house”.  But then before that he had said in verse 18, “all my father’s house were but dead men, before my lord the king; and thou didst set thy servant among them that eat at thine own table”, showing that he valued that position,.  He was not going to give it up.

The question is whether we value our position, dear brethren.  On the one hand, in the public position, we are identified with Christ in His rejection, and we must accept that and be prepared to accept fasting until the Lord comes.  On the other hand, we are to cherish above everything the position grace has given us, that it has made us sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus.  And Mephibosheth is clinging to that; he was not giving it up.  He was rejoicing in it, but he was content that as to himself he should have nothing, if only David came into his rightful place.

But now in Barzillai a further consideration comes into view.  He had been very faithful to David in the wilderness position.  In the day of his rejection he had been faithful.  And the present rejection of Christ affords plenty of opportunity to be faithful to His name, and to show our faithfulness to His name by serving, in any way that is open to us, the saints who are desirous of also being faithful to Him.

But now there is another movement, David is crossing the Jordan, he is coming back into his own.  It is now a picture of the truth taking on a spiritual character.  There is the side of the public position, where we are identified with a rejected Christ and have to suffer in consequence in greater or less degree, but we are tested by the spiritual character of the ministry, when the Lord does get His place in the affections of His own.

David was passing over Jordan, going up to Jerusalem, He wants Barzillai to go with him, but Barzillai is but little prepared for it.  It is very sorrowful to find a man so outstandingly faithful to David in his rejection, but not prepared to go forward into what is spiritual.  For that is what this refers to.

Jordan is death upon man.  The acceptance of death in order to make way for the Holy Spirit and His things.  The acceptance of death upon what is natural so that we do not treasure what is natural but find our life in the things that are connected with Christ where He is.  The acceptance of death provides the way for the Spirit to gain His place in our minds and hearts in a practical way.  And if we are not prepared to accept death we shall find that the Spirit of God has not much liberty with us.

The secret of everything is how far in our affections we are bound up with Christ.  The Lord says, “I am coming again and shall receive you to myself, that where I am ye also may be”.  His affections are bound up with us, or rather, I should put it the other way round, that on His side He desires that we should be bound up with Himself.  He says, “I am coming again and shall receive you to myself, that where I am ye also may be”.  Not, ‘I am coming to take you to heaven’, not, ‘I am coming to make you happy’, but I am coming that you may have a part with Me for ever.  That is the language of the Lord and then, when He speaks to His Father, He says, “Father, as to those whom thou hast given me, I desire that where I am they also may be with me”.  That is the language of Christ.

Have we taken it up in our hearts?  Are we bound up in our affections with Christ?  Is the hymn that we sometimes sing true of us, ‘No place can fully please us where thou, O Lord, art not’?  That is the language of one who is bound up in his heart with Christ, and that is the secret of passing over Jordan; that we cannot rest in being anywhere where Christ is not.  We have got the sense that the love of Christ claims the assembly for Himself and He wants us to be with Him where He is, and it is in the power of that love that we are given entrance already into spiritual and heavenly things.

And so David says to Barzillai, “Pass thou over with me, and I will maintain thee with me in Jerusalem”—I will maintain thee, what a proposal that was!  He says, “Pass thou over with me”.  That is the secret, with me.  If you read the second and third chapters of Colossians, you will find that the great point is, “with Christ”.  Colossians is the epistle that speaks of our passing over Jordan, and the power to pass over Jordan is to get in our souls the idea of “with Christ”.  Dead with Christ, buried with Him, raised with Him, quickened with Him, and so on.  It is all “with Christ” in Colossians, and the more we get the sense of that, that the love of Christ will not rest content with anything short of our being with Him,  the more we shall be prepared to open ourselves to the Spirit to find our life in the things that are above.  It is not that, while we are here, the natural has to be discarded altogether, but it is to be superseded as that in which our affections lie.       

So David appeals to Barzillai, he says, “Pass thou over with me, and I will maintain thee”.  That is to say, if we are prepared to accept death, then we shall find that we are maintained.  The grace of Christ and the power of the Spirit will maintain us in the living enjoyment of things that are above, spiritual and heavenly things.

Now Barzillai says, “How many are the days of the years of my life, that I should go up with the king to Jerusalem? … Can I discern between good and bad?  Can thy servant taste what I eat and what I drink?  Can I hear any more the voice of singing men and singing women?” and so on.  He has lost his taste.  What a sad thing it is if we lose our taste for spiritual things – the things of Christ.  He has lost his hearing.  What a sad thing that is!  The Spirit says, “He that has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the assemblies”.  We do not want to be among those who have lost their hearing—I am speaking of hearing in the spiritual sense.  “He that has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the assemblies”.  It is a question of being prepared in our affections to pass over, to have part with Christ in things which are spiritual and heavenly and eternal, and to enjoy them now in the power of the Holy Spirit.

But Barzillai had lost his taste.  He says, “Thy servant will go a little way over”.  As though he would say, ‘Yes, I don’t mind; I like enjoying the meetings a little bit, but I don’t want to find my life in these things’.  His heart is hankering after his father’s grave and his mother’s grave.  Think of a man having a grave as his outlook!  His father’s grave and his mother’s grave.  Think of the power of what is natural having such a hold on a man that he prefers his father’s grave and his mother’s grave to being in Jerusalem with David.  What a sorrowful thing it is!

It just shows, dear brethren, that if we do not cultivate what is spiritual, we may drop out, so far as having a living part in things is concerned, just when things are reaching their very best.  David was going back to Jerusalem; things were going to be restored; it was a day of recovery, of restoration, and he wanted Barzillai to be with him in it.

And so Barzillai says, “Behold thy servant Chimham, let him go over with my lord the king”.  We are not told, but I think we gather the impression that Chimham was probably Barzillai’s son.  We read in 2 Kings 1 that David specially gives a charge to Solomon to see that the sons of Barzillai are among those who sit at Solomon’s table.  He gives him a special charge because of Barzillai’s faithfulness.  The Lord never forgets any faithfulness to His Name—we can rest assured of that.  At the same time, His heart feels it if we are not prepared to go all the way, to go with Him into the enjoyment of what is truly spiritual.  And so he says to Barzillai, “Chimham shall go over with me, and I will do to him that which seems good to thee”, and so on.  The name of Chimham means ‘longing’.  The more we learn how to yield ourselves to the Spirit of God and not allow what is natural to have undue place with us, the more we shall find that spiritual longings are developed with us, and if there are spiritual longings developed with us, the Lord and the Spirit will be more than ready to satisfy those longings.

That is all I had in mind, dear brethren; first of all, that we might get a sense of the true grace of God, what it has done for us, raised us up together and made us sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus.  And then that we might see what our response to it is to be.  First of all, in the public position, where the rejection of Christ has to be accepted; whether we are faithful to Christ there and using our time in serving in love those who are bound up with His name in that position.  And then, secondly, the more testing question, as to whether we are prepared to lend ourselves entirely to that which is spiritual, so as to have part in a living way with all that the Lord is sustaining at the present time in the way of response to the blessed God.  May the Lord bless the word to us.
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Scripture references

2 Samuel 9:1-13 (JND) [1] And David said, Is there yet any that is left of the house of Saul, that I may shew him kindness for Jonathan's sake? [2] And there was of the house of Saul a servant whose name was Ziba; and they called him to David. And the king said to him, Art thou Ziba? And he said, Thy servant! [3] And the king said, Is there not yet any of the house of Saul, that I may shew the kindness of God to him? And Ziba said to the king, Jonathan has yet a son, who is lame on [his] feet. [4] And the king said to him, Where is he? And Ziba said to the king, Behold, he is in the house of Machir the son of Ammiel, in Lodebar. [5] And king David sent, and fetched him out of the house of Machir the son of Ammiel, from Lodebar. [6] And Mephibosheth, the son of Jonathan, the son of Saul, came to David, and fell on his face and did obeisance. And David said, Mephibosheth. And he said, Behold thy servant! [7] And David said to him, Fear not; for I will certainly shew thee kindness for Jonathan thy father's sake, and will restore thee all the land of Saul thy father; and thou shalt eat bread at my table continually. [8] And he bowed himself, and said, What is thy servant, that thou shouldest look upon such a dead dog as I am? [9] Then the king called Ziba, Saul's servant, and said to him, I have given to thy master's son all that belonged to Saul and to all his house. [10] And thou, and thy sons, and thy servants, shall till the land for him, and thou shalt bring in [the fruits], that thy master's son may have food to eat. And Mephibosheth thy master's son shall eat bread at my table continually. Now Ziba had fifteen sons and twenty servants. [11] And Ziba said to the king, According to all that my lord the king has commanded his servant, so will thy servant do. And Mephibosheth [said David] shall eat at my table, as one of the king's sons. [12] And Mephibosheth had a young son, whose name was Mica. And all who dwelt in the house of Ziba were servants to Mephibosheth. …

2 Samuel 17:27-29 (JND) [27] And as soon as David came to Mahanaim, Shobi the son of Nahash of Rabbah of the children of Ammon, and Machir the son of Ammiel of Lo-debar, and Barzillai the Gileadite of Rogelim, [28] brought beds, and basons, and earthen vessels, and wheat, and barley, and flour, and parched [corn], and beans, and lentils, and parched [pulse], [29] and honey, and cream, and sheep, and cheese of kine to David, and to the people that were with him, to eat; for they said, The people is hungry, and weary, and thirsty in the wilderness.

2 Samuel 19:24-40 (JND) [24] And Mephibosheth the son of Saul came down to meet the king. Now he had neither washed his feet, nor trimmed his beard, nor washed his clothes, from the day the king departed until the day he came [again] in peace. [25] And as soon as Jerusalem came to meet the king, the king said to him, Why didst thou not go with me, Mephibosheth? [26] And he said, My lord, O king, my servant deceived me; for thy servant said, I will saddle me the ass, and ride thereon, and go with the king; for thy servant is lame. [27] And he has slandered thy servant to my lord the king; but my lord the king is as an angel of God; do therefore what is good in thy sight. [28] For all my father's house were but dead men before my lord the king; and thou didst set thy servant among them that eat at thine own table. What further right therefore have I? and for what should I cry any more to the king? [29] And the king said to him, Why speakest thou any more of thy matters? I have said, Thou and Ziba divide the land. [30] And Mephibosheth said to the king, Let him even take all, since my lord the king is come again in peace to his own house. [31] And Barzillai the Gileadite came down from Rogelim, and went over the Jordan with the king, to conduct him over the Jordan. [32] And Barzillai was very aged, eighty years old; and it was he that had maintained the king while he abode at Mahanaim; for he was a very great man. [33] And the king said to Barzillai, Pass thou over with me, and I will maintain thee with me in Jerusalem. [34] And Barzillai said to the king, How many are the days of the years of my life, that I should go up with the king to Jerusalem? [35] I am this day eighty years old: can I discern between good and bad? can thy servant taste what I eat and what I drink? can I hear any more the voice of singing men and singing women? and why should thy servant be yet a burden to my lord the king? …

Psalms 147 (JND) [1] Praise ye Jah! for it is good. Sing psalms of our God; for it is pleasant: praise is comely. [2] Jehovah doth build up Jerusalem: he gathereth the outcasts of Israel. [3] He healeth the broken in heart, and bindeth up their wounds. …

Ephesians 2:4-7 (JND) [4] but God, being rich in mercy, because of his great love wherewith he loved us, [5] (we too being dead in offences,) has quickened us with the Christ, (ye are saved by grace,) [6] and has raised [us] up together, and has made [us] sit down together in the heavenlies in Christ Jesus, [7] that he might display in the coming ages the surpassing riches of his grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus.

2 Samuel 9 (JND) [1] And David said, Is there yet any that is left of the house of Saul, that I may shew him kindness for Jonathan's sake? [2] And there was of the house of Saul a servant whose name was Ziba; and they called him to David. And the king said to him, Art thou Ziba? And he said, Thy servant! [3] And the king said, Is there not yet any of the house of Saul, that I may shew the kindness of God to him? And Ziba said to the king, Jonathan has yet a son, who is lame on [his] feet. …

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: …

John 17:24 (JND) [24] Father, [as to] those whom thou hast given me, I desire that where I am they also may be with me, that they may behold my glory which thou hast given me, for thou lovedst me before [the] foundation of [the] world.

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: …

2 Kings 1 (JND) [1] And Moab rebelled against Israel after the death of Ahab. [2] And Ahaziah fell down through the lattice in his upper chamber which was in Samaria, and was sick; and he sent messengers and said to them, Go, inquire of Baal-zebub the god of Ekron, whether I shall recover from this disease. [3] And the angel of Jehovah said to Elijah the Tishbite, Arise, go up to meet the messengers of the king of Samaria, and say to them, Is it because there is not a God in Israel, that ye go to inquire of Baal-zebub the god of Ekron? …



THE ELEMENT OF LEADER SEEN IN MOSES, AARON AND MIRIAM


Micah 6: 4

Exodus 33: 7-11

Numbers 12: 1-8; 16: 46-48

Exodus 15: 20, 21

I want to speak, dear brethren, of Moses and Aaron and Miriam as representing divinely provided leadership for God’s people.  It is of God that there should be leaders; there should be leaders in every locality.  They are provided divinely for our help.  Here in Micah Jehovah is speaking most feelingly and tenderly to His people as feeling the way they had departed from Him, and reminding them of what He had done for them in having brought them up out of the land of Egypt and redeemed them out of the house of bondage, and having sent before them, He says, “Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.” It is a remarkable thing that so many hundred years after these divinely appointed leaders had departed, God should mention their names in this way, as though He would impress His people with the way His love had provided them with what was intended to be a real help and preservation for them. 

We are told in the thirteenth chapter of Hebrews that we are to remember our leaders who have spoken to us the word of God, and considering the issue of their conversation, or manner of life, to imitate their faith.  Then it adds, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, and today, and to the ages to come.”  So that those who have led in the past (for I have no doubt that that verse refers to those who have led in the past, because we are to consider the issue of their manner of life), are to be taken account of as having been sent before for our help and instruction. We are to consider the issue of their conversation, or manner of life, and to imitate their faith. They are said to have spoken to us the word of God, but it is not the word of God that the writer of the epistle is especially thinking of at that moment.  It is not what the leaders have ministered, but rather what the leaders were, their conduct, or manner of life, and their faith, which is to be imitated.  Then it brings in at once Jesus Christ, as though every true leader is one who has had Jesus before him as the One in whom all that is pleasing to God in manhood is to be learned.  God is working in men, dear brethren.  Men are the great battleground between God and Satan, and it is in men that God is working out His most wonderful thoughts—securing in men, who have themselves been slaves of Satan and in bondage to the world—those in whom He can be rightly expressed, a most wonderful thought, and ministered to also in a way that is pleasing to Himself. It is a great thing to realise that God is working out such great matters in men, and we ourselves are among them through grace—brought out of Egypt, redeemed, as it says, “... redeemed thee out of the house of bondage”.  I have no doubt there is in its application to us an allusion, first of all, to the great basis of redemption in the death of Christ, and then to the powerful operations of the Spirit, for it is as the Spirit has His place with us according to the epistle to the Romans, that we are effectively delivered from the influences of the world.  But then there are not only the work of redemption and the powerful operations of the Spirit in the saints, but there is also this divinely provided help for us in leadership.  We are to take account of those who have led, and take account of their faith and the issue of their conduct. Jesus is, of course, the one who is always to be studied by the saints.  When He came into this world, He came in as a babe, expressive of the great feature of dependence on God which is morally right for man and is man’s glory. Dependence on God, “I was cast upon thee,” He says, prophetically, in Psalm 22, “from the womb”.  Nothing is more expressive of dependence on God than a babe—a most wonderful thing that the Lord should come into the world in that manner to express, among other features, this great feature of dependence on God.  It is the thing which, in the measure in which it is formed in us and is maintained by us, is invulnerable against the efforts of the enemy. Then another thing that marked the Lord Jesus, along with dependence, is His feeding on the word of God. “Man shall not live”, he said, “by bread alone, but by every word of God”.  I am only alluding to these things in passing because after speaking of the issue of the conduct of the leaders and of imitating their faith, the Spirit of God directs our thoughts to Jesus Christ, and says He is, “the same yesterday, and today, and to the ages to come”, as though whatever is to be learned as to what is right in the sight of God in manhood is to be learned in Jesus.  If leaders are to be of any value, they must themselves seek grace to be continually appropriating to their own souls the different features of perfection in manhood which have shone in our Lord Jesus Christ.  Then we are also told in that same chapter to obey our leaders—not only to remember the leaders that have gone and imitate their faith, but to obey our leaders because, it says, “They watch over your souls as those that shall give account, that they may do this with joy and not groaning, for this would be unprofitable for you”.  Now that is a matter to be borne in mind by all those who have in any degree a place of leadership among the saints.  It is not everybody, of course, who is a leader, but we who are led are to recognise our leaders.  If they lead, of course, it is contemplated that we will follow.  It is not contemplated that there will be any difference between those who lead and those who follow, only that those who lead are to lead and to give a good lead.  Indeed, things will not prosper in any locality if the element of spiritual leadership is not there.  Therefore, those who find themselves in a position of leadership are to take account of the responsibility attaching to them, “They watch”, it says, “over your souls as those that shall give account, that they may do this with joy and not groaning, for this would be unprofitable for you.”  So this matter of leadership is something that should be faced, both by those who may be in the position of leaders, and those who are led, because the led are to recognise their leaders, as it says, “For that leaders led in Israel ... bless Jehovah”.  It is a great principle of preservation that there should be leadership  according to God, and that that leadership should be recognised by us who are led.

You will remember that David qualified for leadership by his devotedness to his father’s flock.  He was only a youth, and he was tending his father’s flock. And there came a lion and a bear and laid hold of a lamb of the flock.  And he went out and met the lion and the bear single-handed and at close quarters and delivered the lamb.  It says at the end of Psalm 78 that God took him from the sheepfolds and appointed him to lead his people, Israel.  “And he fed them,” it says, “according to the integrity of his heart, and led them by the skilfulness of his hands”.  Another thing I would say before passing on is that those who are in a position of leadership should know that they are. It is not a question of aspiring to anything.  It is a question of what the Lord has made anyone.  So in Romans 12 it says that he that leads is to do it with diligence.  That involves that the one who leads knows that he is a leader.  Hence, those who lead should understand that they are in the position of leadership, and are to be faithful in it. 

Coming to the scriptures that one has read, I wanted to refer first of all to Moses in Exodus 33—a well-known scripture, often referred to, and yet of continual importance, and of constant importance for the younger ones growing up amongst us.  Idolatry had come into the camp, as we know, the golden calf had been made and the tabernacle had not yet been constructed. God had given the instructions to Moses as to the tabernacle. “They shall make me a sanctuary”, He said, “that I may dwell among them”.  “A sanctuary”, he said, stressing the idea of holiness.  But it had not yet been made.  The tabernacle, of course, typifies the assembly.  Moses is one who had the light of the assembly in his soul, but the tabernacle had not yet been made.  It could not yet be taken account of concretely. It was there in the mind of God; it was there in Moses’ mind for he had seen the pattern on the mount.  But it had not yet taken shape concretely.  Then this position of idolatry comes into the camp, and Moses, without any instructions from God, so far as we know, acting of his own intuitions, took the tent—or it might be a tent—and pitched it outside the camp, far from the camp, and called it the tent of meeting.  Now he has the divine idea—the tent of meeting where God is to meet His people and His people are to meet Him. For us it is the idea of the assembly.  But what is being stressed is the moral conditions in which alone the truth of the assembly can be realised.  There must be separation from evil, as it says in the second epistle to Timothy, “Let every one who names the name of the Lord withdraw from iniquity”.   The name of the Lord must not be connected with iniquity.  Therefore, if there is what is iniquitous, as indeed there is in the world around us on every hand in that which claims the name of Christ and professes to have divine worship, the only thing to do is to withdraw from it, and Moses does that. It was only a tent he took.  It may have been his own tent for all I know, just a tent. But the great point was, he was recognising the moral necessities of the moment.  That is, that the dwelling place of God must not be connected with iniquity. He takes the tent and pitches it outside the camp, far from the camp, and called it the tent of meeting. 

Now he has the assembly in his mind.  It is very important to see—the older ones, of course, are very familiar with this—that in the second epistle to Timothy we are called upon to move on individual lines. “Let him that nameth the name of the Lord withdraw from iniquity”.  But then we are also called upon to follow certain principles, righteousness and faith and love and peace, with all those who call upon the Lord out of a pure heart.  You do not choose your companions; you embrace all those who are governed by the truth—all those who follow righteousness, faith, love, and peace, calling on the Lord out of a pure heart.  On those lines you arrive at the truth of the assembly.  I think a moment’s reflection will show that that must be so.  You, first of all, withdraw in individual exercise, but you find others doing the same and you go on together.  As you are going on together, the question will, of course, at once arise, “By what principles are we to govern ourselves as going on together?”  The only answer to that is, ‘The truth of the assembly - the principles of the assembly’, because that is the only light that we have in Scripture to govern saints in their movements together.  Hence it is on the principle of 2 Timothy 2, taking up the exercise individually of separating from iniquity and finding others doing the same, 

that you arrive at the truth of the assembly.  It is a most important thing for the young ones to keep that in mind, that what is in view from the outset is the assembly. There may be only a few available to work out the truth; it may be in humble circumstances outwardly that the truth is worked out, just as this matter of the tent was a very humble, insignificant position to connect the idea of the presence of God with it, but there it was. It was in the right position morally in regard of the evil that was around.  Then it says, “Everyone who sought Jehovah went out to the tent of meeting which was outside the camp”.  Now you have got, in principle, the assembly.  Of course, it takes form, as we know, in localities.  It is on these lines that the truth of the assembly is realised in these days.

Now it says, “ It came to pass, when Moses entered into the tent, the pillar of cloud descended and stood at the entrance of the tent, and Jehovah talked with Moses”—talked with him, not simply talked to him but talked with him. It is God showing His approval of this action that Moses took.  This is a faithful man who, in an emergency, acts for God according to the holiness of His nature.  The result is that it says, “Jehovah talked with Moses”.  It says later, “Jehovah spoke with Moses face to face as a man speaks with his friend”.  Well, that is a great feature of leadership.  God would never forget this action on the part of Moses.  The faithful in Israel would never forget it either.  They would understand that he saved the whole situation for God and for them by this action of faithfulness on his part.  God Himself expressed His approval of Moses by speaking with him face to face as a man speaks with his friend.  But then it brings in the young, and this is also to be noticed.  It says, “He returned to the camp, but his attendant, Joshua the son of Nun, a young man, departed not from within the tent”.  Now here is a young man following up the truth, seeing how right was Moses’ action, and determining that he would not depart from within the tent.  He would not linger outside it; he would go right into it and remain there.  It is a young man who is fully committed to the assembly.  He intends, so to speak, to make it his whole interest in life.  He sees the position that has been brought to pass, notwithstanding the idolatry in the camp, and he departs not from within the tent.  You can understand that forty years later, roughly, that young man became a leader.  Leadership according to God has its roots in faithfulness in secret—faithfulness that perhaps a great many do not know anything about.  Leadership has its roots there, but God does not overlook any feature of faithfulness.  So forty years later, this young man is chosen to be the leader of God’s people. He had already made his mark in the conflict with Amalek.  That is another feature.  The young will never get on if they do not enter into the conflict with the flesh. If they dally with it, if they make provision for it, they will never get on.  But if they follow up the truth of Romans and come to the appreciation of all that the Spirit can be to us, as we have it in Romans 8, then they are on the way to proving their manliness according to God.  Eventually, they may be of real service to the saints.  So this is one feature in which Moses shines. 

Now we come to Numbers 12 in order to get another feature in which Moses also shines.  There is more than one thing to be noticed in connection with Moses in Numbers 12. Alas! it is a time when Miriam and Aaron are speaking against him, Miriam apparently taking the lead.  No doubt, she thought she was entitled to because she was older—older than either Aaron or Moses. But that does not give any title for a sister to go out of her place, and Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses.  There was jealousy at work there, and they were questioning the sovereignty of God. If God has been pleased to give Moses the first place, who are they, or who are any of us, to question His sovereignty?  But they spoke against Moses.  It is a sorrowful thing, and the Spirit of God records it.  It is a touching example of grace, that notwithstanding this action on the part of Miriam and Aaron in jealousy against Moses, the Spirit of God, centuries later, through the prophet Micah, brings forward both Miriam and Aaron as those through whom God led His people.  Although their failure is recorded for our learning, yet the last mention of Miriam and Aaron in Scripture is that they are spoken of as leading the people. 

But now this attack on Moses gives occasion for God to speak Himself about Moses. He says, “He is faithful in all my house”—all my house.  How one would like to take on something of that character—faithful in all my house!  I think we have had examples of it.  We have had an example in the lifetime of most, if not all, of us present here, of one who was faithful in all God’s house.  It is a question of the assembly and the principles of the assembly, and the working out of those principles in an actual way, and of being faithful in it.  That was what marked Moses.  He was faithful at the time of the golden calf, but he was faithful all the way through.  You read Exodus 40, where it goes over the way that Moses constructed the whole system and set it up in its functioning, and you will find time after time it says, “As Jehovah had commanded Moses”.  That is to say, Moses was carrying in his mind all the time the pattern shown him on the mount and was determined that there was no detail of that pattern that was not to come into actual expression among the people.  How God valued that!  Therefore, we need to have our eyes open as to the truth of the assembly in every feature of it, so that if there is anything which has not yet been taken up by the saints, we must be concerned to take it up.  It is a question of being faithful in all God’s house. Moses was that.  We know how many tests he went through; the book of Numbers is full of it—tests arising amongst the people in opposition to the truth, the glory appearing from time to time.  God can always be relied upon to give needed support to those who are tested, and a sense of His approval to those who are standing faithful. That is what the book of Numbers gives us - constant tests but always met, the glory of God if necessary coming in to support the position.  So God speaks in this way of His servant Moses. He says, “Not so my servant Moses. He is faithful in all my house.  Mouth to mouth do I speak to him openly and not in riddles, and the form of Jehovah doth he behold”.  Then there is something else that Jehovah does not exactly say about him but which the Spirit of God says about him—not, of course, that the Spirit of God is not God. But I mean it is not put that way.  Jehovah says certain things to Miriam and Aaron about him but the Spirit of God says, “The man Moses was very meek, above all men that were upon the face of the earth”.  Think of that in such a distinguished leader—one who had led out the people of God from Egypt, one who had stood against Pharaoh.  In Exodus 11 he is also called “the man Moses”, but not in connection with his meekness—he was meek - but in connection with his unflinching repudiation of the world.  “He went out from Pharaoh,” it says, “in a glowing anger”.  He was indignant with the world.  “Woe to the world”, the Lord said, “because of offences”.  The world is doomed to judgment from that standpoint, apart from other things, that it has proved such a stumbling block to God’s people.  So the Lord says, “Woe to the world because of offences”.  Moses goes out from Pharaoh’s presence in that spirit.  He said, “Against any of the children of Israel shall not a dog move his tongue”.  The Spirit of God says, “The man Moses was very great in the land of Egypt”.  Here he is also called “the man Moses,” as though real manhood is to be learned in Moses.  He is called the man Moses in connection with his meekness—“very meek above all men that were upon the face of the earth”.  Was it natural to Moses to be meek?  Certainly not.  It is not natural to any one of us to be meek.  How did he become meek?  I believe he became meek because he was so much in the presence of God, and because God showed him the pattern of the whole tabernacle.  I have no doubt God would speak to Moses about Jesus, and tell him what kind of man He would be, and that He would give character to the whole system in which God would dwell eternally.  The result was that Moses was very meek.  So that when his sister and his brother speak against him, he does not say a word in self-vindication, He leaves that with God.  So we are to remember our leaders. Moses is brought forward in the book of Micah as one through whom God had led His people.  Doubtless, his influence had great effect upon them. 

Then we get Aaron also mentioned as a leader.  We read of him in Psalm 106 where he is called the “saint of Jehovah”.   We read of him in Psalm 99—“Moses and Aaron among his priests, and Samuel among them that call upon his name”.  What a pleasure it is to see how God refers to his saints hundreds of years after they have gone!  He never loses the remembrance of them and what they have been.  For instance, in Ezekiel 14 He refers to Noah, Daniel and Job.  Daniel was still alive at that time.  Noah and Job had been dead for centuries; yet God has not forgotten Noah or Job, and he links them alongside of Daniel through the prophet Ezekiel.  How encouraging all these touches are, showing us that God greatly appreciates faithfulness to Himself in whatever age and circumstances it is rendered.  He will give His saints the sense that he never overlooks any feature of faithfulness to His name. 

And so in Numbers 16 we have that the whole assembly murmured against Moses and Aaron—the whole assembly. Judgment had come in upon Korah and his band and upon the two hundred and fifty who had presented incense.  Judgment had just come in upon them.  You would have thought the whole assembly would have been in the fear of God in the presence of such a thing.  Yet, the very next day they murmur against Moses and Aaron.  Think of that!  It is like the murmuring that sometimes is heard in respect of an assembly judgment.  It is a solemn thing to murmur against an assembly judgment, and here the whole assembly murmured against Moses and Aaron.  God is proposing to smite them all.  “Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, Get you up from the midst of this assembly, and I will consume them in a moment”.  That was to Moses and Aaron, because it says earlier that “Moses and Aaron went before the tent of meeting.  And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, Get you up from the midst of this assembly,” so that is Moses and Aaron, and it says, “And they fell on their faces”—Moses and Aaron. They are not considering for themselves.  They are considering for God. Now Moses tells Aaron what to do, and Aaron does it.

Aaron took the censer, as Moses had said, and ran into the midst of the congregation; and behold, the plague had begun among the people; and he put on incense, and made atonement for the people.  And he stood between the dead and the living.  How wonderful that is! Entirely free from self-consideration, entirely free from any thought of self-vindication, greatly desiring that the people of God should be saved notwithstanding what was really their desert at that time.  It would have been morally right that they should have all been swept off the scene. But Moses and Aaron come in, and Aaron especially takes the place of intercession.  He takes a censer and fire from off the altar. That is to say, he brings before God at that time on behalf of the people, typically, the fragrance of the work of Christ in its unchanging efficacy. He can plead it, as it says, “He is the propitiation for our sins”.  He is that.  Not only His work has made propitiation, but He is that in the presence of God, maintaining in the presence of God the efficacy of His work and the exceeding acceptability of His Person.  Here in Aaron you have a man typically who, when the people of God are in grave danger of being swept away because of their conduct, he can take this censer and go into the presence of God, and it says, “He stood between the dead and the living; and the plague was stayed”.  God answered his faith; God answered his energy.  He ran.  There was no time to be lost.  What an important matter this is, dear brethren!  If there is anything happening among the saints that is grievous, let us seek grace to meet it, but let us also be before God in intercession in relation to it that the saints may be preserved.  Aaron does that. He took this censer and ran into the midst of the congregation.  “And behold, the plague had begun ... And he stood between the dead and the living; and the plague was stayed”.  That is a good lead. 

Then we have also Miriam, and in Exodus 15 we get mention of Miriam in an honourable way, for she is a prophetess and a sister, one who can communicate the mind of God, one who is sisterly in her relations with the rest of the people, one who has influence. It says, “She took the tambour in her hand, and all the women went out after her with tambours and with dances”.   Now we have a sister exercising influence for good among the sisters in Israel.  They do what she does, and she is setting a good example.  She is not doing here what she did in Numbers 12; she is setting a good example, and she can convey the mind of God. How valuable sisters of this type are!  They have their part, so to speak, in leadership—not that they are leaders in any outward public way, but they are leaders in the sense that they exercise influence of the right kind, influence that can be followed; and so Miriam was a prophetess.  She is, first of all, a prophetess, and yet along with that she is a sister.  She does not assume any importance because she is able to communicate the mind of God, but she is a sister.  We read in New Testament times, of Anna, another prophetess, she knew all those who looked for redemption in Jerusalem —all of them—and spoke of the Lord to them.  “She, coming up the same hour,” it says, “ gave thanks unto the Lord”.  She is there at the right time.  God will see that she is in everything of importance that is moving.  “She, coming in that instant”, it says, “gave praise to the Lord, and spoke of him to all those who waited for redemption in Jerusalem”.  We can thank God for sisters of this kind.  They can communicate the mind of God in a comely, private way; they are sisters, and they exert influence of a right kind so that other sisters do the same thing, and they are joyful in the service of God, too. It says, “all the women went out after her with tambours and with dances.  And Miriam answered them, Sing to Jehovah, for he is highly exalted: The horse and his rider hath he thrown into the sea”.  She is entirely in keeping with the point they had reached at the moment. It might be said they had not got very far, but she is where they are; she is with them in it, and she is joyful in it, and she is praising God in relation to it.  That is a good thing for any sister to be able to do, that she is able to influence the saints rightly so that the praise of God is secured through them.  So, as I was saying, Anna is one such.  It is beautiful to see that.  You have the man Simeon, a man in Jerusalem, and the woman Anna, a prophetess, God bringing those two in as though He would indicate that He had those who would give a lead to the godly in Israel at that time.  So it is at any time. 

In speaking in this way of Moses and Aaron and Miriam as divinely provided leadership for His people, I believe God intends to energise us that we should take on more than ever features that are according to Himself, and as doing so, exercise an influence for good amongst the people of God. If features of true leadership appear in some, then let us who are the led recognize it, and see that they have the right of way, so to speak, that they are entitled to, and not be marked by anything like that which was found with Miriam and Aaron when they opposed Moses, but rather to see that leadership is recognised and gladly appreciated, and followed. We are to imitate their faith and consider the end of their conversation.  May the Lord bless the word, for His Name’s sake. 
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Scripture references

Micah 6:4 (JND) [4] For I brought thee up out of the land of Egypt, and redeemed thee out of the house of bondage; and I sent before thee Moses, Aaron, and Miriam.

Exodus 33:7-11 (JND) [7] And Moses took the tent, and pitched it outside the camp, far from the camp, and called it the Tent of meeting. And it came to pass [that] every one who sought Jehovah went out to the tent of meeting which was outside the camp. [8] And it came to pass, when Moses went out to the tent, all the people rose up, and stood every man at the entrance of his tent, and they looked after Moses until he entered into the tent. [9] And it came to pass when Moses entered into the tent, the pillar of cloud descended, and stood at the entrance of the tent, and [Jehovah] talked with Moses. [10] And all the people saw the pillar of cloud standing at the entrance of the tent; and all the people rose and worshipped, every man at the entrance of his tent. [11] And Jehovah spoke with Moses face to face, as a man speaks with his friend. And he returned to the camp; but his attendant, Joshua the son of Nun, a young man, departed not from within the tent.

Numbers 12:1-8 (JND) [1] And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Ethiopian woman whom he had taken; for he had taken a Cushite as wife. [2] And they said, Has Jehovah indeed spoken only to Moses? has he not spoken also to us? And Jehovah heard it. [3] But the man Moses was very meek, above all men that were upon the face of the earth. [4] Then Jehovah spoke suddenly to Moses, and to Aaron, and to Miriam, Come out ye three unto the tent of meeting. And they went out, they three. [5] And Jehovah came down in the pillar of the cloud, and stood at the entrance of the tent, and called Aaron and Miriam; and they both came forth. [6] And he said, Hear now my words: If there be a prophet among you, I Jehovah will make myself known to him in a vision, I will speak to him in a dream. [7] Not so my servant Moses: he is faithful in all my house. [8] Mouth to mouth do I speak to him openly, and not in riddles; and the form of Jehovah doth he behold. Why then were ye not afraid to speak against my servant, against Moses?

Numbers 16:46-48 (JND) [46] And Moses said to Aaron, Take the censer, and put fire thereon from off the altar, and lay on incense, and carry it quickly to the assembly, and make atonement for them; for there is wrath gone out from Jehovah: the plague is begun. [47] And Aaron took as Moses had said, and ran into the midst of the congregation; and behold, the plague had begun among the people; and he put on incense, and made atonement for the people. [48] And he stood between the dead and the living; and the plague was stayed.

Exodus 15:20-21 (JND) [20] And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took the tambour in her hand, and all the women went out after her with tambours and with dances. [21] And Miriam answered them, Sing to Jehovah, for he is highly exalted: The horse and his rider hath he thrown into the sea.

Psalms 22 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. Upon Aijeleth-Shahar. A Psalm of David.} My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me? [why art thou] far from my salvation, from the words of my groaning? [2] My God, I cry by day, and thou answerest not; and by night, and there is no rest for me: [3] And thou art holy, thou that dwellest amid the praises of Israel. …

Psalms 78 (JND) [1] {An instruction. Of Asaph.} Give ear, O my people, to my law; incline your ears to the words of my mouth. [2] I will open my mouth in a parable; I will utter riddles from of old, [3] Which we have heard and known, and our fathers have told us: …

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. …

Exodus 33 (JND) [1] And Jehovah said to Moses, Depart, go up hence, thou and the people that thou hast brought up out of the land of Egypt, into the land that I swore unto Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, saying, Unto thy seed will I give it, [2] (and I will send an angel before thee, and dispossess the Canaanite, the Amorite, and the Hittite, and the Perizzite, the Hivite, and the Jebusite,) [3] into a land flowing with milk and honey; for I will not go up in the midst of thee, for thou art a stiff-necked people, lest I consume thee on the way. …

2 Timothy 2 (JND) [1] Thou therefore, my child, be strong in the grace which [is] in Christ Jesus. [2] And the things thou hast heard of me in the presence of many witnesses, these entrust to faithful men, such as shall be competent to instruct others also. [3] Take thy share in suffering as a good soldier of Jesus Christ. …

Romans 8 (JND) [1] [There is] then now no condemnation to those in Christ Jesus. [2] For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and of death. [3] For what the law could not do, in that it was weak through the flesh, God, having sent his own Son, in likeness of flesh of sin, and for sin, has condemned sin in the flesh, …

Numbers 12 (JND) [1] And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Ethiopian woman whom he had taken; for he had taken a Cushite as wife. [2] And they said, Has Jehovah indeed spoken only to Moses? has he not spoken also to us? And Jehovah heard it. [3] But the man Moses was very meek, above all men that were upon the face of the earth. …

Numbers 12 (JND) [1] And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Ethiopian woman whom he had taken; for he had taken a Cushite as wife. [2] And they said, Has Jehovah indeed spoken only to Moses? has he not spoken also to us? And Jehovah heard it. [3] But the man Moses was very meek, above all men that were upon the face of the earth. …

Exodus 40 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, [2] On the day of the first month, on the first of the month, shalt thou set up the tabernacle of the tent of meeting. [3] And thou shalt put in it the ark of the testimony, and shalt cover the ark with the veil. …

Exodus 11 (JND) [1] And Jehovah said to Moses, Yet one plague will I bring upon Pharaoh, and upon Egypt; afterwards he will let you go hence: when he shall let [you] go altogether, he shall utterly drive you out hence. [2] Speak now in the ears of the people, that they ask every man of his neighbour, and every woman of her neighbour, utensils of silver and utensils of gold. [3] And Jehovah gave the people favour in the eyes of the Egyptians. Moreover the man Moses was very great in the land of Egypt in the eyes of Pharaoh's bondmen, and in the eyes of the people. …

Psalms 106 (JND) [1] Hallelujah! Give ye thanks unto Jehovah; for he is good; for his loving-kindness [endureth] for ever. [2] Who can utter the mighty acts of Jehovah? [who] can shew forth all his praise? [3] Blessed are they that keep justice, [and] he that doeth righteousness at all times. …

Psalms 99 (JND) [1] Jehovah reigneth: let the peoples tremble. He sitteth [between the] cherubim: let the earth be moved. [2] Jehovah is great in Zion, and he is high above all the peoples. [3] They shall praise thy great and terrible name, it is holy! …

Ezekiel 14 (JND) [1] And there came certain of the elders of Israel unto me, and sat before me. [2] And the word of Jehovah came unto me, saying, [3] Son of man, these men have set up their idols in their heart, and put the stumbling-block of their iniquity before their face: should I be inquired of at all by them? …

Numbers 16 (JND) [1] And Korah, the son of Izhar, the son of Kohath, the son of Levi, made bold, and [with him] Dathan and Abiram, the sons of Eliab, and On, the son of Peleth, the sons of Reuben; [2] and they rose up against Moses, with two hundred and fifty men of the children of Israel, princes of the assembly, summoned to the council, men of renown; [3] and they gathered themselves together against Moses and against Aaron, and said to them, It is enough; for all the assembly, all of them are holy, and Jehovah is among them; and why do ye lift up yourselves above the congregation of Jehovah? …

Exodus 15 (JND) [1] Then sang Moses and the children of Israel this song to Jehovah, and spoke, saying, I will sing unto Jehovah, for he is highly exalted: The horse and his rider hath he thrown into the sea. [2] My strength and song is Jah, and he is become my salvation: This is my God, and I will glorify him; My father's God, and I will extol him. [3] Jehovah is a man of war; Jehovah, his name. …

Numbers 12 (JND) [1] And Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Ethiopian woman whom he had taken; for he had taken a Cushite as wife. [2] And they said, Has Jehovah indeed spoken only to Moses? has he not spoken also to us? And Jehovah heard it. [3] But the man Moses was very meek, above all men that were upon the face of the earth. …



THE BELIEVER’S BODY


Romans 12: 1, 2      

1 Corinthians 6: 11-15, 19, 20

Each believer has that which can be presented to God as a living sacrifice.  Each believer, as having a body, has that in which the will of God can be done, and that is of great moral value in a world where men do their own will.  We read of the Lord Jesus saying, as coming into the world, “Sacrifice and oblation thou didst not desire; ears hast thou prepared me.  Burnt-offering and sin-offering hast thou not demanded; Then said I, Behold, I come, in the volume of the book it is written of me—To do thy good pleasure, my God, is my delight, and thy law is within my heart”, (Ps 40: 6-8), and with that in mind a body was furnished to Him.  You can understand what pleasure God would have as He took account of the movements down here of the Lord Jesus, movements in His body, as He contrasted them with movements of men all around, who were doing their own will and seeking their own glory.  Now God has in mind that what He had in perfection here in Christ should be continued in us His saints.  And each of us, therefore, is to learn to regard his or her body as something of priceless value, which can be, and is to be, used for the pleasure of God.  It greatly dignifies our bodies to regard them in that light, and our lives become sanctified and valuable to God as they are filled out in the light of the possibilities there are of ministering to the pleasure of God in our bodies.  If we think of that it makes things practical.  We are exhorted in the sixth chapter of this epistle to the Romans to yield ourselves to God as those who are alive from among the dead, and our members as instruments of righteousness to God.  So that it is not to be a theory with us.  It is not to be an abstract idea which does not work out in what is practical, our members are to be held as instruments of righteousness to God, that is to say; our hands, what we do; our feet, where we go; our minds, what we think of; our eyes, what we look at.  All these things are practical and our members are all intended to be held at the disposal of our God.

This exhortation that we have in the twelfth chapter of the epistle to the Romans is the result of the teaching that has gone before in the epistle.  The epistle to the Romans is a most important epistle, a fundamental epistle.  We are not to regard it as elementary, as something we can dispense with as having got past it, we are to regard it as essentially fundamental and therefore most important; because you know that if you are going to build, the higher you want to go in your building the deeper you must go in your foundations, and therefore the more we want to progress in the things of God, the more we must look to see that we are established in the truth of Romans.  That is a very important matter.  Take on by all means the truth of the epistle of the Ephesians, God enable us to do it more and more, but the more we do so let us also see that we are paying attention to the epistle to the Romans, because that is fundamental and, as I have said, the higher you would build, the deeper you must go in your foundations.  Now the epistle to the Romans takes account of the fact that we all need the gospel, it is instruction for believers as to the gospel of God.  It is a good thing to recognise that we all have need of the gospel, and that means that we have all needed to be redeemed, and redeemed at infinite cost.  And we are never to lose the sense that we have been redeemed, and that involves that God Himself and the Lord Jesus have absolute rights over us, rights that cannot possibly be denied and yet we may deny them practically.  Redemption means that God has established rights over us, and our happiness and blessing, as well as what is morally right, lie in our recognising that unreservedly.

Now in the third chapter of Romans we are told that God sets forth Christ as a mercy-seat through faith in His blood.  Think of God calling our attention to Christ, setting Him forth as a mercy-seat through faith in His blood.  He is directing our attention to Christ in His glory, Christ in the presence of God, and presents Him to us as a mercy-seat; that is to say, the place from which God speaks to men in mercy.  It is through faith in His blood.  It means that in the blood of Christ God has established a basis on which He can come out to us in mercy without surrendering anything that is right.  That blood of Christ, how wonderful it is.  The blood of Christ involves that the life of Jesus, so infinitely precious, moment by moment, to the heart of God, was laid down in death.  The blood witnesses to that, that God surrendered that precious life in all that it meant to Him, never to have it again in that character.  He has it again in another character, but the Lord never resumed flesh and blood condition after He had died.  That life was given up, which had yielded unfailing pleasure to God, moment by moment, throughout thirty-three and one half years, save for that period of three hours when He was abandoned of God, when instead of the unfailing favour of God being His portion, He knew the depths of woe as sustaining in His Person all that God is against sin in wrath and judgment.  Not for one moment, not for one hour, but for three hours.  How much was concentrated into that!  How much the personal glory of Christ shines in His ability to stand in that moment—forsaken of God.  No creature could stand in that position, nor could any creature in any way enter into the judgment of God and emerge from it.  But our Lord Jesus has entered into that position, forsaken of God, enduring the wrath and the judgment of God and exhausting it too, so that all that God is against sin, which otherwise would be against us, might be meted out to Christ and sustained and exhausted by Him, that we might be freed, and that God might be set free in righteousness to come out in mercy to whosoever will. Wonderful glory, the glory of the mercy-seat!  The mercy-seat was the point from which God spoke to men, and that is the present position, that God is addressing Himself to men, and we are among them, in mercy that cannot be impugned, which cannot be challenged, because it has as its basis this precious death of Christ. And so it says, “whom God has set forth a mercy-seat, through faith in his blood, for the shewing forth of his righteousness, in respect of the passing by the sins that had taken place before, through the forbearance of God”.  How were Adam’s sins forgiven?  How were Abel’s sins forgiven?  How were David’s sins forgiven?  How were the sins of all the Old Testament saints forgiven?  What was the basis of it?  The basis of it was the precious death of Christ, which God knew would be effected in due time.  “For the shewing forth of his righteousness, in respect of the passing by the sins that had taken place before through the forbearance of God, and then it says: “for the shewing forth of his righteousness in the present time, so that he should be just, and justify him that is of the faith of Jesus”.  That is the position in the gospel and God loves to set it out before us. The intention is not simply that we should be brought into peace before God, the intention in it is that we should get a great view of God and His blessedness and His glory, in not surrendering, as I say, anything that is right, and yet establishing a means, through the blood of Christ, by which He can come out in all the glory of mercy and forgiveness and justification from every charge. Wonderful thing!  Now that is part of the teaching of the gospel.  And then in the fourth chapter of the epistle to the Romans we have to learn that the principle on which we are blessed is the principle of faith, and that makes everything of God.  Not of works lest any should boast, it says.  We have faith.  Faith, itself, is the gift of God, but then it goes on to say that righteousness was imputed to Abraham on the principle of faith and will be imputed to us on that same principle, if we believe on Him, that is on God, who raised up Jesus our Lord from the dead, who was delivered for our offences and raised for our justification.  Think of God delivering Jesus for our offences, think of Him raising Him for our justification.  What a God we have to do with!  You can understand how in the light of all this, the apostle begins to beseech us by the compassions of God.  Where should we be but for the compassions of God?  And they are compassions that have come out to us in this remarkable way, so that we are not only justified, but we have peace toward God through our Lord Jesus Christ, and there He is at the right hand of God in His position of lordship to administer all the blessings that He has secured through His death.

And so in the fifth chapter of Romans it says, “Therefore having been justified on the principle of faith, we have peace towards God through our Lord Jesus Christ”.  The Lord is administering the blessings, just like Joseph in Egypt.  You remember in the days of Elijah there was the long drought, and then when God was vindicated in the offering by Elijah on mount Carmel, Elijah said, there is a sound of abundance of rain, and he sent his young man to look, and after a time the young man saw a cloud like a man’s hand appearing—a man’s hand!  That is administration of blessing now in the hands of a Man!  And that is exactly what we have in the epistle to the Romans in chapter 5 and onwards.  It was not very long before that man’s hand became a cloud from which there was a great pour of rain.  That was not judgment, it was grace, it was what they needed.  And that is what the fifth chapter of Romans gives us, a great outpouring of divine grace, through the administration of our Lord Jesus Christ—a man’s hand has appeared, so to speak.  So it says, “by whom” (again it is through our Lord Jesus Christ) “we have also access by faith into this favour in which we stand”.  Has everybody here got access into the favour of God?  It is not simply that He is not against us, but He is positively favourable, “access by faith into this favour in which we stand, and we boast in hope of the glory of God”.  Are we rejoicing in hope of the glory of God?  It is going to appear shortly—the glory of God.  And saints may know it in their own souls now and rejoice in it—the glory of God.  What a God He is—delighting in mercy, yet surrendering nothing that is right, establishing through Christ His right to bring in mercy, and then coming in in His power and raising up Christ from among the dead, and setting Him in the place of the administration of blessing.  What a God we have! 

And then we go on in the epistle to the Romans and we have to learn not only how God has dealt with our sins, our guilt, but then we have to learn what sin in the flesh is and how terrible it is, how incurable it is.  It says, “the mind of the flesh is enmity against God: for it is not subject to the law of God, for neither indeed can it be; and they that are in flesh cannot please God”.  We might say: what an impossible situation!  It is impossible to everyone but God, but not impossible to God.  Redemption having come in, God is free to give the Holy Spirit, and He does give the Holy Spirit to those who obey Christ.  Do we appreciate that gift?  The Spirit we have received is the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus.  It is the Spirit of life in another Man, the heavenly Man.  Having been set apart by death from all that we were as in the flesh, we are set up in the power of life in Christ Jesus, life in the heavenly Man, that is the riches of God’s grace.  I am speaking of these fundamental things, because we want to come into the joy and power of the glad tidings.  We can never serve God acceptably if we are not in the liberty and power of the glad tidings.  And we can never take on the most glorious features of the truth, if we are not well grounded in the glad tidings.  And so, as I say, we want to read the epistle to the Romans over and over again, and get to God about it, so that we understand it.  And let me say to the younger ones here: Do not read the Scriptures in isolated verses, read them consecutively, remember that the epistles are intended to be understood. They are not intended to be mysterious to us.  We have received the Holy Spirit and the Lord is able to give us understanding if we seek Him in relation to it. Read the epistle to the Romans over and over again. Read two or three chapters at a time.  Do not pick out selected verses from the Scriptures and read them.  You will never get very far that way, but read the Scriptures consecutively, understanding that they have been written so that they should be understood, and the Lord will give us understanding, by the Holy Spirit, so that we grow up into the truth and prove its power.

And so when we read on in the epistle to the Romans we are introduced to the thought of God’s purpose, because what underlies the glad tidings which is so blessedly opened up to us in the epistle to the Romans, is the purpose of God.  It speaks of whom He did foreknow.  I ask the young brethren here whether each one of them has taken it to heart, that you were known by God personally before the foundation of the world?  You were in God’s heart and mind before the foundation of the world.  What for?  Well, read on and you will see what for.  It says: “Because whom he has foreknown, he has also predestinated to be conformed to the image of his Son”.  That is what God has in mind for you and me, “to be conformed to the image of his Son, so that he should be the firstborn among many brethren”, Rom 8: 29.  That is to say, God has in mind to have a great expansion of Christ before His eyes and heart.  Christ is there the joy of His heart, and now God wants that expanded in many sons conformed to His image, Christ Himself the firstborn amongst many of His own order.  God has foreknown us before the foundation of the world with that in view, and having foreknown us and predestinated us, He called us by the gospel.  When God called you by the gospel it was not simply that you might never come into eternal perdition, that is certainly a result of your receiving the glad tidings, but what God had in mind when He reached you by the gospel was this purpose of His that you should be conformed to the image of God’s Son that He might be firstborn among many brethren.  Well now let the greatness of this and the dignity of it, the exalted character of it, sink into our minds and hearts, dear brethren.  And so it says, “But whom he has predestinated, these also he has called; and whom he has called, these also he has justified”—the matter of our sins had to be dealt with, and God has justified us on the principle of faith and on the ground of the death and resurrection of Christ, “but whom he has justified, these also he has glorified”—that refers, I do not doubt, to the gift of the Spirit.  What a glory it is to have received the Holy Spirit.  Do you know it makes you greater than the greatest man in the world, than the greatest mind among men, than the greatest personality among men?  It all fades into insignificance compared with someone who has the Holy Spirit of God.  You can see it in the book of Genesis.  Look at the history of Jacob who is a pattern of one who is a subject of the calling and work of God; how does he finish his days?  He goes into the presence of Pharaoh, the greatest potentate of that day, and Jacob blesses him.  Just a simple pilgrim, he blesses Pharaoh.  And, as Scripture says, “Beyond all gain-saying, the inferior is blessed by the better”, Heb 7: 7.  That is to say, Jacob was greater than Pharaoh.  He goes into the presence of Pharaoh and he blesses him.  He represents God in blessing that man, Pharaoh.  And he repeats it, he blesses him a second time and then he goes out from his presence.  It does not say that Pharaoh says, Now you can go.  The whole matter is in Jacob’s hands.  He is greater than Pharaoh and he moves in dignity as representing God and conveys the Spirit of God, in blessing, to that man.  And then he blesses his sons faithfully telling them the truth in regard of themselves, yet blessing because he knew God.  And he blesses Joseph, and he blesses Joseph’s sons.  Jacob is a great blesser!  And that is what we are to be.  “Bless and curse not”, Rom 12: 14.  We have been called to it, the question of representing God in our spirit and attitude toward men.  What could be greater than to be representatives of God?  And that is what we are here for as having received the Holy Spirit of God.  I mention those few details in connection with the epistle to the Romans, so that our interest in the epistle to the Romans might be quickened, and that we might follow it up in our consideration of the Scriptures and our meditations upon it, so that we may become more and more established in the true grace of our God.

And now the apostle, at the end of chapter 11, bursts out in a doxology.  There are four doxologies in the epistle to the Romans.  A doxology is a spontaneous outburst of ascribing glory to God, or to Christ as in chapter 9.  In going over the teaching, the apostle’s heart becomes filled with the sense of how blessed God is, and how blessed Christ is, and so he bursts out in four doxologies in the course of the epistle.  And he has just burst out in one of these at the end of chapter 11, ending up with this: “For of him, and through him, and for him are all things; to him be glory for ever. Amen”.  And now he says, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the compassions of God, to present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God which is your intelligent service”.  What an appeal it is!  We may say, How can I serve God?  Well, you have a body.  All sorts of things are available to you, there is much can be done in the way of visiting.  A young brother or sister might well visit, for there are plenty that could do with being visited now and then.  You might say, I do not know that I can bring much.  Never mind, maybe you could read the Scriptures to them, or a little bit of ministry, or tell them a little of what you had in the meeting when they have not been able to be there.  Why not be practical in these things?  We have bodies for that very purpose.  Jesus went about doing good, and we are to go about doing good, using our bodies in a way that is acceptable to God.  You can ask the Lord what He would have you do.  Paul, the greatest of all the apostles, when he was converted, said: “What shall I do, Lord?”  He had to learn first of all to appreciate his local brethren and to be prepared to receive guidance from them.  But at the same time the Lord has His rights over each one of us and we can say, What shall I do, Lord?  It is an important thing to see that not one of us is idle and certainly to see that we are not pursuing our own will.  We have been redeemed. Egypt is a type, in Scripture, of the world—not in its worst forms, as men would say.  It is not Sodom, nor is it Babylon, but it is just Egypt.  And Egypt is a type of the world that lives in independence of God and does its own will.  That is the character of the world as typified in Egypt, and God has redeemed us out of it.  He redeemed His people out of it.  That means that we are to be completely delivered from the principle of living to ourselves and to hold our bodies, which God has given us, as available to Him, it is our intelligent service.  It is the beginning of what is priestly.  The epistle to the Romans leads up to what is priestly, and this is the beginning of it, “present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your intelligent service”.  “And be not conformed to this world”.  It is quite definite, dear brethren, be not conformed to it.  Be afraid of anything that is taken on outstandingly by the world.  You do not want to be marked by the world.  You are not of it.  The Lord has said, “they are not of the world, as I am not of the world”, John 17: 16.  Remember that!  What a standard!  The Lord says that, speaking to His Father: They are not of the world, as I am not of the world.  And if the scripture speaks in this way of the world as something we are not to be conformed to, let us see that we are not.  It is not a question of legality, it is a question simply of obedience, and affection for Christ.  “They are not of the world, as I am not of the world”.  And so let us take these things to heart, dear brethren, and the more we do, the more we shall be conscious of the pleasure of God, of the approval of God.  “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”.

I read the passage in Corinthians because that brings out in a remarkable way what the value of the believer’s body is. The apostle refers to certain terrible things.  I suppose it is probable that none of us has been marked by the particular things that he refers to in verses 9 and 10 of that chapter and he says, “These things were some of you”.  But then he says, “But ye have been washed, but ye have been sanctified, but ye have been justified in the name of the Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of our God”, 1 Cor 6 : 11. That is true of all of us. In the mercy of God we may not have been marked by the dreadful things in verses 9 and 10, but it is certainly true of us all that we have needed to be washed, we have needed to be sanctified, we have needed to be justified, and we have been washed, sanctified and justified, in the Name of the Lord Jesus.  That refers to the renown connected with His work, the value of His precious death, we have been set apart by it to God.  We have been washed from all that marked us; we have been sanctified, set apart to God; we have been justified; in the Name of the Lord Jesus, but then it also adds, “and by the Spirit of our God”.  That brings in what is practical.  The Name of the Lord Jesus—we are washed, sanctified and justified in the name of the Lord Jesus—that brings in what is objective. But then it also says, “and by the Spirit of our God”, and that brings in what is subjective.  That is, as we are brought practically by the Spirit under the control of Christ, we are practically washed, and we are practically sanctified, and we are practically justified.  That is to say, our course justifies the position we are in before God, we are justified in the Spirit.

And now the apostle goes on.  He speaks of meats, he says, “Meats for the belly and the belly for meats; but God will bring to nothing both it and them”.  That is, we are not to be too much occupied with meats.  We are not to think too much about what we eat, or be too much concerned about it.  We eat only to keep the body alive, in order that we may do God’s will.  We do not want to eat for the sake of eating or make a great business of what we eat.  “Meats for the belly, and the belly for meats; but God will bring to nothing both it and them”.  The scripture says, “Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatever ye do, do all things to God’s glory”, 1 Cor 10: 31.  If I eat or drink, my object in eating or drinking is just to satisfy my hunger or my thirst in order that I may continue to serve God in this body.  That is all that is in it and we do not want to make any more of it than that.  If we do, we are in danger of idolatry; the reason why we eat or drink is that our body may be maintained in vitality so that we may do God’s will.  So whether eating or drinking we glorify God.  Then the Spirit goes on to say, “but the body is not for fornication, but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body”. The body is for the Lord, how it dignifies the body that it is for the Lord, and the Lord is for the body.  The Lord is for it.  All the authority and grace of the Lord are available so that we may be encouraged, and enabled, to view our body as for the Lord.  The body is for the Lord and the Lord for the body.  What a great thing it is!  I think you can see, dear brethren, as we begin to think of these things, how morally exalted the body of the believer is.  It is for the Lord and the Lord is for the body.  Later on in this epistle it says he that is called being a bondman, that is a slave, is the Lord’s freed man, but he that is called being free, which would apply to all of us now, because none of us are slaves now, is the bondman of Christ.  It is remarkable how Scripture puts things.  A slave who is called becomes the Lord’s freed man.  The Lord frees him so that he takes up his position in relation to the Lord and not in relation to his master.  But he that is called being free becomes the bondman of Christ, and that applies to each of us—the bondman of Christ.  That is to say, He has absolute rights over us.  And so the body is for the Lord and the Lord for the body.

And then it goes on to say, “Do ye not know that your bodies are members of Christ?”  That is another thing.  How dignified they are, how watchful we should be as to what we do with our bodies if we remember that they are members of Christ.  That is to say, I take Christ anywhere I go.  If I go somewhere, I take Christ there, because my body is a member of Christ.  I not only take the brethren there. Later on, the epistle shows us that I take the brethren there.  But this is something even more exercising, that I take Christ there.  Your bodies are members of Christ.  Well, that greatly elevates the thought as to our bodies and at the same time greatly exercises us as to how we use our bodies; that we are to present them a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, and that they are members of Christ.

Finally, “Do ye not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit which is in you?” That is, God Himself has taken possession of the body of each one of us by virtue of the Holy Spirit dwelling in us, and our body becomes His temple.  It is a dignified view of it, the temple of the Holy Spirit.  That is a most touching thing!  One has often thought of it as one gets older and you see saints getting older and losing their faculties, it may be, and even their mental powers, it may be.  You see them getting very frail and yet the Holy Spirit never leaves them.  What a comforting thing it is, dear brethren!  And our bodies are temple of the Holy Spirit.  Think of the Holy Spirit being content to dwell in such conditions as our bodies afford. And yet the very fact of His dwelling in those conditions exalts the body into this glorious view of it. It is a temple, not a tabernacle, but a temple, a dignified dwelling place for God Himself. That is what the body of each believer is.  “Do ye not know”, the apostle says, as though he is surprised that they do not know it.  “Do ye not know that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit which is in you, which ye have of God; and ye are not your own? for ye have been bought with a price”.  He comes back to that, this great basic matter of redemption, “ye are not your own for ye have been bought with a price”.  After bringing out this most wonderful thought as to the body of the believer being temple of the Holy Spirit, he adds, ye are not your own, ye have been bought with a price; and, therefore, the only logical conclusion, if I may put it that way, is “glorify now then God in your body”.  That is how the Spirit of God ends this paragraph—“Glorify now then God in your body”.

Well, could there be anything greater, dear brethren, than for us to recognise that the body we have is thus capable of being used to the glory of God.  Day in and day out, that is what we are here for, to glorify God.  And we can accept God’s ordering for us, the detail of what He orders for us in our circumstances in the spirit of obedience.  That is what the Lord has led in.  He has led in the spirit of obedience. It says of Him, “Who, subsisting in the form of God, did not esteem it an object of rapine to be on an equality with God; but emptied himself, taking a bondman’s form, taking his place in the likeness of men”—that was one wonderful step.  He who was in Godhead form and who was and is God, taking a bondman’s form, that is, taking up human conditions.  But even then, He went further.  As having become Man, He did not take the greatest place among men, “and having been found in figure as a man, humbled himself, becoming obedient”—becoming obedient right down to death, and that the death of the cross.  Now obedience has been glorified by the pathway of Jesus.  Obedience is what is morally right in a man in relation to God, or a woman, too, of course.  Christ has glorified the pathway of obedience by pursuing it, undeterred in all that it involved for Him, even to the death of the cross.  And God has shown how morally excellent it is in His sight, in that He has raised Him from the dead and highly exalted Him and given Him a Name which is above every name.  Now all that is intended to help us to see that there is a moral excellence attaching to obedience, and our bodies here are the vessels in which that which is so morally excellent should be worked out for the pleasure of God day by day, and as we do so we shall find that we ourselves are conscious of divine approval, and are sustained by the Spirit in the joy of eternal things.

May the Lord bless the word to us, and may each one of us have a sense as we have never had before of the value of our bodies.

 

WINNIPEG 

14th February 1959

_____________________

 


Scripture references

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

1 Corinthians 6:11-20 (JND) [11] And these things were some of you; but ye have been washed, but ye have been sanctified, but ye have been justified in the name of the Lord Jesus, and by the Spirit of our God. [12] All things are lawful to me, but all things do not profit; all things are lawful to me, but *I* will not be brought under the power of any. [13] Meats for the belly, and the belly for meats; but God will bring to nothing both it and them: but the body [is] not for fornication, but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body. [14] And God has both raised up the Lord, and will raise us up from among [the dead] by his power. [15] Do ye not know that your bodies are members of Christ? Shall I then, taking the members of the Christ, make [them] members of a harlot? Far be the thought. [16] Do ye not know that he [that is] joined to the harlot is one body? for the two, he says, shall be one flesh. [17] But he that [is] joined to the Lord is one Spirit. [18] Flee fornication. Every sin which a man may practise is without the body, but he that commits fornication sins against his own body. [19] Do ye not know that your body is [the] temple of the Holy Spirit which [is] in you, which ye have of God; and ye are not your own? [20] for ye have been bought with a price: glorify now then God in your body.

Psalms 40:6-8 (JND) [6] Sacrifice and oblation thou didst not desire: ears hast thou prepared me. Burnt-offering and sin-offering hast thou not demanded; [7] Then said I, Behold, I come, in the volume of the book it is written of me [8] To do thy good pleasure, my God, is my delight, and thy law is within my heart.

Romans 8:29 (JND) [29] Because whom he has foreknown, he has also predestinated [to be] conformed to the image of his Son, so that he should be [the] firstborn among many brethren.

Hebrews 7:7 (JND) [7] But beyond all gainsaying, the inferior is blessed by the better.

Romans 12:14 (JND) [14] Bless them that persecute you; bless, and curse not.

John 17:16 (JND) [16] They are not of the world, as I am not of the world.

1 Corinthians 6:11 (JND) [11] And these things were some of you; but ye have been washed, but ye have been sanctified, but ye have been justified in the name of the Lord Jesus, and by the Spirit of our God.
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THE POWER OF THE GLAD TIDINGS


Romans 6: 5-11; 8: 1, 2, 7-17

I desire if the Lord gives me grace, dear brethren, to speak about the power of the glad tidings.  This epistle, as we know, develops the teaching as to the glad tidings of God, and as the saints of God, we all need to be instructed about the glad tidings.  We read in the first chapter, that Paul was not ashamed of the glad tidings because, he says, “It is God’s power to salvation to every one who believes”.  

The glad tidings is not only the means by which we are justified and receive pardon, but it is the power of God unto salvation; that is to say, there is a power in the glad tidings able to make us entirely superior to all that the enemy could use to gain power or influence over us.  This is a most important question, for the epistle to the Romans, while it has an individual character, has the assembly in view.  Paul always has the assembly before him in all his ministry.  The Lord had said as to the assembly that “hades’ gates shall not prevail against it”, and yet, alas, the enemy prevails against us individually sometimes.  And if he gains a victory against any of us, he gains this in measure against the assembly.  “Hades gates”, the Lord says, “shall not prevail against it”, and this is true, thank God.  It will always go on, and always do so victoriously.  What is important for us all is that we should be exercised, beginning to be so at a young age, to have the victory, not to be overcome either by the world or by the flesh, nor by whatever the enemy may use to rob God of His portion in His people.  You remember that the Lord said towards the end of His path down here, “be of good courage; I have overcome the world”.  Apparently, it could have been said that the enemy had gained the victory, for the Lord was on the point of being taken and crucified.  But He says, “I have overcome the world”.  “The ruler of this world comes”, He says again, “and he has nothing in me”.  There was nothing with the Lord that answered in the very least measure to any evil suggestion whatever, and there was nothing with Him either that could be intimidated by the violence of the enemy.  He was firm as a rock in maintaining the truth; this is why He could say, “I have overcome the world”.  Paul could say the same at the end of his course: “I have combated the good combat”.  Not, “I have fought a good fight”, KJV.  He was not saying that he had fought well, but that the fight in which he had been engaged was the good fight.  “I have combated the good combat”.  The only combat which is worth the pain of participating is the combat for the truth.  It is marked by dignity; it has God’s interest and support.  “I have fought the good fight”, Paul says.  If I have made allusion to what is seen in the Lord and then in Paul, it is to show what I believe to be important for us now, to know that God proposes that we should finish in victory.  It is not a defeated people that the Lord is going to take to Himself, but a victorious people.  If you want to be victorious, it is necessary to be established in the epistle to the Romans.  This epistle, especially the first part, with chapter 5 as its culmination, envisages that we should be made completely victorious over the power of the flesh, and the power of the world, and finally victorious also in our circumstances, as we see at the end of the chapter, all this so that we finish our course down here in a way that corresponds in some small way to that which was seen in perfection in Christ and which was seen so gloriously also with the apostle Paul.

We see therefore in chapter 6 that the apostle seeks to instruct us in the truth in raising these questions.  It is his way of doing things, particularly in the epistles to the Romans and the Corinthians.  Instead of announcing the truth in a positive way, he puts various questions so that we are made to reflect and that we should give a response.  So he says, “Are you ignorant that we, as many as have been baptised unto Christ Jesus, have been baptised unto his death?”  Each of us, I suppose, has been baptised.  For the most part probably we have been baptised as babies.  But the time then comes when we must understand with intelligence and exercise what the faith of our parents did for us.

It is thus that at the beginning of chapter 6, the apostle asks if we have taken the time to consider the bearing of our baptism.  You have been baptised to Christ Jesus, he says; put another way, you have been put on Christian ground or your parents have set you there, with the faith that you would place yourselves there in due time.  You have been baptised to Christ Jesus, but the form in which you received your baptism was a commitment to death.  Whoever is baptised disappeared in the waters.  Put another way, we must understand it is a commitment that links us with His death.  What does that mean?  These are not hollow, meaningless things. These are not mere religious events or ceremonies; these things have meaning.  Each of us has made a commitment to the death of Christ.  It is truly on the basis of His death that all blessing has come to us, but we must understand that we have a commitment as to His death.  If the Lord has been into death, it was for us, that goes without saying.  Death had neither right nor power over Him.  At a certain moment, it appeared that He submitted to its power, but it is said, “Christ having been raised up from among the dead dies no more: death has dominion over him no more”.  For a moment, it had dominion over Him, in the sense that He really died, but it was in view of rising again.  All that Christ has passed through was for you and for me.  God has expressed in Christ, in the way in which He went even unto death, in burial, then in resurrection, what He had in view for you and for me.

We have therefore to understand that a committal links us to death, the death of Christ.  I would like to say to the youngest brother here, as to the youngest sister, Take this into consideration, and ask yourself if you have some understanding of the bearing of your baptism, of the fact that Christ has died for you, to deliver you from your sins and the judgment attaching to them, and much more, to animate you in the appreciation of the way He has taken, with the resolution to take the same way.  When God brought His people out of Egypt, it was with the intention to deliver them from it entirely, so that they would nevermore return there.  For Egypt is a type of the world, characterised by independence towards God.  It is not the world in the basest and grossest features, that is Sodom.  It is also not the world in its religious character, that is Babylon.  It is the world characterised by independence towards God, living to itself, finding its resources in itself.  For God is so jealous of the affections of His creatures that He feels keenly all that would influence us in this sense, and He has intervened by redemption in the death of Christ so that we should be completely delivered, not only from the world as a system, but from all its principles and elements.  To put it another way, He desires to deliver us entirely from our tendency to live to ourselves and to be independent of Him.  His jealousy and His love are behind it, and it is because He is a God so infinitely blessed that He would become the Object of satisfaction for every one of His creatures.  This God has in view to deliver us completely from the world, not just to see us come out reluctantly, that is not at all God’s mind.   Once the people had to come out in haste, their loins girt and sandals on their feet, etc.  Psalm 105 tells us that they came out with silver and gold, and that there was none weak among them.  That is to say, they really came out in victory.  How magnificent it is to find a saint on earth completely delivered from the features of the world around them, and from the power of the flesh in them, and able to live for God.  This is what God has in view.  It is not something inaccessible, dear brethren, it is realisable.  This is why we have received life in Christ Jesus by the Spirit, that these things are realisable.  It is God’s intention for each of us to have the gain of.  

The apostle therefore in chapter 6 would have us understand that “that our old man has been crucified with him”.  The Lord has been crucified indeed.  It was not for Himself that He was crucified.  On the one hand, it was what man did to Him; but on the other hand it is what God has done to man in the flesh.  God has taken account of what man was in the flesh, “our old man”, it is said.  He has decided judicially that the only thing this man deserved was to be crucified, put to death in a way that expressed God’s holy contempt for this characteristically sinful man.  It is said, “our old man has been crucified with him, that the body of sin might be annulled, that we should no longer serve sin”.  The world is characterised by sin.  Sin is iniquity, it is doing my own will, but sin has no power over a dead person.  Let us keep this well in mind: the means to escape the power of the world is to accept that we are dead in the death of Christ.  Let us fix our minds in this direction.  The first thing required is to orient our minds in the right direction.  If this is so, the Spirit of God will help us to move in consequence.  It is thus that it is said “our old man has been crucified with him, that the body of sin might be annulled”.  In other words, the power of sin in its totality, the great principle of acting as we see fit or as the world, the whole principle and its power over us will be annulled by the simple fact that we accept death.  It is our right, more than that, it is our obligation, because Christ has taken this way for us; it was not for Him, it was for us.  It is therefore an obligation for us, dear brethren.  They are not optional things.  God has acquired absolute rights over us in redemption, so as to have us entirely for Him.  He will soon have us for Himself eternally.  He desires us for Himself from now on.  At the price of the precious blood of Christ, God has acquired incontestable rights over each one of us in redemption with the intention that we should be completely delivered from the power of sin.  God has His way of effecting deliverance, and that is to put an end to the man in death, for as I have emphasised, sin has no power over a dead person.  If we keep in mind that we are dead with Christ, nothing in us will respond any more to the attraction of the world.  “If we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him, knowing that Christ having been raised up from among the dead, dies no more; death has dominion over him no more.  For in that he has died, he has died to sin once for all”.  In dying, He has left this world, this world of sin.  “In that he has died, he has died to sin once for all; but in that he lives, he lives to God”.  It is very important to keep Christ before us as He is and where He is.  He lives to God in an absolute sense, His considerations all going to God, and we must hold ourselves as dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus, not yet in heaven for we are still here on the earth.  But what is in view is that we should live to God in Christ Jesus while we are still here.

I ask myself if we have a real appreciation of the glory of this life in Christ Jesus, in which we have received a part.  Whoever has received the Spirit of God has received life in Christ Jesus.  Christ Jesus is the Man of God’s good pleasure, the Man of His choice, truly the Man of His purpose.  As we go on in this epistle, we will discover that the first man, the man in the flesh, is incorrigible, you can do nothing about it.  What God has done is that He has condemned him and put an end to his history in the death of Christ as substitute.  It is important to arrive at that, nothing good can proceed from the first man, absolutely nothing.  “The mind of the flesh”, it is said, “is enmity against God: for it is not subject to the law of God, neither indeed can it be”.  Without redemption and the gift of the Spirit, what a desperate position!  But by the gift of the Spirit, God has made us partakers in the life of another Man, and He in whose life we have part by the Spirit is the Man Christ Jesus.  Think of Him—a Person of the Deity who has taken the condition of manhood, so that He could bring out for God’s pleasure a humanity of a glorious and morally elevated character, so that the saints, freed of all that attached to them, receive life in Him.  What a marvellous thing!  Life in Christ Jesus is manifested in the details of the life of the saints.  In the measure in which they are kept and formed under the influence of Christ, the life that is in Christ Jesus is expressed practically in them.  Thus it is said: “Reckon yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus”.  It is very important to have our minds in the right direction.   It is about a way of thinking, and then as I have said if our minds are well orientated, the Spirit of God will intervene in power to make us able to move according to the truth.

When we come to chapter 8, we find in Paul someone who experienced effectively the power of the things of which we have been seeking to speak.  “The law of the spirit of life in Christ Jesus”, he says, “has set me free from the law of sin and of death”.  If I say to myself that I will do what I please, it is clear that I am not delivered from the law of sin, for it is sin precisely.  These things are very simple and practical, dear brethren; I would insist on this point for the youngest here and all of us: God desires that our Christianity should be practical.  He desires that we should have the victory.  He desires that we should be delivered completely from all the forms in which iniquity can work.  It is a matter of Egypt, and I have been delivered from Egypt so as to serve God, to serve Him now down here, and later in heaven eternally.  You remember that when He brought His people from Egypt, God proposed first of all to bring them out into a land flowing with milk and honey.  This was the final objective.  But a little later, He said to Moses that when He had brought them out of Egypt, they would serve God in this mountain, the mountain where God spoke with him in the wilderness.  Two thoughts therefore belong to our exodus from Egypt: the first that we should serve God now in the wilderness; the second that we should be introduced finally into all that God in love has purposed for us.  These are two points that we must always keep before us: first, what must occupy us presently, while we wait for the Lord, that is the service of God down here in the assembly; and later, evidently, we will enter into our heavenly portion when the Lord comes.  In waiting in the power of the Spirit, who is the Earnest of our inheritance, we can already have the foretaste of these heavenly things as we know them.  Such is the objective of our liberation from Egypt, to serve God in the wilderness, on the one hand, and in heavenly places on the other.  Paul says, “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and of death”.  You ask what is the idea of the law here?  It is not about the Mosaic law, that is clear.  The idea is that of a principal regulator.  Each of us regulates his life after some principle.  I could say for example, I am free to do what pleases me.  In saying this, I am putting forward a principle.  It is a bad principle, but a principle after which I could regulate my life.  The idea is therefore that each of us is governed by a principle.   God regulates the universe on the principle of laws, the laws of the universe.  That gives the idea of a principal regulator that regulates our lives.  The apostle tells us that what regulated his own was “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus”.  That is to say, his affections were towards another Man and regulated by the impulses that emanated from Him.  It is something very simple and very blessed.  You will remember what it is said of Jesus in the last verse of the gospel of John.    The apostle tells us that if all the things that Jesus had done were written one by one, “I suppose that not even the world itself would contain the books written”.  Well, these things are conserved in the saints, those who move under the influence of Christ, who know something of the reality of life in Christ Jesus, and who draw their character from Jesus.  The things that Jesus did are reproduced in detail in the life of the saints.  They are all kept, and are going to come to light in the holy city in the day to come.  It is there that they are going to be found preserved and so to say written, the things that Jesus did, but it is now that they are manifested in the life of the saints who are regulated by this law, “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus”, the apostle says, “has set me free from the law of sin and of death”.  What do we know of this, the liberty and the power of true salvation, “the God’s power to salvation to every one who believes”?  It is a good exercise to have before us.  How are we going to be qualified to have part in a vessel that is invulnerable?  For the Lord says, “my assembly, and hades’ gates shall not prevail against it”.  How are we going to form this vessel if we do not know in some measure at least what it is to be made completely superior to the influences of sin, of the flesh and of the world.  It is a matter of being built up in what is invulnerable, and the secret of it is “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus”.

Then he continues to speak about the Spirit; the Spirit is the great secret of power so that Christianity, as I have said, should be something practical.  It is not a matter of the body of doctrine that we have been able to acquire and of which we can speak.  It is a matter of power and of life.  It is what marked Paul and it is very important that this is what marks us too.  The secret is in the Spirit.  The way in which the Spirit of God expresses Himself in Romans 8 is moving and extremely pointed at the same time.  He speaks of the mind of the flesh which is enmity against God, which is not subject to the law of God for neither indeed can it be, so that those who are in the flesh cannot please God.  How categorical all this is!  How essential redemption therefore is!  God has redeemed us and given us life in Christ Jesus by the Spirit so that in this very scene where we have pursued our own will, we should now be for the will and pleasure of God.  This can only be in the measure in which the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus is known by us and characterises our walk down here.

The apostle therefore continues, “ye are not in flesh but in Spirit, if indeed God’s Spirit dwells in you”.  It is interesting to study the different titles by which the Spirit is mentioned in this chapter: first, the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus; now God’s Spirit, which suggests His divine power.  “Ye are not in flesh but in Spirit, if indeed God’s Spirit dwell in you”.  What a touching thought, that God Himself in the Spirit should be concerned to set the believer completely free from the incapacity that attached to him in the flesh!  The flesh cannot produce any fruit for the pleasure of God.  But the Spirit of God has intervened, God Himself in the Person of the Spirit, so that we should not be from now on characterised by the flesh but by the Spirit: “ye are no longer in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed God’s Spirit dwell in you, but if anyone has not the Spirit of Christ”, that is to say, is not marked by this character, “he is not of him”.  How this tests us!  The Spirit has this character.  He is the Spirit of God; and He also has this character of the Spirit of Christ, so that the order of manhood which pleases God and which is seen perfectly in Jesus should be reproduced in power in the spirit and life of His own down here.  How great these things are, dear brethren, and how essential they are if we want to find our place in Christ’s assembly, which He can identify as belonging to Himself, and of which He says “hades’ gates shall not prevail against it”.  Think of the assembly down here and hades’ gates continually active against it!  How vigilant we should be if we realised therefore that Satan is constantly busy plotting some plan to try to interfere with what belongs to the Lord here, which He calls “my assembly”.  If he succeeds through any of us, the evil will spread.  You remember how David speaks in Psalm 51 when he had been led to judge himself as to his terrible sin in the matter of the wife of Urijah the Hittite.  He come to this conclusion that God wants “truth in the inward parts”.   He had tried long enough before to keep up appearances.  Having committed a terrible sin, he had arranged to keep it secret for a while, going on in appearance as if all was well.  That is what the flesh is capable of, even in a believer.  But then in the presence of God he can come to say “Thou wilt have truth in the inward parts”.  That is what we must ensure, truth in the inward man, to allow the truth to probe us internally.  Thus we will not tolerate anything inwardly that is incompatible with the truth.

When David arrives at this point, this prayer can be addressed to God at the end of the Psalm: “Build the walls of Jerusalem”.  Why introduce this in a personal psalm, a psalm with features of a personal fault and all the exercises that have flowed from it?  He understands that in sinning he had allowed the enemy to get in. The wall is thus partially undermined.  By his own fault, the wall, which had to preserve all that was due to God in Jerusalem, was undermined; he was responsible, and others were to be affected.  Doubtless Joab knew it all, and was influence in his prejudice by David’s sin.  And David is marked by a true contrition: “Build the walls of Jerusalem”, he says to God.  Never lose this view, dear brethren.  We belong to the assembly of Christ down here, and hades’ gates constantly conspire against it, the enemy seeking where by means of whom he will he would be able to get in an introduce something that would serve to undermine the wall.  It belongs to each of us to ensure that we appropriate the power of the glad tidings on a real appreciation of all that the Spirit is ready to be to us.  Thus we will not open the gates to the enemy in one way or another, nor will we give him access by which he would be able to undermine the walls of Jerusalem.  So Paul says, “if anyone has not the Spirit of Christ, he is not of him, but if Christ be in you, the body is indeed dead on account of sin”.   This is how we must hold our bodies.  We have to accept death.  The body is only a means of expression.  Satan would make it an agent of sin; the Spirit would make it the expression of the will and pleasure of God.  Which is the better of the two?  Which is marked by more dignity?  Which is the more attractive to the believer: to have his body to express his own will, or to possess it as a vessel for the expression of the will of God and to live for His pleasure?  Such is the thought.  I repeat that if we are not regulated by these things, dear brethren, we are going to allow conditions which the enemy will use to infiltrate himself and gain a victory over the assembly.

The apostle goes on: “If Christ be in you, the body is dead on account of sin, but the Spirit life on account of righteousness”.  The Spirit is now presented in another aspect: “the Spirit of him who has raised up Jesus from among the dead”.  God has raised Jesus from among the dead, it was a selective resurrection.  How many millions of persons lay in death when Jesus was found there, and among them great men who had featured in the world’s history. Julius Cæsar, Alexander the Great, many great philosophers, millions were there including the great men of history.  God then intervened and raised Jesus from among the dead, leaving all the others in death.  What is the significance of this for us?  This signifies that Jesus is the Man of God’s good pleasure, that God had no consideration for what man considers great, or important, or intelligent.  The only Man in whom He is complacent and to whom He has given the highest place in the universe is Jesus, whom He has raised from among the dead.  Now, the Spirit of Him who has operated thus is in us.  That is to say, He would lead us in conformity with that.  “If the Spirit of him who has raised up Jesus from among the dead dwell in you, he who has raised up Jesus from among the dead shall quicken your mortal bodies also, on account of the Spirit which dwells in you”.  The Spirit of God dwells in us and will be there until the end.  The Spirit of Him who exalts Jesus, and no other, this Spirit dwells in us for ever.  He would lead us into correspondence with God’s thoughts as to Christ.  And as He does so, there is in us what is worthy of resurrection.  What was in Jesus as Man down here called for resurrection, and God so to speak answered and raised Him from among the dead.  If the Spirit of Him who has raised up Jesus from among the dead dwell in us, He who has raised up Christ from among the dead shall quicken our mortal bodies also on account of the Spirit which dwells in us.  It is not a matter here of resurrection but of quickening the saints who will be alive when the Lord comes, of quickening their mortal bodies, not their dead bodies, but their mortal bodies.  How touching it is that the Spirit remains with us until the end!  None of us knows what the condition of our bodies may become before the Lord takes them.  We could become very frail; we could even lose our faculties; we do not know what might come.  It is a humiliating thing to look forward to, but it is so.  However, we know that the Spirit will remain with us until the end.  It is extremely touching to think that the Spirit of God is just content with the conditions which the saints in their frailty can provide, every believer having the Spirit, however frail his mortal condition is a temple of the Holy Spirit.  These things are wonderful, dear brethren, when one begins to consider them.  One has the impression that Christianity is a victorious system, but we only have the gain of it in the measure in which we are in the benefit of the presence and service of the Spirit.

Now, the apostle brings these things to a conclusion.  “So then, brethren”, he says, “we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to flesh”.  Let us consider things as God sees them.  Why do we recognise some obligation that is according to the flesh?  Let us orient our minds in the right direction.  “We are debtors”, he says, “not to the flesh, to live according to flesh, for if ye live according to flesh ye are about to die”.  Why would I pursue what is going to lead to moral death, render me useless to God, useless to the saints, and miserable as to my personal experience?  Why so?  We are not in the least obligated to the flesh to serve it.  “If, by the Spirit, ye put to death the deeds of the body, ye shall live; for as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God.  We are coming now to liberty and dignity.  Led by the Spirit of God, you are conscious of being sons.  You are conscious of your liberty, liberty with God and liberty among the saints.  You are conscious also of your dignity.   No one has so much dignity, I suppose, as one who is in the power of the Spirit of God.  Look at Jacob at the end of his career.  He is brought into the presence of Pharaoh, the greatest potentate of the epoch.  Jacob, a lone pilgrim, might we say, is brought into his presence and blesses him.  We know from the Scriptures that the lesser is blessed by him who is more excellent, and here is Jacob, typically with the benefit of the unction, greater than the greatest man of his times.  He blesses Pharaoh who asks him his age; he replies humbly, then blesses Pharaoh again, and goes out of his presence.  What dignity!  “As many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God”.

Then it is said, “For ye have not received a spirit of bondage again for fear, but ye have received a spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba Father”.  It is precious to think that the same expression used by the Lord in His relations with His Father, this profound expression, “Abba Father”, should be found now on the lips of saints in the power of the Spirit.  It is what God can do; those who once were characterised by the lusts of the flesh can now with liberty towards God, give expression to feelings of affection towards God, feelings of the same kind as those which filled the heart of the Lord Jesus Himself.  Then again, “The Spirit himself”, it is said, “bears witness with our spirit, that we are children of God”.  We are not only sons but children: “and if children, heirs also”.  What glory opens to our view, dear brethren, when the Spirit has His place.  It is truly adoption; we know not only the terms, but we taste the power and reality of it.  Thus the Spirit bears witness with our spirit, that we are children of God, born of God, objects of His care down here in the testimony.  “And if children, heirs also”.  Think of this favour, to be heirs of God.  By divine decree, Christ is heir of all things, and we are his joint-heirs.  All that Christ is going to take possession of as Man we will share with Him.  Such is divine grace, and the Spirit of God bears us witness of it.  Whoever has the feeling, even very weak, of being heir of God and joint-heir with Christ, will not desire to be aggrandised in this world, it is clear.  He will not want to be enriched, or to acquire a position among men.  He will desire to be here for the will of God, content to use his days simply for the will of God, accepting His mercies as being necessary to him for this life.  But his life has another object, for he is redeemed.  It is stamped with the liberty and dignity of a son, conscious that he is child of God and joint-heir with Christ.

Then the Spirit adds, and it is very significant: “If indeed we suffer with him, that we may also be glorified with him”.  In other words, suffering is the order of the day, not easy times, but suffering.  It is part of God’s ways.  The world has its day, and there are those who seem to prosper in this world.  Asaph tells us in Psalm 73 that he had been momentarily impressed by the apparent prosperity of the wicked who, it seemed, had no pain.  But when he went into the sanctuaries, he saw things differently.  This was part of God’s ways, that those who are going to be glorified in the day to come, sharing the glory of Christ, suffer down here.  So the apostle says, “If indeed we suffer with him, that we may also be glorified with him”.

That is all I can say, dear brethren.  My exercise is that we should know the reality of salvation.  God desires that we should be victorious.  It is not a vanquished people that the Lord is going to take up, but a victorious people.  What is proposed to us in chapter 8 of Romans is that we should be victorious over sin in the flesh, and victorious also in our circumstances.  It is in the Spirit that the power resides to be victorious over sin in the flesh, and it is in our knowledge of the love of Christ and the love of God that the power resides to be victorious in our circumstances.  These three things combine, what the Spirit is to us for the one part, and what the love of Christ and the love of God are for us on the other, making the believer an entirely victorious person.  It is essential that we realise it in some little way, for the Lord’s intention for His assembly is that hades’ gates should not prevail against it.  The glad tidings of God is have in view to build up in each of us what is victorious in character, with the oldest and the youngest: may the young ones begin early to pursue the truth and to see God’s thought for them, as for us all.  He desires that we should be victorious down here for His pleasure and for His testimony.
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Scripture references

Romans 6:5-11 (JND) [5] For if we are become identified with [him] in the likeness of his death, so also we shall be of [his] resurrection; [6] knowing this, that our old man has been crucified with [him], that the body of sin might be annulled, that we should no longer serve sin. [7] For he that has died is justified from sin. [8] Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him, [9] knowing that Christ having been raised up from among [the] dead dies no more: death has dominion over him no more. [10] For in that he has died, he has died to sin once for all; but in that he lives, he lives to God. [11] So also *ye*, reckon yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.

Romans 8:1-17 (JND) [1] [There is] then now no condemnation to those in Christ Jesus. [2] For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and of death. [3] For what the law could not do, in that it was weak through the flesh, God, having sent his own Son, in likeness of flesh of sin, and for sin, has condemned sin in the flesh, [4] in order that the righteous requirement of the law should be fulfilled in us, who do not walk according to flesh but according to Spirit. [5] For they that are according to flesh mind the things of the flesh; and they that are according to Spirit, the things of the Spirit. [6] For the mind of the flesh [is] death; but the mind of the Spirit life and peace. [7] Because the mind of the flesh is enmity against God: for it is not subject to the law of God; for neither indeed can it be: [8] and they that are in flesh cannot please God. [9] But *ye* are not in flesh but in Spirit, if indeed God's Spirit dwell in you; but if any one has not [the] Spirit of Christ *he* is not of him: [10] but if Christ be in you, the body is dead on account of sin, but the Spirit life on account of righteousness. [11] But if the Spirit of him that has raised up Jesus from among [the] dead dwell in you, he that has raised up Christ from among [the] dead shall quicken your mortal bodies also on account of his Spirit which dwells in you. [12] So then, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to flesh; …

Psalms 105 (JND) [1] Give ye thanks unto Jehovah, call upon his name; make known his acts among the peoples. [2] Sing unto him, sing psalms unto him; meditate upon all his wondrous works. [3] Glory ye in his holy name: let the heart of them rejoice that seek Jehovah. …

Romans 8 (JND) [1] [There is] then now no condemnation to those in Christ Jesus. [2] For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of sin and of death. [3] For what the law could not do, in that it was weak through the flesh, God, having sent his own Son, in likeness of flesh of sin, and for sin, has condemned sin in the flesh, …

Psalms 51 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. A Psalm of David; when Nathan the prophet came to him, after he had gone in to Bath-sheba.} Be gracious unto me, O God, according to thy loving-kindness; according to the abundance of thy tender mercies, blot out my transgressions. [2] Wash me fully from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. [3] For I acknowledge my transgressions, and my sin is continually before me. …

Psalms 73 (JND) [1] {A Psalm of Asaph.} Truly God is good to Israel, to such as are of a pure heart. [2] But as for me, my feet were almost gone, my steps had well nigh slipped; [3] For I was envious at the arrogant, seeing the prosperity of the wicked. …



An Hour




 

AN HOUR

Luke 22: 39-46, 52, 53

John 13: 1; 17: 1-3, 24-26

I wish to speak, dear brethren, of the thought of an hour, which comes in each of these three passages: first of all, “your hour and the power of darkness” (the Lord is speaking to His enemies, and He says, “this is your hour and the power of darkness”); then in John 13, “his hour”—“Jesus, knowing that his hour had come that he should depart out of this world to the Father”; and then finally in John 17, “the hour”—“Father, the hour is come”..

The idea of an hour in Scripture is a point of time, or a period of time characterised by one thing, sometimes carrying with it the idea of great concentration in that period of time; and that is what is in mind, I think, in this first passage where the Lord says, as His enemies come to take Him, “this is your hour and the power of darkness”.

We are living in days in which the power of darkness is increasing, but it is a great comfort to know that the Lord has in His own Person, and in the perfection of the dependence which marked Him, faced the whole matter of the power of darkness.  It was concentrated into an hour—“this is your hour”, He says, “and the power of darkness”.  It is a great comfort to know that whatever may develop yet in the world, even before the assembly is taken, in the way of the power of darkness, the Lord has already met it in perfect dependence on God, and therefore is in a position to sustain the saints as they face it and as they go on in the presence of it.  Not that we ever have to face it as the Lord faced it, but He has faced it in order that He might set an example to those who may be found on the earth in the testimony at a time when the power of darkness is particularly felt.  It will not be felt in the fulness of its power while the assembly is here, while the Spirit is here, for He restrains, He keeps things in check; and yet a certain measure of darkness—and I think we may say the measure of it is increasing—is allowed while the assembly is still here, that features in the presence of it that were set out in perfection in Christ might be developed in the saints as they continue in the testimony of grace till the Lord comes.

What is remarkable and characteristic of Luke’s gospel is the way the Lord in these closing moments—this hour when the full weight of the power of darkness was brought to bear upon Him—maintained the grace which is characteristic of this dispensation, of which He Himself was the most blessed exponent.  We remember how wonderfully the grace of God set forth in Jesus is portrayed in this gospel from beginning to end, and here in this closing hour characterised by the power of darkness—I am not referring, of course, to the forsaking of Christ on the cross; that is touched very lightly in this gospel; we get it in its full expression in Matthew and Mark, but touched but lightly in this gospel—but here in this gospel the Lord is presented as maintaining the testimony of divine grace although feeling the weight and opposition of the power of darkness from without.  And we have to face the position, dear brethren, that in our day there is a great power in Europe that has formally adopted atheistic teaching, and it is not only a question of the power that that nation may exercise in the political field, but of the spread of its influence amongst men; so that darkness in the refusal of the light as to God, the darkness that consists in ignorance of God, is rapidly increasing in the world, and it is in the presence of that, the power of darkness, that the truth as to God has got to be maintained, and the grace of the dispensation, of which we ourselves are such an example—for the saints composing the assembly are those who know to the full the riches of divine grace—is to be set forth, and therefore we are to be concerned that we may learn how to go on to the end in the presence of the power of darkness, not surrendering the truth, but through grace maintaining the grace that is proper to our day.

And so you will remember that according to Luke’s gospel, when His enemies came to take the Lord Jesus, one of His followers (for Luke does not name him) took a sword and cut off the ear of the servant of the high priest, and, according to Luke’s gospel, the Lord said, “Suffer thus far”, and He put forth His hand and touched his ear and healed him.  A wonderful expression of grace! Wonderful light shining in the presence of darkness!  The power of darkness was there, but the light of divine grace was shining in Jesus.

And then when later on, before the high priest, Peter denies Him, the Lord Jesus turns and looks on Peter.  Grace was operating, and grace operated so effectively in that look of Christ that Peter went out and wept bitterly.  It was the beginning of recovery brought to pass in his soul by the maintenance by the Lord Jesus, in the presence of the power of darkness, of the grace of God.

And then later we know that as He was being led to the cross, and there were women following Him, wailing and lamenting Him, He turns.  He had turned and looked on Peter and now He turns and looks on those women, and He says, “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep over me, but weep over yourselves and over your children”.  The Lord was feeling for them, not preoccupied with His own sufferings, great though they were and felt intensely with the holiness proper to dependent Manhood, but at the same time He could turn and say, “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep over me, but weep over yourselves…”  He knew what was coming upon them, and thus He expressed the tenderness of His feelings for those who were around, again maintaining, as I say, in the presence of the power of darkness, the glorious light of the grace of God.

And then further we know—these are features peculiar to Luke’s gospel—how on the cross He said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do”.  The power of darkness was evident in that scene in those about Him who were reproaching Him and taunting Him; the leaders of the people, who should have set an example to them of what was right, being foremost in all that they were allowed to bring to bear upon the holy spirit of our Lord Jesus Christ; and He says, “Father forgive them, for they know not what they do”.

Then, as the dying malefactor turns to Him and says, “Remember me, Lord, when thou comest in thy kingdom”, the Lord said to him, “Verily I say to thee, To-day shalt thou be with me in paradise”.  What light was shining!  It was the light of God, the light of divine grace, that had come out in Christ, being maintained by Him in perfection, right through to the end, in the presence of the power of darkness. 

Well, now, what is the power of this, dear brethren?  We may see it in Jesus and admire it in its holy perfection, but these things are recorded in order that we too might take on features that are equal to standing in the presence of the darkness that is increasing, and will increase in the world on every hand, and that the representation of God might be maintained in perfection until the Lord takes us.

And so in this passage we have read, giving us the scene in Gethsemane—though in Luke’s gospel it is not called Gethsemane; Matthew and Mark call it Gethsemane, which means “Pressure”, but Luke’s gospel is emphasising that though the pressure was there and was perfectly felt by the Lord, yet in a sense the scene in Gethsemane according to Luke is presented to us as a pattern which we can in our measure take up too.  And so the Lord emphasises in the first instance prayer.  I think you will find that in these few verses, from verse 39 to verse 46, there are five allusions to prayer; either by the Lord Himself praying or Himself enjoining it on His disciples.  “Why sleep ye?” He says finally, “rise up and pray that ye enter not into temptation”.  It was on the mount of Olives.  The mount of Olives, of course, was the resort which the Lord had to His Father, and for us it is the resort we may find in the Spirit’s power to heavenly scenes, for we have always access to Christ in heaven and to the Father known in Him.  That is one of the most happy, blessed results of the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit, that we have always access to a scene outside this one and a known love in that scene; the love of Christ and the Father’s love, both alike as the resort to which our spirits may go.

And so the Lord retires to the mount of Olives, and it says, “when he was at the place he said to them, Pray that ye enter not into temptation.  And he was withdrawn from them about a stone’s throw, and having knelt down he prayed, saying, Father, if thou wilt remove this cup from me:—but then, not my will, but thine be done”.  A beautiful combination of perfection in the circumstances that existed; the liberty to ask that the cup might be removed from Him, only governed by this, “not my will, but thine be done”.  A blessed example for us, dear brethren!  If we are faced by circumstances of particular testing, perfect liberty to ask, if such were God’s will, that the conditions might be altered or might be modified, but always regulated by this, “not my will, but thine be done”.  It is a question of going through to the end;  as governed by the will of God, and of having a perfect example before us, before our eyes, in Jesus, especially when we come to this point where the power of darkness had to be felt and things had to be maintained in the presence of the power of darkness.  “This is your hour and the power of darkness”.

Up till then there had been restraint.  The Lord says to His enemies, “When I was day by day with you in the temple ye did not stretch out your hands against me”.  That is to say, up to that point there had been restraint; the enmity was there but it was restrained.  The enmity against God is in the world, the enmity against the testimony is in the world, but it is under restraint, thank God!  Indeed it will be under restraint while the assembly is here, “there is he who restrains now until he be gone”.  At the same time I do not doubt that God will allow a greater measure of darkness and of opposition to the testimony to develop before we are taken, in order that features corresponding with Christ in the closing moments of His testimony here may be developed in the saints while we wait for Him.

And so the first matter is prayer, perfect liberty, but governed completely, unreservedly, by the will of God, “not my will, but thine be done”.

And then there is angelic ministry.  Wonderful grace that the Lord who Himself created the angels should here be seen as receiving ministration from an angel!  “An angel appeared to him from heaven strengthening him”.  It reminds us of the resources that we have.  All the angels of God are “sent out for service on account of those who shall inherit salvation”.  We may not be able to see them, we may very often not be conscious of their ministration, but here it is.  The Lord is here in holy dependent Manhood, in His Person, as I say, entirely independent of angels who were His own creation, but in grace, as having entered into Manhood that He might set an example of dependent manhood for His people, He is here seen as receiving the ministration of an angel.  “An angel appeared to him from heaven strengthening him.  And being in conflict he prayed more intently”.  What wonderful words they are!  It may be, if we had not had them in scripture we would hardly have dared to use them—the thought of the Lord praying at one time more intently than at another time.  “And being in conflict he prayed more intently”.

We have been referring to the epistle to the Colossians in the course of these readings, and how Paul set an example of being in conflict.  He speaks of the combat that he had for the saints—and it is real combat.  If we are to take on, dear brethren, the heavenly truth, the reality of the assembly as being the body of Christ, the great truth of the mystery—if we are to take it on in any degree of power, how much there is to be overcome, and it involves combat; combat not such as the world would take account of, but combat in prayer: “being in conflict he prayed more intently”.

We know from the book of Daniel how there are spiritual agencies at work that will act in opposition to the prayers of the saints—we are allowed to see that in the book of Daniel—and therefore we are to understand that if we are committed to God’s will and are desirous of seeing that will taking form in a practical way in the saints we may have to take up this idea of combat: “being in conflict he prayed more intently”.

One is very conscious of one’s small measure in these things, but they are here before us in the word of God, that we may take them on; and Paul gives us an example of one who accepted combat, and then he points to a local brother at Colosse, Epaphras, who also took up in his measure combat for the saints.  He found power to take up combat for the saints in three localities, Colosse, Laodicea and Hierapolis.  Paul—great man that he was in the service of God—was able to take up combat for all the assemblies.  There is difference in measure but the same thing in principle, which is to be taken on by those who love the truth and who love the saints, who are the subjects of the work of God.

And so Paul in writing to the Ephesians urges them and us to give ourselves to the matter of prayer.  He says, “praying … with all perseverance and supplication for all the saints”, and in Colossians he says, “Persevere in prayer, watching in it with thanksgiving”, but his word in the epistle to the Ephesians is very comprehensive.  He says, “praying at all seasons, with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, and watching unto this very thing with all perseverance and supplication for all the saints”.  That is the character of prayer that the apostle is enjoining upon us, speaking of perseverance in it too, showing that there will be influences brought to bear upon us that would tend in the direction of making us give up.  It might be even just physical weariness or what not, or pressure on our time, but he says the important thing is to persevere, “with all perseverance and supplication for all the saints”.

And so it says here, in regard to our Lord being in conflict, “he prayed more intently.  And his sweat became as great drops of blood, falling down upon the earth”.  Wonderful words—showing the perfection of the Manhood which our Lord had taken up, capable of feeling of the most intense kind; and these things are recorded for us so that in our measure (though the measure be small) we may take up these things as identified by the grace of God with His testimony in the closing days.

And so we read that, “rising up from his prayer, coming to the disciples, he found them sleeping from grief”.  How the Lord must have felt that in His spirit!  What little power there was with the disciples for sympathy with Him in these matters which He was going through!  He was facing the power of Satan at this time.  It was not here the judgment of God, He was in holy blessed communion with His Father here, the communion was not cut off until the three hours of darkness came, which, as I have said, Luke treats of very lightly.  But here the Lord is in communion with His Father, but in the presence of the whole weight of Satan’s power bringing to bear upon His spirit what would be involved in His going through to the end with the will of God, and He is facing the whole power of darkness.

And so the Lord says, “Why sleep ye? Rise up and pray that ye enter not into temptation”.  It is a question of the resource we have in prayer, first of all for ourselves, that we may not enter into temptation, and then for the saints and for the prosperity of the work of God.

Well, now I pass on to John chapter 13, where we read of “his hour”.  It says, “Now before the feast of the passover, Jesus, knowing that his hour had come that he should depart out of this world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, loved them to the end”.  Now John’s gospel, which we are now dealing with, does not, as we know, exactly present the Lord as being cast out; it presents the Lord rather as moving in His own right and dignity and power, and so He departs from the world.

In the 16th chapter the Lord says that when the Spirit shall come “he will bring demonstration to the world, of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment: of sin, because they do not believe on me; of righteousness, because I go away to my Father, and ye behold me no longer”.  “I go away to my Father”.  I understand the meaning of that is that there was no room in the world for the righteous One, and hence the Lord leaves it.  He leaves it as a thing, a system, that is exposed and morally judged.  “I go away to my Father”.  “Of righteousness, because I go away to my Father, and ye behold me no longer”.  That is, He was leaving the world by His own act, deliberately leaving it, because it had no room for the righteous One; it had no room for righteousness as set out in Him.

But then “his hour had come that he should depart out of this world to the Father”. His hour.  It was a moment, a point of time.  The time had now arrived for this, for the Lord to take His place in the Father’s presence; as He says in the next chapter, “I go to prepare you a place; and if I go and shall prepare you a place, I am coming again and shall receive you to myself, that where I am ye also may be”.  How wonderful the words of Jesus are in the gospel of John!  What dignity there is in them!  What irresistible power!  You might think there was no opposition to Christ at all, sometimes, from the way He speaks.  He just moves straight forward, pursuing a course according to divine ordering, right to the end.  So He says in chapter 14, “I go to prepare you a place; and if I go and shall prepare you a place, I am coming again and shall receive you to myself, that where I am ye also may be”.

These are words well known to us, dear brethren, but I would commend it to the saints to carry them constantly in our minds, because they give us an increasing sense of the way we are bound up with Christ and the way He holds the assembly in His affections.  The very expression of His—not, I will come again, but “I am coming again”, as though it was present to His mind and heart, has its own appeal.  “I am coming again”, as though it was present to His mind and heart, has its own appeal.  “I am coming again and shall receive you to myself, that where I am ye also may be”. 

  We could hardly have simpler and more definite expressions of His present feelings of affection for the assembly than that, and it is well that we should carry them in our minds, because it helps to deepen in our souls the sense of the way that we are bound up with Christ.

Well now in chapter 13, “his hour had come that he should depart out of this world to the Father”, but then His own were to continue in the world.  The Lord had been in the world, He knew what its character was, He knew all the elements that were at work in the world in opposition to the truth.  Indeed, John in his epistle says, “We know that we are of God, and the whole world lies in the wicked one”.  You could hardly get a more definite condemnation of the world as a moral system than that, that “the whole world lies in the wicked one”.  And it is in that world that we are, or rather we are in the world in which that moral system is and gives character to the world itself.  “The whole world lies in the wicked one”.

Now the Lord was going to depart out of it, but His own were in it.  That is the whole point, that His own were still in the world, and it says, He, “having loved his own who were in the world, loved them to the end”.  That is what is connected with His hour having come.  It is as though it is presented that the love of Christ is now called into special play.  He had loved His own which were in the world, but now they are to be left in it and He is to depart from it, and that occasions the calling into play of the love of Christ in a peculiar way, that He would love them to the end.

Well now, what a comfort that is!  Whatever arises, we can always rely on the love of Christ; that stands as a rock; we can always rely upon it.  But then the Lord proceeds to take a wash-hand basin, and to take water, and to gird Himself with a linen towel, “then he pours water into the wash-hand basin, and began to wash the feet of the disciples, and to wipe them with the linen towel with which he was girded”.  It says, “Jesus, knowing that the Father had given him all things into his hands, and that he came out from God and was going to God”—knowing that—in the consciousness of all that dignity and glory, He “rises from supper and lays aside his garments, and having taken a linen towel he girded himself: then he pours water into the wash-hand basin, and began to wash the feet of the disciples, and to wipe them with the linen towel with which he was girded”.

He is setting the example of how love operates.  He loves right through to the end.  But now it is to be taken on by the circle of His disciples, the circle of the brethren. He goes round the whole circle.  That is clear, because it says, “He comes therefore to Simon Peter”.  Then it says, “When therefore he had washed their feet, and taken his garments”.  So that He goes round the whole circle with a wash-hand basin, which He carries Himself, Himself girded with a linen towel prepared to wash their feet, every one of them, “and to wipe them with the linen towel with which he was girded”.  It is an example of love which is to continue throughout the whole period of His absence.  It is that by which the saints are fortified; it is that by which they are preserved; it constitutes the company called “his own”, a company called “their own”.  You will remember in Acts 4 when the apostles were threatened they came to “their own company”.  There is a company here on earth that is characterised by the service of love, the service of love learned in Christ and now practised amongst ourselves.  For it is in our localities that we have those provided by God, amongst whom and in the service of whom we are to learn how to love.

Well now, how important it is that this service should be continued!  It is a question of what is linked up now with “his hour”.  “His hour had come that he should depart out of this world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, loved them to the end”.  And set an example!  He says “I have given you an example that, as I have done to you, ye should do also”.

This matter of love operating unceasingly among the saints is a very great preservative.  We are in the world, the world from which Christ has departed, left it as a judged thing, but in this world we have this resort, not only the resort we have in the Spirit to the Father and the Son, but also the resort we have in the affections of the saints. 

Well now we come finally to this matter of “the hour”.  It says, “These things Jesus spoke, and lifted up his eyes to heaven and said, Father, the hour is come”.  It is an expression full of feeling, “the hour is come”.  I believe, speaking reverently, we may say it was an hour, a period of time, characterised by one thing, that had long been looked forward to by the Father and the Son, and now He says, “Father, the hour is come”.  I believe it refers to this whole period of Christianity, the whole period characterised by the presence with the saints of the Holy Spirit, in which all the most precious thoughts of God are being opened up and in which power is being found to answer to them for the pleasure of God.  What an hour it is!  What a concentration there is in it!  How much there was for God in the early days of the apostles when the Spirit was in undiminished power!  How much there was for God when Paul came on the scene with his distinctive heavenly ministry!  How much there was that was wrought out in Ephesus and Antioch and Philippi!  And now, dear brethren, we are living in the closing days of this favoured period, the dispensation the like of which has never been before and will never be again, in the ways of God.  We are living in the end of this period, and the Spirit of God is recovering the truth and is recovering the saints to it, and there is, in some degree at least, an answer to divine thoughts capable of ministering to the pleasure of the Father and the Son, and, we may say, the Holy Spirit too.

And so the Lord says, “Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, that thy Son may glorify thee; as thou has given him authority over all flesh, that as to all that thou hast given to him, he should give them life eternal”.  What was in mind was the giving of the Holy Spirit.  It is in the reception and the presence with us of the Holy Spirit that we know what life eternal is.  The Lord was looking forward to that day.  There had never been a day in which the Holy Spirit was given without measure, but the Lord having gone on high and having been glorified, He received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, and poured it out, as Peter says, on the day of Pentecost.  The Spirit given without measure, and in the Spirit given without measure there is the capacity now to take in the fulness of the thoughts of God and to answer to them for the pleasure of God.  What a day it is!  What an hour it is!  “Father”, He says, “the hour is come glorify thy Son, that they Son may glorify thee”.  It is a question of Christ glorifying the Father by giving the Holy Spirit, so that the vessel, the assembly which is the fulness of Christ, may take on divine thoughts and answer to them in the liberty and power of the Spirit; and so these things are to be known and maintained in the presence of the opposition that is encountered in the world; and so the Lord brings forward the thought of eternal life.

Of course, all that we enter into in the power of the Holy Spirit in relation to the things of God is things that are connected with eternal life.  That is to say, they are eternal things.  Paul says, “we look not at the things that are seen, but at the things that are not seen; for the things that are seen are for a time, but those that are not seen eternal”, 2 Cor 4: 18.  The more we live in and enjoy unseen things, the more we are getting the gain of eternal life.

But then there is another thing.  Eternal life is a great preservative in the presence of the world, a very great preservative.  One has already referred to the Christian circle and the love that is there.  You remember how when the angel was sent to open the prison doors where the apostles were imprisoned, he told them to go and stand and speak in the temple “all the words of this life”.  What was this life?  It was the life that was being enjoyed among the saints in Jerusalem, a life that was victorious.  They were completely separate from the world around and completely superior to it, “this life”, and that is what is enjoyed by us in the measure in which we touch eternal life.  And it is a great preservative here, as we are going through a world of evil.

But then when we come to the close of the chapter the Lord voices His desires to His Father.  He says, “Father, as to those whom thou hast given me, I desire that where I am they also may be with me”, corresponding with what He had said in chapter 14.  He does not say this of any other family, “that where I am they also may be with me”, but now He is saying this not to us but to His Father, in order that we may get an impression, as we take account of the Lord in communion with His Father, of how deep and real His affections are for the saints, and how He is considering for the Father, that in the saints thus loved by Christ there should be developed an answer to the Father, in full consonance with His most precious thoughts.

And so the Lord says, “I desire that where I am they also may be with me, that they may behold my glory which thou hast given me, for thou lovedst me before the foundation of the world”.  A glory to be beheld, not to be shared but to be beheld, to be beheld in nearness to Him.  The actuality of it, of course, is as yet future, but I suppose we may know something of it in the power of the Earnest when we are together in assembly—the blessedness of beholding the unique glory of Christ, loved in His Person, before the foundation of the world.  For there was love before the foundation of the world, between the Persons of the Godhead; it must be so, for God is love.  But now we are privileged to take account of One who in His Person is One of the Godhead, and as such loved before the foundation of the world, before our eyes and hearts in manhood and glorious Sonship, in order that we might be brought in alongside of Himself, His own glory being unique.

This is His glory; it is a glory which, in a sense perhaps, we might link with the expression, “the Christ”, the One to whom is committed the bringing in of all the pleasure of God, and who impresses it with His own character and His own features, and sustains it in His own life.  What glory attaches to Christ!  And we are privileged to behold it, to behold it in nearness to Him, to behold it in One who is the Beloved of the Father, for He says, “thou lovest me before the foundation of the world”.  And we behold this glory, given to Him by the Father, as those who are in nearness to Him.

But then there is one thing more.  He says, “I have made known to them thy name, and will make it known; that the love with which thou hast loved me may be in them and I in them”.  How wonderfully near we are brought to the Father and the Son!  How wonderfully near!  All is in the power of the Holy Spirit, so that the three Persons of the Godhead are engaged in this matter.  Indeed I believe that as we behold the glory given to Christ, we get an impression of the glory of what we speak of as the economy, the divine arrangement between the Persons of the Godhead so that all the thoughts of God regarding man might be brought in and established, and that there might be ability amongst such men, in the power of the Holy Spirit, to respond to them worthily of God.

I believe we get an impression of the economy and the glory of it as we behold the glory which the Father has given to Christ, but now He works it out in the full development of it, you might say, He says, “that the love with which thou hast loved me may be in them”.  You may say, Is that possible, that we should love Christ with the love with which the Father loves Him?  It is possible.  You may say, Surely in small measure?  Well, be it so, but there is a question how far you can limit what the Holy Spirit can bring in; but, still, let it be so, it is only in measure, it must be so, for we are but creatures, but still there it is, “that the love with which thou hast loved me may be in them”.  It is what the Father’s Spirit can bring to pass.  The Father’s Spirit has taken His abode in us in order that we might be capable of having the Father’s own thoughts and the Father’s own feelings in regard to Christ, so that we might be brought into the closest possible affinity of mind and heart with the Father Himself.  No one but God Himself could have conceived such a thing; no one but God in His blessedness would ever have desired such a thing.  But there it is.  “I have made known to them thy name, and will make it known; that the love with which thou hast loved me may be in them”, but then also He says, “and I in them”.  Christ Himself in the saints, for the Father’s pleasure!

What pleasure the Father finds in finding in us some measure of ability, in the power of His Spirit, to think as He thinks and to love as He loves!  But then also there is the power in that self-same Spirit, in the character of the Spirit of God’s Son, to feel as the Son feels towards the Father and to respond to the Father with the Son’s response, even as He says, “Abba Father”.

Well dear brethren, these are great matters; they are matters connected with this wonderful day, what the Lord calls “the hour”—“the hour is come”.  You can think of the feeling with which the Lord spoke of it, the satisfaction He feels in this present time when the Spirit is active among the saints, and when it is possible for us to touch something of these holy and great matters of which we have spoken.

Yet it may be that we have got to face something of the power of darkness, but what will be our support in it is the love of Christ which never fails, on the one hand, and then the outlet we have in the Spirit’s power to all that is proper to the assembly, where we may know something of the blessedness of God revealed in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and have part already in the response to Him in which He finds pleasure.

May the Lord bless the word to us, for His Name’s sake. 
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Scripture references

Luke 22:39-53 (JND) [39] And going forth he went according to his custom to the mount of Olives, and the disciples also followed him. [40] And when he was at the place he said to them, Pray that ye enter not into temptation. [41] And he was withdrawn from them about a stone's throw, and having knelt down he prayed, [42] saying, Father, if thou wilt remove this cup from me: but then, not my will, but thine be done. [43] And an angel appeared to him from heaven strengthening him. [44] And being in conflict he prayed more intently. And his sweat became as great drops of blood, falling down upon the earth. [45] And rising up from his prayer, coming to the disciples, he found them sleeping from grief. [46] And he said to them, Why sleep ye? rise up and pray that ye enter not into temptation. [47] As he was yet speaking, behold, a crowd, and he that was called Judas, one of the twelve, went on before them, and drew near to Jesus to kiss him. [48] And Jesus said to him, Judas, deliverest thou up the Son of man with a kiss? [49] And they who were around him, seeing what was going to follow, said [to him], Lord, shall we smite with [the] sword? [50] And a certain one from among them smote the bondman of the high priest and took off his right ear. …

John 13:1 (JND) [1] Now before the feast of the passover, Jesus, knowing that his hour had come that he should depart out of this world to the Father, having loved his own who were in the world, loved them to the end.

John 17:1-26 (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. [4] I have glorified *thee* on the earth, I have completed the work which thou gavest me that I should do it; [5] and now glorify *me*, *thou* Father, along with thyself, with the glory which I had along with thee before the world was. [6] I have manifested thy name to the men whom thou gavest me out of the world. They were thine, and thou gavest them me, and they have kept thy word. [7] Now they have known that all things that thou hast given me are of thee; [8] for the words which thou hast given me I have given them, and they have received [them], and have known truly that I came out from thee, and have believed that thou sentest me. [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. …

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

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. …

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

Acts 4 (JND) [1] And as they were speaking to the people, the priests and captain of the temple and the Sadducees came upon them, [2] being distressed on account of their teaching the people and preaching by Jesus the resurrection from among [the] dead; [3] and they laid hands on them, and put them in ward till the morrow; for it was already evening. …

2 Corinthians 4:18 (JND) [18] while we look not at the things that are seen, but at the things that are not seen; for the things that are seen [are] for a time, but those that are not seen eternal.



Imitators Of Paul




IMITATORS OF PAUL

1 Corinthians 4: 9-16; 10: 31-33; 11: 1

Philippians 3: 13-21

In all these scriptures there is the thought of imitating Paul.  It is remarkable that Paul is permitted by the Holy Spirit to present himself as one to be imitated, and there is grace from God, I think, in that.  We can well understand that Christ is the standard of all that God intends to bring to pass in His saints, but it would be easy for us to think that while we are here we shall never attain fully to the standard set out in Christ.  That might have the effect of making us ready to accept a lower standard than God intends, and so He is pleased to give us a standard which we are called upon to imitate in the apostle Paul—not perfect, but remarkably near to perfection—in a man of like passions to ourselves, God is pleased to set out the remarkable extent to which correspondence with Christ was wrought out in his life here, and I  believe it is in that light that we are called upon to imitate Paul.  He guards the position himself by saying, “Be ye imitators of me, as I also am of Christ”, showing that anything that he is as a model is the result of his having himself imitated Christ. At the same time, it seems to me to be of remarkable grace and encouragement that the Spirit of God allows Paul to present himself as one to be imitated.

Now the  scripture in  chapter  4 of  I  Corinthians is extremely challenging to us because I believe the Lord has in mind, in all the different exercises that He is raising amongst us in these days, that we should come back to what Christianity was in its true features at the beginning.  There is no doubt that, when Christianity was established by the coming in of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, and in the days that followed, the days of the apostles, there was a remarkable presentation in power of the true features of Christianity, and while we can enjoy, and do enjoy, the great privilege of recovery to the truth of the assembly and find a considerable measure of grace and power to answer to it in our movements together, I believe the Lord has in mind now that we should really arrive at the features proper to it in every way.  So the apostle Paul feelingly appeals to the Corinthians.  It is striking that so much of the apostle Paul’s ministry was devoted to the assembly at Corinth.  His two epistles to the Corinthians constitute quite a large proportion of his total ministry.  That shows how important in the mind of God the Corinthian position is, that is, the assembly in testimony here for God, viewed as in responsibility locally.  It is there that things are worked out. It is there that things are expressed.  It is there that Satan attacks.  It is always in some locality or other that Satan attacks.  It may, of course, spread to many localities, depending on the nature of the attack, but an attack is always made in some locality.  The local position is what Satan is always opposed to, and it is in the local position that the service of God actually takes form and that the testimony of God actually comes into expression.

I would add, that while it is not prominent in the epistle to the Corinthians, partly because of the state that was there, underlying our position is the wonderful truth of the mystery, and that is the assembly as united to Christ.  It is easy to say it, but I ask myself how much it is really laid hold of by us, that the assembly is united to Christ.  It is His body, His fulness, that in which Christ and Christ alone is to be expressed, where “Christ is everything, and in all”.  That really underlies every position in which we are seen.  It underlies the local position according to Corinthians, where what is in view is, not exactly the expression of Christ, but the expression of God.  But then, if we think of what the Lord Jesus was in His testimony here, what He was always set for was that God should be glorified in all things. That was, if one may say so, the consuming consideration with the Lord Jesus, that in all things God should be rightly represented.  It was that that gave Him such depth of feeling when He made the whip of small cords and overturned the money-changers’ tables and drove out those who sold doves, and so on.  What caused that depth of feeling was that God was being so grossly misrepresented in His house.  If you study the movements of Christ as recorded in the gospels, and particularly in John’s gospel, you will be impressed with this, that one thing marked the Lord supremely from beginning to end, and that was that God’s will should be done and that He should be glorified in all that was done.  Now, in the measure in which we are  held in the light and appreciation of the  assembly as united  to Christ and deriving from Him, but here for the expression of Christ, in that measure God will be glorified in us too, and that is the  position  locally.  The position locally is that the testimony of God is to be expressed in the place, in Corinth or wherever it might be, and so the assembly is addressed as “the assembly of God which is in Corinth”.

In the passage in chapter 10 the population of Corinth is divided into three classes: Jews, Greeks, the assembly of God. Everybody  in  Corinth was either  a Jew, or a Greek, or a member of the assembly of God, and the assembly of God was there in the midst of Jews and Greeks, and any knowledge of God that Jews and Greeks in Corinth obtained was to be obtained from the assembly of God.  Hence, how important, how serious in one sense, but how privileged, is our position, that we are here as representative of God, and therefore everything that we do either reflects credit or discredit on God. The name of God is brought into either good repute or disrepute by everything that the saints do.   So the saints were addressed as “the assembly of God which is in Corinth ... those sanctified in Christ Jesus”, set apart to God in Christ Jesus. The Spirit we have received is the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus.  There is no reason why we should live after the flesh.  There is no reason why we should not live after the Spirit.  It is intended we should, and the Spirit we have received is the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus, involving that another order of man altogether, the second Man out of heaven, is to come into evidence in the movements and influence of the saints in the place where they are.  Life in Christ Jesus is to be seen.  So we are sanctified in Christ Jesus, set apart in Him to God in the place where we are.  We are called saints, or saints by calling, the subjects of divine calling into this position, and so the apostle speaks to them in that light.  But were they equal to it?  It is sorrowful that he has to tell the Corinthians that, while he himself and his fellow apostles were one thing, the Corinthians were another.  He says, “I think that God has set us the apostles for the last, as appointed to death”; all the apostles were in the same way publicly appointed to death.  It is very challenging, but they were regarded as the offscouring of the world.  That was the position, and the apostle Paul, I think I can safely say, led in it, but it was true of all the apostles.  The apostles were the authoritative exponents of Christianity, for the features that God intended it should bear, and in the way they were regarded publicly by men they were nothing better than the offscouring of all things.  But what about the Corinthians?  He says, “We are fools for Christ’s sake, but ye prudent in Christ”.  He does not un-Christianise them.  They are in Christ, but alas, they were prudent people in the eyes of the world.  The apostles from whom they learned, and who were the exponents of the truth, were fools for Christ’s sake, but the saints of the assembly at Corinth were prudent in Christ.  He says, “We weak, but ye strong; ye glorious, but we in dishonour”.  That was the sorrowful truth, that the Corinthian assembly was in honour and in acceptance in the world, whereas those from whom they had derived their very being (for Paul says “in Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the glad tidings”) were in dishonour and regarded as the offscouring of all things to that day.

I believe the Lord would have us face these things, as to how far we are in honour in the world, and prudent in the eyes of the world, or how far we are fools for Christ’s sake.  Not that we should do anything unnatural or extreme, but the whole scripture raises a challenge as to how far we are really in correspondence with Christ.  There were two things that marked the apostle Paul: on the one hand his heart was held in the light and appreciation of Christ in glory, and on the other hand he was kept in his own mind and outlook in complete correspondence with the cross.  There are those two things.  There  is  the light of Christ in glory on the one hand, to hold and satisfy our hearts; there is the light of the cross on the other hand, as the expression of God’s judgment of the first man in all his features, and as the expression also of the world’s judgment of the Man whom God delights in.  Do we carry these things in our minds and hearts—Christ in glory on the one hand, the cross of Christ on the other hand?  The Spirit of God is always true to Christ and His cross.  The apostle, in the first two chapters of his first epistle, dwells on the cross and then on the Spirit, these two things.  When he went into Corinth he had determined (he knew what kind of state there was) to know nothing among them save Jesus Christ, and Him crucified.  Jesus Christ is the Man who displaces every other man.  We know what kind of man Jesus was as we read the gospels.  He is Jesus, the Christ, that is to say, God’s Anointed.  God passes over all other men, however great their powers might be among men, however great their achievements, however great their name; God passes them all by and places the seal of His approval on Jesus.  That is the force of Jesus Christ.  He is the anointed, the chosen of God, and the very fact that He is thus chosen and anointed means that every other man is displaced and superseded.  God says, They are of no value to Me.  Let us not take the truth of Scripture as something that we simply carry in our minds, without letting it have its proper effect.  The question is, Which man can be trusted to have the testimony of God committed to him?  Is it safe to entrust it to the first man?  It certainly is not.  He will corrupt it and turn it to his own glory.  No one can be entrusted with the testimony of God but the second Man, and those who are formed after Him.  That was what Paul was labouring for in Corinth, that the Man whom God had glorified at His right hand should be formed in the Corinthians. So he had to maintain the cross in his own soul. In Christianity life is always out of death.  We have always to maintain the sentence of death in ourselves. The Spirit of God will maintain us in the light of the cross of Christ as something that has a bearing on one’s self, and so the Lord said, “If anyone will come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me”, Luke 9: 23.  Day by day, just as regularly, so to speak, as you take your breakfast in the morning, so every day there is to be the renewed exercise of taking up one’s  own cross; that is, the cross of Christ as bearing upon me. Each one is to go through this world as one to whom God has been pleased, with the rest of the saints in the place, to commit His testimony.  It was just because Paul was so much like Christ, and so true to the cross, that he came in for this.  He was railed at, he was insulted, he was as the offscouring of the world, the refuse of all, and not only was it true of Paul but of all the apostles. They were all of one mind, all marked by the same features. He says, “I think that God has set us the apostles for the last, as appointed to death. For we have become a spectacle to the world, both to angels and men”.  Now the apostle shows them how out of keeping they were practically, but he says, “Not as chiding do I write these things to you, but as my beloved children I admonish you.  For if ye should have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet not many fathers, for in Christ Jesus I have begotten you”.  They owed their very existence spiritually to Paul.  They had no other father in that sense in which he is speaking, and therefore he had a moral right to say, “I entreat you, therefore, be my imitators”.  When things are normal, in ordinary affairs children look to their fathers.  They take account of what their father does and says.  If their father says, ‘I do not think much of that’, they do not think much of it; if their father approves things, they approve them, and that is right.  It is intended that children should learn and take character from their fathers.  So Paul says, in the most appealing way; “I entreat you, therefore, be my imitators”.  It applies to us also, especially to  us, for now we are living in a day when the truth of the assembly has been recovered to the saints, and Paul is the minister of the assembly, and he is, therefore, spiritually our father, and so this appeal from him comes home to us: “I entreat you, therefore, be my imitators”.  You may say, The prospect is a serious one.  Do not think I wish in any way to paint a gloomy picture.  Far from it, only that the truth has to be faced.  In Luke 9 it is said of the Lord Jesus that, when the days of His receiving up were fulfilled, He set His face stedfastly to go to Jerusalem.  He knew what Jerusalem would mean.  He knew what the closing phases of the testimony would mean for Him, and yet He set His face stedfastly to go there.  That comes in the ninth chapter of Luke and there are something like fifteen more chapters after that, the greater part of the gospel taken up with the closing phases of the testimony, the last brief period in the Lord’s life.  In chapter 9 of Luke we come to the transfiguration, and all that follows was concentrated in the last brief period of His life.  In chapter 10 of Mark you will find that the Lord took pains to instruct the disciples what was ahead.  He tells them how He was to go to Jerusalem and He would be condemned to death by the Jews and delivered up to the nations, and they should mock Him and scourge Him and spit upon Him and kill Him, and then the third day He should rise again.  He always brought in the note of victory. It is a great thing to go into the conflict in the assurance from the very beginning that you are on the winning side.  There is no doubt as to the final issue.  The Lord always brought that in.  So Paul in writing to Timothy says, “Remember Jesus Christ raised from among the dead, of the seed of David, according to my glad tidings”, but he sounds that note of victory at the outset, “raised from among the dead”.  So all these exercises that the Lord is bringing forward, involving a good deal of limitation of outlook, a good deal of exercise as to how we are to make our way through, are in keeping with the closing phases of the testimony, but they have in mind—and let us be encouraged at the prospect of it—that we should come much more thoroughly into correspondence with Christ, and the features proper to the assembly as the body of Christ, than we have ever been.  It has in mind that we should complete our course here in correspondence with Christ.  You remember how, in Matthew 14, the disciples were in the boat, and the Lord was on the mountain, and the wind was contrary, and it was the fourth watch of the night.  That is to say, the night was just nearing its end.  The last phase of the testimony is in view, the wind was contrary, and the Lord came to them walking on  the water, as though He would convey to them the sense that, though they were feeling the contrariness of the wind and the difficulty of getting through, He was completely superior to the waves and the winds. So He presented Himself and Peter says, “Lord, if it be thou, command me to come to thee upon the waters”.  That is the point.  Is the Lord in the matter?  “If it be thou, command me to come to thee upon the waters”, Matt 14:  28.  It is a question of answering to all the exercises that the Lord is raising in the sense that He is in the matter. The Lord gives one word, “Come”. That was enough, and Peter stepped out and walked on the waters. He was just as superior to the waves and the wind as the Lord Himself was, so long as he kept his eye on Christ.  It was only when he turned his eye away from the Lord and began to look at the waves and the wind, that he began to sink, but he walked on the water, just as completely in superiority to the position as the Lord Himself was as He came to them, walking on the water.  The passage in chapter 4 is occupied with how we stand in relation to the world, but in chapter 10 the apostle is speaking of his concern that God should be glorified in everything. He says, “Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatever ye do, do all things to God’s glory”.  It is striking that he brings it down to such ordinary matters as eating and drinking. He does not say, ‘When you preach the gospel, do all things to God’s glory’; he says, “Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatever ye do, do all things to God’s glory”, as though he would say, ‘That is what you  are here for’.  It would solve a great many things for us if we could bear this in mind.  It makes things very simple.  I have wondered whether living as we have been living, in days of considerable material prosperity, and perhaps high wages, does not present its own tests and snares to the dear people of God.  We do not belong to the world, and we are not characterised by the world. We are really apart from it in general, I think we can say, but the point is how far we bring into the Christian company the things of the world.  “Love not the world”, John says, “nor the things in the world”, 1 John 2: 15.  There is the danger of our bringing in the things in the world into the Christian circle.  They may be harmless things, simple things, but are they regulated by the truth, by piety, bringing God into everything?  Are they regulated by the principle of stewardship?  If God entrusts me with a certain amount of money, it  may be much or little, the principle of stewardship enters into it, of holding it for God and using it for God, and in Luke 16 the Lord says that if we are not faithful in the least things we shall not be in the greatest, and God will not entrust the greater things to us.  Therefore, dear brethren, bear the word of exhortation, but I think we need to be a little more concerned as to practical stewardship, holding things God gives us as stewards, responsible to Him as to how we use them.  It would do us no harm to exercise ourselves a little more as to piety, which means bringing God into things. Paul says, “Confessedly the mystery of piety is great.  God was manifest in flesh”.  He is bringing before us Jesus, come into human conditions, God in the Person of Jesus, in order that He might set out in a Man the glory of true piety.  We read that He was heard on account of His piety, and He went through this world on the principle of bringing God into everything.  “Preserve me, O God, for I trust in thee” was His language as a Man.  Psalm 16 is a wonderful psalm, as setting out in detail the principle of piety as filled out by Jesus, and it links on with this thought of “Whether  therefore  ye eat, or  drink,  or whatever ye do, do all things to God’s glory”.  Let me commend to the dear brethren the principle of piety, and the principle of stewardship, of recognising responsibility to God for what He may  have  put  in our hands, so that we use it rightly as those who have to render an account.

So here the apostle is concerned as to God being glorified, as to not considering for himself, having the good of others in view.  God is always bent on people being saved, not only unconverted persons, but the saints too, saved from every influence of the world, and hence we are to be careful.  He says, “Give no occasion to stumbling, whether to Jews, or Greeks, or the assembly of God”.  That is another thing, to be careful that nothing we do will misrepresent God, or give an occasion of stumbling.  Paul was marked by this kind of concern, whether God would be glorified and whether people would be affected adversely by anything that he did.  He was very watchful that it should not be so.  He says, “Not seeking my own profit, but that of the many, that they may be saved.  Be my imitators, even as I also am of Christ”.

In the final passage he also calls upon us to be his imitators, and there he is held in his soul by the appreciation of Christ in glory, as the One who is the expression of what we have been called to. It is wonderful to think that we have been called with this holy calling.  There is a glorious Man out of death in the Person of Jesus.  He is the second Man out of heaven, entirely different  from  the  first man;  the Man of God’s purpose, a divine Person, Himself one of the Godhead, but He has brought into manhood all that is morally excellent in a Man for the pleasure of God, and we have been called with the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus.  We have been sealed by the Spirit. There is the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus.

Our ultimate destiny is that we should be conformed to His image in every way, and live in His life. We are being formed in moral conformation now.  That is one of the things that the Spirit of God is labouring for all the time, moral conformation with Christ in glory.  The work of conformation, as relating to our bodies, will only take the  twinkling of an eye, but the work of moral conformation takes a lifetime, or at any rate the whole period from the time when  God begins to work in us to the time when we go to be with Christ.  It is a long process with most of us.  It has in view results which will abide for eternity. Think of the saints coming out from heaven, almost without number, all like Christ, and the work of God so perfectly balanced and regulated that the final result is the fulness of Christ, with nothing superfluous and nothing lacking, one great vessel capable of expressing Christ.  Now you and I have been called to that, and Paul kept it steadily before him.  He was here nearing the end of  his  course, and he says, “One thing, forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, I pursue, looking towards the goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus”.  If you or I were in a race we should not stop to look at things around, we should not, if we were wise, even turn round to see how the others in the race were getting on.  We should simply keep our eyes on the goal, and have in our minds that at the goal there was a prize.  That is the idea.  The apostle says, You want to be as single-hearted and as singleeyed as if you were in a race.  One thing is before us; complete conformity to Christ is the end to which God is bringing us.

We can see in Paul how things worked out practically.  He was an old man by this time “Paul the aged”, he says to Philemon.  He was in prison wrongfully, and there were brethren preaching Christ out of contention to add tribulation to his bonds.  Think of the circumstances: an old man—how he would feel these things—wrongfully in prison, and even brethren preaching Christ out of contention to add tribulation to his bonds.  How was he meeting it?  Was there any spirit of complaint, or of giving up or discouragement?  No, nothing of that sort.  He felt it, he realised the need of the supplications of the saints, but he said that his one thought was that Christ should be magnified in his body, whether by life or by death.  There was no repining or complaining.  He had Christ as his life and his object, and whatever arose in his circumstances he would find, in the moral glory of obedience as set out in Christ in this epistle, an incentive to go on himself in a spirit of complete obedience to the will of God.  As he took things in that light and found support on those lines, the very things he was feeling would be used by God for the perfecting of His work, and Christ be more and more formed in him. He says, “Be imitators all together of me, brethren, and fix your eyes on those walking thus as you have us for a model”, and then he speaks of some who caused him tears.  Paul knew the glory of his ministry, and it caused him great sorrow that there should be any who were not taking it up although they were in the presence of it, “enemies of the cross of Christ: whose end is destruction, whose God is the belly, and their glory in their shame,  who  mind earthly things”. He says, “Our commonwealth has its existence in the heavens, from which also we await the Lord Jesus Christ as Saviour, who shall transform our body of humiliation into conformity to his body of glory”.  That is the full expression of the calling  on high of God in Christ Jesus—complete conformity to Christ—and the apostle understood that his circumstances were ordered of God in such a way as to promote that end, provided Paul himself was in line with God.  So he says, “I pursue”, and he calls upon us to have him as a model, to have him as one to be imitated.  He calls upon us, so that there may be this answer in us to that which was being set out in himself.  I believe the Lord would have us now set our faces in the direction of taking these things on, because it is a question of finishing, and the finish is conformity to Christ.
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17th October 1959

From Words of Grace and Comfort
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Scripture references

1 Corinthians 4:9-16 (JND) [9] For I think that God has set us the apostles for the last, as appointed to death. For we have become a spectacle to the world, both to angels and men. [10] *We* [are] fools for Christ's sake, but *ye* prudent in Christ: *we* weak, but *ye* strong: *ye* glorious, but *we* in dishonour. [11] To the present hour we both hunger and thirst, and are in nakedness, and buffeted, and wander without a home, [12] and labour, working with our own hands. Railed at, we bless; persecuted, we suffer [it]; [13] insulted, we entreat: we are become as [the] offscouring of the world, [the] refuse of all, until now. [14] Not [as] chiding do I write these things to you, but as my beloved children I admonish [you]. [15] For if ye should have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet not many fathers; for in Christ Jesus *I* have begotten you through the glad tidings. [16] I entreat you therefore, be my imitators.

1 Corinthians 10:31-33 (JND) [31] Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatever ye do, do all things to God's glory. [32] Give no occasion to stumbling, whether to Jews, or Greeks, or the assembly of God. [33] Even as *I* also please all in all things; not seeking my own profit, but that of the many, that they may be saved.

1 Corinthians 11:1 (JND) [1] Be my imitators, even as *I* also [am] of Christ.

Philippians 3:13-21 (JND) [13] Brethren, *I* do not count to have got possession myself; but one thing forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, [14] I pursue, [looking] towards [the] goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus. [15] As many therefore as [are] perfect, let us be thus minded; and if ye are any otherwise minded, this also God shall reveal to you. [16] But whereto we have attained, [let us] walk in the same steps. [17] Be imitators [all] together of me, brethren, and fix your eyes on those walking thus as you have us for a model; [18] (for many walk of whom I have told you often, and now tell you even weeping, that they [are] the enemies of the cross of Christ: [19] whose end [is] destruction, whose god [is] the belly, and [their] glory in their shame, who mind earthly things:) [20] for *our* commonwealth has its existence in [the] heavens, from which also we await the Lord Jesus Christ [as] Saviour, [21] who shall transform our body of humiliation into conformity to his body of glory, according to the working of [the] power which he has even to subdue all things to himself.

Luke 9:23 (JND) [23] And he said to [them] all, If any one will come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me;

Luke 9 (JND) [1] And having called together the twelve, he gave them power and authority over all demons, and to heal diseases, [2] and sent them to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal the sick. [3] And he said to them, Take nothing for the way, neither staff, nor scrip, nor bread, nor money; nor to have two body-coats apiece. …

Matthew 14 (JND) [1] At that time Herod the tetrarch heard of the fame of Jesus, [2] and said to his servants, This is John the baptist: *he* is risen from the dead, and because of this these works of power display their force in him. [3] For Herod had seized John, and had bound him and put him in prison on account of Herodias the wife of Philip his brother. …

Matthew 14:28 (JND) [28] And Peter answering him said, Lord, if it be *thou*, command me to come to thee upon the waters.

1 John 2:15 (JND) [15] Love not the world, nor the things in the world. If any one love the world, the love of the Father is not in him;

Luke 16 (JND) [1] And he said also to [his] disciples, There was a certain rich man who had a steward, and *he* was accused to him as wasting his goods. [2] And having called him, he said to him, What [is] this that I hear of thee? give the reckoning of thy stewardship, for thou canst be no longer steward. [3] And the steward said within himself, What shall I do; for my lord is taking the stewardship from me? I am not able to dig; I am ashamed to beg. …

Psalms 16 (JND) [1] {Michtam of David.} Preserve me, O God: for I trust in thee. [2] Thou [my soul] hast said to Jehovah, Thou art the Lord: my goodness [extendeth] not to thee; [3] To the saints that are on the earth, and to the excellent [thou hast said], In them is all my delight. …



THE LAMB AND THE ARK


Exodus 12: 1-3, 6-11, 15; 25: 1, 2, 10-17, 21, 22

I want to say a word as to the way Christ is presented to us, first as the Lamb and then as the Ark, because it is important we should appreciate the Lord Jesus in both lights.  The book of Exodus has in view the bringing out of God’s people from Egypt, and their providing Him with dwelling conditions in the wilderness.  The book does not carry us further than that, but it is important to bear in mind that the idea of an exodus is a complete going out. When Pharaoh asked Moses who would go, Moses said, “We will go with our young and with our old, with our sons and with our daughters, with our flocks and with our herds”, Exod 10: 9.  He was absolute that they would leave nothing of themselves or their families or their possessions to enrich or adorn the Egypt world; he was determined that they should all come out. He says on another occasion, “There shall not a hoof be left behind”. He was absolute and uncompromising that there would be no link remaining between the people of God and the world as characterised by independence of God and self-reliance, finding its resources in itself and living to itself, shutting God out altogether.  One of the Pharaohs says, “My river”, upon which the country depended, “is mine own, and I made it for myself”, Ezek 29: 3.  We can hardly conceive more arrogant language than that. He claimed the whole wealth and resources of Egypt as his, and claimed also that he himself had provided them. Now this world is very much characterised by that.  There are, of course, other features of the world typified in Sodom and Babylon, but this world in which we have to move is very much characterised by the Egypt features, and its outlook and policy have in view that men should find their resources in themselves and in the State; the last thing in the minds of men is that men should find their resource in God.  God has in mind that we should find our resource in Himself.  He is very jealous of the affections and the confidence of His people, and I believe He has in mind that we should be completely brought out of the world in every feature of it.  We are inclined to think, when we speak of the world and of our being brought out of it, either of the world of pleasure or self-gratification or of the religious features of the world, but we want to see that God intends that we should be entirely relying upon Him for everything, and that we should be ministering to Him in everything.  In Revelation 4 God is celebrated as the One who created all things: “For thy will they were, and they have been created”.  So God had in mind to bring His people out.

In chapter 11 of Exodus Moses is in great power, and very angry.  He went out from Pharaoh’s presence “in a glowing anger”. That was expressive of God’s feelings in regard of the system that held His people in bondage; and it is now equally expressive of the feelings of God in regard to any feature of the world by which His saints are held captive.  Moses appears in chapter 11 as a man of great power, and of great feeling, expressing God’s feelings.

In chapter 12 God begins to give instructions, and brings forward three important elements.  First of all the assembly: “Speak unto all the assembly of Israel”.  It is no chance that this language is used, for if God was speaking of His people in that way as the assembly of Israel, He was undoubtedly pointing on to the assembly as we know it now, Christ’s assembly.  The first thing mentioned is the assembly, the second thing is a lamb, the third thing is a father’s house.  If God has in mind to deliver us completely from this world in all its features, He has in view that we should understand that we constitute the assembly, and that we are to find our life in the assembly, and that we are not to bring into the assembly any of the features that belong to the world.  As we shall see later on, the assembly is to take character from the ark; there is a Man who is to impress His own character upon the assembly of God.  But the first thing that God speaks of through Moses is the assembly, the second thing is a lamb, the third thing is a father’s house.  He says (v 3), “Speak unto all the assembly of Israel, saying, On the tenth of this month let them take themselves each a Iamb, for a father’s house, a lamb for a house”.  Now I would urge that what is first in God’s mind is the assembly, and we all belong to it if we have received the Holy Spirit; we belong to it whether we are breaking bread or not, if we have received the Holy Spirit.  If we have received the Holy Spirit and are seeking to walk in obedience to the truth, we certainly ought to be breaking bread, but the assembly is God’s great provision for the saints, something to commit ourselves to.  If He brings us out of the world He does not intend to leave us aimless without a commanding interest in life, and the commanding interest in life that God has for His saints is the assembly.  If we will get to the Lord about it as to how we can fill our part in the assembly, and in what way it is to command our interest, He will help us, for no one will be out of work who really gives himself to the assembly and the interests connected with the assembly.  There will be plenty to do, plenty to engage the mind and affections, plenty to be prayed about; there is plenty for all-time occupation if anyone will take up the interests of the assembly.  So the assembly was first brought forward, but then he says that they were to take themselves each a lamb, “Let them take themselves each a Iamb, for a father’s house, a lamb for a house”.  We know what men in the world are like.  The world develops self-reliance, self-importance, bigness.  If we get on in business, or get a good job, as we say, it tends, almost without our being aware, to develop that kind of feature which is seen in full expression in the world—self-confidence, self-reliance, and along with it a certain element of bigness and selfimportance.  I quite appreciate that the believer who is going on with God will find grace in Christ and in the Spirit to set these things aside in large measure, but I think anyone will admit that the world tends to produce these features.  Over against that, Moses is told by God to say to them that each one is to take a lamb. What a contrast to a man of the world, what a contrast to the kind of thing that figures in the world!  Each one is to take a lamb.  It is not even a sheep, but a lamb, speaking of littleness, meekness, lowliness, gentleness, and a readiness to suffer in silence.  When John the baptist took up his ministry, one of the first things he says is, “Behold the Lamb of God”. “Looking at Jesus as he walked, he says, Behold the Lamb of God”, John 1: 36.  If we want to understand the kind of man that is delightful to God, that John in his prophetic ministry could call attention to, we must study Christ.  So everyone was to take a lamb for a father’s house.  The assembly is in view, but that which furnishes material for the assembly, and supports it, is found in the houses of the saints.

The lamb is not immediately slain; it was taken on the tenth day, and kept alive until the fourteenth day.  For three complete days, the eleventh day, the twelfth day, and the thirteenth day, the occupants of each house had this lamb before them.  They would contemplate the lamb.  The death of Christ is all important, and the foundation of everything for God and for us, but first of all we must contemplate the lamb as living, that is, Christ as Man here, as John the baptist said, “Behold the Lamb of God”.  The importance of it is that we begin to learn to judge every element of independence, of self-confidence, of self-importance that so easily attaches to us.  God presents to us the contrast to it all in the Man of His choice.  “Behold the Lamb of God”.  This lamb was to be before their eyes for three complete days, and then it was to be slain and its blood was to be used.  In the instructions given subsequently in the chapter we find that the blood was put into a basin and they were to take a bunch of hyssop.  Very small and insignificant is hyssop.  They were to use this bunch of hyssop to smear the blood on the doorposts and the lintel. All this is just the very opposite of anything that men would take account of as being grand or anything of that sort; it is a question now of houses that can be recognised as committed to the death of Christ, and the very means used is such as to negate any thought of anything great or important in the eyes of men—just a bunch of hyssop and blood smeared on the doorposts and the lintel.  It is as though God is deliberately setting aside anything of man’s greatness, anything that would appeal to us naturally, because it is a question of being committed to the death of Christ, and all that that means, and not only individually but householdly.  The houses would be distinguished in that way as publicly committed to the death of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Then they were to eat the flesh in that night, roast with fire, and unleavened bread with bitter herbs, and further they were to eat it with their loins girded and their sandals on their feet and their staff in their hand, and they were to eat it in haste, for it was Jehovah’s passover.  The whole passage is emphasising the urgency of the matter, and the need for thoroughness.  This is what God has in view in the deliverance of His people, and from time to time we find that exercises are raised amongst us which, if we really consider their import, are seen to have in mind our complete deliverance from every feature of the world in which we are, and our taking on the features of the Man that is approved of God.  So they were to eat of the flesh roast with fire, the head with its legs and with its inwards.  The head speaks, I suppose, of the dignity of the Person, the legs of His movements, and then His inwards.  How pure the inwards of Jesus were!  How absolutely pure they were, everything was according to God!  If we take a man like Absalom, outwardly no blemish in him, but when we look at his inwards we find a murderer’s heart.  The inwards of Absalom were entirely out of keeping with his outward appearance, but when we come to Christ there is dignity in His Person, there are dignity and devotedness in His movements, there is absolute purity in His inwards, and all is to be taken account of by us, because all had to go under the judgment in order that we might be redeemed, and redeemed for the pleasure of God.  The judgment had to pass on Him on our account, in order that we might be redeemed.  “Thou hast redeemed. to God, by thy blood, out of every tribe, and tongue, and people, and nation”.

Then there is the reference to unleavened bread.  “Seven days”, it says—that is the complete period of our life here—“shall ye eat unleavened bread; on the very first day ye shall put away leaven out of your houses”.  How emphatic the Spirit of God is!  “On the very first day”, He says, “for whoever eateth leavened bread from the first day until the seventh day—that soul shall be cut off from Israel”. Leaven inflates, leaven is impure.  “The unleavened bread of sincerity and truth” is the opposite of that, and we need to be constantly on our guard that we do not introduce some element of insincerity or untruth.  It is natural to all of us to keep up appearances.  That is not “the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth”.

We can only take unleavened bread and eat it, and become characterised by it, as we have to do much with God.  The presence of God exposes all that is insincere and untrue, and we are to cultivate that.  We are to dwell with God eternally, we are to be at home in His presence eternally; He has given us His Holy Spirit so that we might be brought already into complete moral accord with the God with whom we shall dwell.

In Exodus 25 it is a question of understanding that the assembly, while it is still in the wilderness, provides dwelling conditions for God.  That is a great advance on coming out of Egypt, which, while a very important exercise, is in a sense negative, that is to say, it is the repudiation and judging of that which constitutes Egypt, judging it according to God, and refusing it, and leaving it.  But in Exodus 25 there is a positive line of exercises before us, as God says, “Speak unto the children of Israel, that they bring me a heave-offering: of every one whose heart prompteth him, ye shall take my heave-offering”, and then in verse 8, “they shall make me a sanctuary, that I may dwell among them”.  It is a very attractive proposal, that we should be permitted to provide conditions, holy conditions too, for it is a sanctuary, so that God may dwell among us.  In Isaiah the question is raised, “Who shall dwell with the consuming fire?” referring to God’s nature, but then it is possible to dwell with God, for He has given us His Holy Spirit for that very purpose that we might be brought into moral accord with Himself, with whom we are to dwell eternally, and He would have us take up the exercise of providing conditions for Himself in the assembly at this present time while we are still surrounded by what is evil.

Now, as making that proposal, God brings forward, as the first thing to be constructed, an ark, and it is called in Exodus, and in nearly every reference to it in Numbers, the ark of the testimony.  In other scriptures, especially Joshua and Samuel and Chronicles, it is often spoken of as the ark of the covenant, but the ark of the testimony is what is to be before us in relation to our exercises as to providing conditions suitable for the dwelling place of God while we are here still in an evil scene. Let me remind you of what is said in Psalm 40 prophetically of Christ: “Sacrifice and oblation thou didst not desire: ears hast thou prepared me.  Burnt-offering and sin-offering hast thou not demanded; then said I, Behold, I come, to do thy good pleasure, my God, is my delight, and thy law is within my heart”.  Think what that must have meant to God, after He had for centuries men under His eye doing their own will, and living in their own will, pursuing their own interests, going on independently of Him.  A moment comes when, coming into the world, Jesus says, “to do thy good pleasure, my God, is my delight, and thy law is within my heart”.  There is a Man before God who delights in the will of God, who has no will contrary to God’s will.  He said on one occasion, when supremely tested, “Not my will, but thine be done”.  Not that His will was ever contrary to God’s will, for it was not, but He repudiates the idea of any will that is not God’s will.  He says, “Not my will, but thine be done”.  Think of the moral glory, after centuries of the earth’s history of men doing their own will, of one Man coming into view whose whole motive in being here was to do God’s will.  But now God says, as it were, ‘I have now introduced in Jesus a testimony to what I am going to bring to pass on a wide scale in the assembly, and in all those who are formed after Christ’.  But the assembly is to be the testimony, during this present day of the Spirit, to that great principle that a Man has now come in devoted to God’s will, and the saints are to be formed according to it, and Christ as the ark of the testimony is the centre of the system.

The ark was the distinguishing feature of the dwelling place of God, and the book of Numbers shows us that it is to be carried in testimony through the world.  There is provision for carrying the ark, for there are staves attached to it.  The ark refers to Christ; the staves refer to the saints who carry Christ in their affections, steadily, day in and day out.  So there is this testimony to the will of God being secured in men and maintained in men; there is a testimony to it carried through the wilderness. Where that is so, lawlessness is rebuked, and it provides God with a moral justification for bringing in judgment on the world in His own time.  How important this testimony is!  It is a feature of the dwelling place of God, for the ark is there, the ark of the testimony cherished in the affections of the saints, and carried by them, so that there are staves of acacia wood, overlaid with gold, referring to the saints, and it says, “They shall not come out from it”. That is to say, Christ in this light is presented to us as never separated from the saints, and the saints never separated from Him, but they are carrying Him in testimony all the time. So it says, “Thou shalt put into the ark the testimony that I shall give thee”, and then there is the mercyseat above.  What a glory there is in the ark and the mercy-seat, the glory of Christ come in as Man to establish the will of God and make it good by means of His death, so that God might shine out in mercy, and secure a universe of persons saved through the blood of Christ on the principle of mercy!

These things are very great, and we want to get our thoughts enlarged to appreciate Christ as the Ark, One who enshrines in His Person all that God has in mind in His thoughts of blessing towards His people, and carries it all through.  It is a most majestic view of Christ in His personal glory as coming in to establish the will of God and carrying everything through in undeniable power wherever He goes.  For Him it involved the cross, for the will of God could not be effected without the cross, but at the same time the aspect before us in the ark is power, undeniable power.  In that power every thought of God is established, the mercy-seat is established, and then He says, “Thou shalt put the mercy-seat above on the ark, and shalt put in the ark the testimony that I shall give thee.  And there will I meet with thee, and will speak with thee from above the mercy-seat, from between the two cherubim which are upon the ark of the testimony, everything that I will give thee in commandment”.  It is a great triumph for God that conditions in accordance with Christ can be secured and maintained among His people in an evil world like this, so that He can dwell amongst us, as He says, “I will dwell among them, and walk among them”, and He will speak to us too, from off the mercy-seat.
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Scripture references

Exodus 12:1-15 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt, saying, [2] This month shall be unto you the beginning of months: it shall be the first month of the year to you. [3] Speak unto all the assembly of Israel, saying, On the tenth of this month let them take themselves each a lamb, for a father's house, a lamb for a house. [4] And if the household be too small for a lamb, let him and his neighbour next unto his house take [it] according to the number of the souls; each according to [the measure] of his eating shall ye count for the lamb. [5] Your lamb shall be without blemish, a yearling male; ye shall take [it] from the sheep, or from the goats. [6] And ye shall keep it until the fourteenth day of this month; and the whole congregation of the assembly of Israel shall kill it between the two evenings. [7] And they shall take of the blood, and put [it] on the two door-posts and on the lintel of the houses in which they eat it. [8] And they shall eat the flesh in that night, roast with fire, and unleavened bread; with bitter [herbs] shall they eat it. [9] Ye shall eat none of it raw, nor boiled at all with water, but roast with fire; its head with its legs and with its in-wards. [10] And ye shall let none of it remain until the morning; and what remaineth of it until the morning ye shall burn with fire. [11] And thus shall ye eat it: your loins shall be girded, your sandals on your feet, and your staff in your hand; and ye shall eat it in haste; it is Jehovah's passover. [12] And I will go through the land of Egypt in that night, and smite all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, both man and beast; and against all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgment: I am Jehovah. …

Exodus 25:1-22 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel, that they bring me a heave-offering: of every one whose heart prompteth him, ye shall take my heave-offering. [3] And this is the heave-offering that ye shall take of them: gold, and silver, and copper, [4] and blue, and purple, and scarlet, and byssus, and goats' [hair], [5] and rams' skins dyed red, and badgers' skins; and acacia-wood; [6] oil for the light; spices for the anointing oil, and for the incense of fragrant drugs; [7] onyx stones, and stones to be set in the ephod, and in the breastplate. [8] And they shall make me a sanctuary, that I may dwell among them. [9] According to all that I shall shew thee, the pattern of the tabernacle, and the pattern of all the utensils thereof, even so shall ye make [it]. [10] And they shall make an ark of acacia-wood; two cubits and a half the length thereof, and a cubit and a half the breadth thereof, and a cubit and a half the height thereof. [11] And thou shalt overlay it with pure gold: inside and outside shalt thou overlay it; and shalt make upon it a border of gold round about. [12] And cast four rings of gold for it, and put [them] at the four corners thereof, that two rings may be upon the one side thereof and two rings upon the other side thereof. …

Exodus 10:9 (JND) [9] And Moses said, We will go with our young and with our old, with our sons and with our daughters; with our flocks and with our herds will we go; for we have a feast of Jehovah.

Ezekiel 29:3 (JND) [3] speak, and say, Thus saith the Lord Jehovah: Behold, I am against thee, Pharaoh king of Egypt, the great monster that lieth in the midst of his rivers, which saith, My river is mine own, and I made it for myself.

Revelation 4 (JND) [1] After these things I saw, and behold, a door opened in heaven, and the first voice which I heard as of a trumpet speaking with me, saying, Come up here, and I will shew thee the things which must take place after these things. [2] Immediately I became in [the] Spirit; and behold, a throne stood in the heaven, and upon the throne one sitting, [3] and he [that was] sitting like in appearance to a stone [of] jasper and a sardius, and a rainbow round the throne like in appearance to an emerald. …

John 1:36 (JND) [36] And, looking at Jesus as he walked, he says, Behold the Lamb of God.

Exodus 25 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel, that they bring me a heave-offering: of every one whose heart prompteth him, ye shall take my heave-offering. [3] And this is the heave-offering that ye shall take of them: gold, and silver, and copper, …

Exodus 25 (JND) [1] And Jehovah spoke to Moses, saying, [2] Speak unto the children of Israel, that they bring me a heave-offering: of every one whose heart prompteth him, ye shall take my heave-offering. [3] And this is the heave-offering that ye shall take of them: gold, and silver, and copper, …

Psalms 40 (JND) [1] {To the chief Musician. Of David. A Psalm.} I waited patiently for Jehovah; and he inclined unto me, and heard my cry. [2] And he brought me up out of the pit of destruction, out of the miry clay, and set my feet upon a rock; he hath established my goings: [3] And he hath put a new song in my mouth, praise unto our God. Many shall see it, and fear, and shall confide in Jehovah. …



FOLLOWING THE LORD


John 1: 35-37, 44; 8: 12

Revelation 14: 3-5

The Lord’s last words to the apostle Peter were, according to what is said: “Follow thou me”. And we can say, I believe, that Peter is a characteristic believer.  I do not believe that this word of the Lord’s was addressed to Peter as an apostle especially; it is a word that has its bearing on each of us.  And the question put in the mind of someone at least, and perhaps all, is to know what following the Lord involves.  The Scriptures we have read show that to follow Jesus has a double bearing.  There is following the Lord in the direction of spiritual things, spiritual relationships and blessing in which He leads us; but there is also following the Lord in the path of testimony and reproach.  These two aspects are seen in the verses we have read in the first chapter.  We begin with John looking at Jesus as He walked, and he says: “Behold the lamb of God”.  It is to be noted that John looked at Jesus “as He walked”.  The Lord is presented here as being in movement, and this gives the key to what following the Lord means, for the movements of the Lord are discerned in the ministry that He gives.  And if we desire to be characteristically among those who follow the Lord to the end, we need to be sure that our ears are attentive to what He says in the ministry, and we must ensure that our minds are subject to it, whatever that means.

John therefore “looking at Jesus as he walked, he says, Behold the Lamb of God”.  He is not especially occupied with the side of sacrifice.  He had previously said, “Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world”.  Now he says, “Behold the Lamb of God”, as if to draw attention to Him who brought with Him what God could accept and which gave Him supreme satisfaction; this inevitably on the basis of sacrifice.  We find the thought of sacrifice throughout Scripture.  Abel brought “of the firstlings of his flock, and of their fat”.  Noah offered “of every clean animal, and of all clean fowl”; but if I remember correctly, the first mention made of a lamb is in relation to Abraham and Isaac, when Isaac says, “Behold the fire and the wood; but where is the lamb for a burnt-offering?”  And Abraham answered, “My son, God will provide himself with a lamb for the burnt- offering”, Gen 22: 7, 8 KJV.  So the Lamb of God is the One who by His sacrifice introduces what is particularly for the pleasure of God.  It is Jesus who came into this world in order to form as the end result of His work a world that would abide for God’s pleasure.  Everything must derive its character from Himself.  It is marvellous when one begins to see Jesus in this light.  Think of the condition of smallness into which He has come!  Luke presents that side in his gospel more than John.  Think of the condition of the Babe in swaddling-clothes and lying in a manger.  Yet there was already in His Person all that will find its expression in the world to come and in eternity; all that will abide eternally for the entire satisfaction of God was found there, in the Person of Jesus.  There will be nothing to add; nothing will be found to add, all that could satisfy God was found in the Person of Christ.  I think that in large measure John’s declaration means this: “Behold the Lamb of God”.  Thus as I said, John beheld Jesus “as he walked”.  He was in movement and, seeing Him walking, John could not hold back his exclamation that had the effect of engaging two of the disciples of John to follow Jesus.  That is to say, that the principle of “following” is set on here and we will find that it goes on throughout the gospel of John.  His initial point is there and we will see it again in chapter 21 when the Lord says to Peter: “If I will that he abide until I come, what is that to thee?  Follow thou me”.  

As to what relates to the ministry that the Lord gives, it will be found, I think, there are two lines of ministry: one leads in the direction of what is eternal, the other relates to the present provisional conditions.  In chapter 8, in the verse we have read, the Lord says: “I am the light of the world; he that follows me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life”.  In John’s gospel, the Lord pursues a course going right to the end.  In chapter 13 of the gospel, we read that He knew that He came out from God and was going to God.  It was a matter of deliberate purpose; all was well known to Him from beginning to end.  There is a dignity, a majesty, a glory in the movements of Christ that John brings out in his gospel.  He was come from God and was going to God.  In John’s gospel, He goes through death to resurrection, and that resurrection, He sends a message which is well know to us: “go to my brethren and say to them, I ascend to my Father and your Father, and to my God and your God”.  The Lord led His own and brought them into the conditions, the relationships, the eternal blessings which had been in God’s mind before the foundation of the world and which now were being brought to light by Him.  It is a direction to follow constantly, it involves the service of God in the assembly.

We need to be helped about the service of God.  There is much to do, so that we are to be enlarged in our hearts and grow in spiritual power to serve in a suitable way; but the Lord desires to see us progress in that direction and we should be exercised as to moving constantly in the direction of what is positive, and spiritual, and eternal, because we have in the Spirit endless opportunities.  We remember how Paul prayed in chapter 3 of the epistle to the Ephesians.  He prayed that the Father would strengthen us by the Father’s Spirit in the inner man, so that the Christ should dwell by faith in our hearts.  Do we often pray like this, dear brethren, not only at the prayer meeting, but in private, in the house?  It was not at a prayer meeting that Paul prayed like this; he was then in prison and he spoke of bowing his knees (we do not bow our knees in the prayer meeting).  This prayer of the apostle is truly a model of prayer and individual exercise, and God knows exactly how far we are inclined to serve the Lord and to move individually in relation to spiritual and eternal things.  God can judge by the character of our prayers.  Thus Paul encourages us to pray to the Father of whom every family in the heavens and on earth is named, that He would give us to be strengthened with power by His Spirit in the inner man, so that the Christ may dwell by faith in our hearts.  It is Jesus in all His moral and personal excellence, but Jesus as giving character to the whole system of glory, which will abide for the pleasure of God eternally.

The apostle goes on to say, “being rooted and founded in love, in order that ye may be fully able to apprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and depth and height”.  An immense extent is set out before us.  I allow myself to ask the question of our young brothers and sisters: Do you pray like this?  And may the older ones among us also ask themselves if they pray like this.  Do we realise the depth and extent of the things into which we have the possibility to penetrate in the power which is found among us?  As we are diligent as to things and how we apply ourselves to following the Lord and the ministry that he gives, we realise that the power we have to enter into it is given in increasing measure.  In that way, the service of God is enriched.

This, the Lord says in chapter 8: “he that follows me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life”.  The more we penetrate into spiritual, heavenly and eternal things, the more we will discover that they give us entire satisfaction.  We will find our life in these things.  Men pursue what does not give the enjoyment of life, which brings deceptions, disappointments and all sorts of sorrows.  But in the things of the Spirit there is abundant enlargement and satisfaction.  So the Lord says, “he that follows me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life”.  

You remember that John tells us what he had in his mind in writing his gospel: “these things are written that ye may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing, ye might have life in his name”, John 21: 31.  It is not only by His Name, but in His Name, His Name is the whole extent of the glory that attaches to His Person, and it is even in this that we are invited to find our life.  “These things are written that ye may believe that Jesus is the Christ”.  He is the Christ, the Son of God, marked out as such by resurrection of the dead.  That is to say that these things belong the other side of death.  We must apprehend this to be ready to accept death so that we move in what is spiritual and eternal.  The Lord says, “he shall have the light of life”.

We come then to the other side of these things.  In verse 43 of the first chapter, it is said, “On the morrow he would go forth into Galilee, and Jesus finds Philip, and says to him, Follow me”.  The Lord takes another position here: He goes forth into Galilee.  “Search and look”, it was said to Nicodemus, “that no prophet arises out of Galilee”.  It is evident that Galilee was a despised place, a place of reproach, and we know that the Name of the Lord is in reproach.  The Lord has gone out of the world by way of death.  In this way, He has left the world.  The judgment of the world has not yet been executed, but it has been pronounced: “Now is the judgment of this world”.  The judgment is pronounced by reason of the fact that the Lord has deliberately left this world and taken a position outside of this world.  “Now is the judgment of this world”, the Lord says, “now shall the prince of this world be cast out, and I, if I be lifted up out of the earth, will draw all to me”, John 12: 31, 32.  This speaks to us at the same time about the power of the attraction that is found in Christ who, although the crucified Man, draws millions of men to Him.

So therefore the Lord went forth into Galilee and said to Philip “Follow me”.  That is to say that the Lord would have us understand that we have to accept the reproach that attaches to His Name.  All the exercises arising currently relating to associations and other matters tend to make our walk more straitened.  As the Lord said in the gospel of Matthew: “Narrow the gate and straitened the way that leads to life”, Matt 7: 14.  The Lord is showing us that the way is intentionally narrow and that it will be more and more, because we follow a rejected Man, a crucified Man.  He leads us to Galilee, and He says to Philip, “Follow me”.

In Revelation, a company is brought into view, not actually the assembly, a company that is not as favoured as the assembly, for it is neither the body of Christ, nor the bride of Christ.  We are much more privileged than every other company which is mentioned in the Scriptures.  Let us remember this.  But the company brought into view here is on the earth, a company that will have privilege to be identified with the Lamb, to follow Him, each of its members bearing His Name and the Name of His Father written on their forehead.  This will be realised in the future just before the moment when the Lord will appear in His public glory.  And it is said of those who compose this company: “These are they who have not been defiled with women, for they are virgins: these are they who follow the Lamb wheresoever it goes”.  The Lamb is the Lord’s title in His suffering character, especially in the book of Revelation.  Throughout the book, He is presented as the Lamb, which suggests reduction; it is He who has suffered, who does not have apparent power, who is defenceless, called to suffer.  This is the character of the Lamb.

Those who compose this company “follow the Lamb wheresoever it goes”.  Whatever His path means for them, they follow the Lamb with constancy: they follow wheresoever it goes.  That, it seems to me, is a word for us.  The truth that the Lord brings before us from time to time means continual tests, where would He lead us?  The message for us is this: Would we be able on the one hand to enter ever more into the enjoyment of spiritual and eternal things, things that are infinitely blessed which have their source in God’s purpose; and along with this, would we be able to follow the Lamb wheresoever He goes?  The Lord desires to encourage each of us to face this.  He says to Philip, “Follow me”.  If the Lord says, “Follow me”, there is in these words a particular power.  You can see that Philip responds on the spot.  A similar case is found in the gospel of Matthew.  The Lord, addressing Himself to Matthew sitting at the seat of taxes, says to Him, “Follow me”, two words only, and Matthew rose up and followed Him.  Luke relates that he left all.  It is good to be subject to the word of the Lord without compromise.  He left all, rose up and followed Him.  This is the effect of the power which is found in Christ, the way in which He says, “Follow me”, irresistible power which would be communicated to each heart.  So it is said of these that “they are virgins”.  They have kept themselves in fidelity and purity.  They follow the Lamb wheresoever He goes.  “These have been bought from men as first-fruits to God and to the Lamb: and in their mouths was no lie found; for they are blameless”.

If therefore the Lord would secure such features in a day to come, and this should be written, it is certainly to the end that these features should be found among us now.  It says, “they are blameless”.  The Lord’s mind is to present the assembly to Himself “having no spot, or wrinkle, or any of such things; but that it might be holy and blameless”, Eph 5: 27.  Such is the Lord’s mind.  This is what He desires to secure now in the assembly and we need to make sure to bear the features that mark this company that is mentioned in Revelation and which the Lord will secure in a day to come.

 

1st March 1960

Place not given

From Paroles d’Édification Mutuelle 

 






Scripture references

John 1:35-44 (JND) [35] Again, on the morrow, there stood John and two of his disciples. [36] And, looking at Jesus as he walked, he says, Behold the Lamb of God. [37] And the two disciples heard him speaking, and followed Jesus. [38] But Jesus having turned, and seeing them following, says to them, What seek ye? And *they* said to him, Rabbi (which, being interpreted, signifies Teacher), where abidest thou? [39] He says to them, Come and see. They went therefore, and saw where he abode; and they abode with him that day. It was about the tenth hour. [40] Andrew, the brother of Simon Peter, was one of the two who heard [this] from John and followed him. [41] He first finds his own brother Simon, and says to him, We have found the Messias (which being interpreted is Christ). [42] And he led him to Jesus. Jesus looking at him said, Thou art Simon, the son of Jonas; thou shalt be called Cephas (which interpreted is stone). [43] On the morrow he would go forth into Galilee, and Jesus finds Philip, and says to him, Follow me. [44] And Philip was from Bethsaida, of the city of Andrew and Peter.

John 8:12 (JND) [12] Again therefore Jesus spoke to them, saying, I am the light of the world; he that follows me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life.

Revelation 14:3-5 (JND) [3] and they sing a new song before the throne, and before the four living creatures and the elders. And no one could learn that song save the hundred [and] forty-four thousand who were bought from the earth. [4] These are they who have not been defiled with women, for they are virgins: these are they who follow the Lamb wheresoever it goes. These have been bought from men [as] first-fruits to God and to the Lamb: [5] and in their mouths was no lie found; [for] they are blameless.

Genesis 22:7-8 (JND) [7] And Isaac spoke to Abraham his father, and said, My father! And he said, Here am I, my son. And he said, Behold the fire and the wood; but where is the sheep for a burnt-offering? [8] And Abraham said, My son, God will provide himself with the sheep for a burnt-offering. And they went both of them together.

John 12:31-32 (JND) [31] Now is [the] judgment of this world; now shall the prince of this world be cast out: [32] and I, if I be lifted up out of the earth, will draw all to me.

Matthew 7:14 (JND) [14] For narrow the gate and straitened the way that leads to life, and they are few who find it.

Ephesians 5:27 (JND) [27] that *he* might present the assembly to himself glorious, having no spot, or wrinkle, or any of such things; but that it might be holy and blameless.



SIFTED AND REFINED

Luke 22: 31, 32

Amos 9: 9

Proverbs 25: 4, 5

I desire to speak briefly about these two exercises relating to being sifted on the one hand and refined on the other.  This is a work that is going on among us now, dear brethren.  To endure the sifting is a harsh experience, although refining is perhaps even more challenging in that it penetrates deeply into us.

In the first passage that we have read, Peter and the other disciples were to be sifted.  The Lord says: “Satan has demanded to have you, to sift you as wheat”; “to sift you” in the plural, that is to say, all of you.  “But I have besought for thee”, the Lord says to Peter, “that thy faith fail not”.  Whatever instrument Satan may use, or whether the sifting comes directly from God, there is not much difference in the end.  Peter no doubt had plenty of confidence in himself, which required that he should be sifted and that he should judge himself.  But what is important in this operation of sifting is the result, the wheat, and God does not want that to be lost.  This is the reason why I have read in Amos, because God says that, in a day to come, He will “shake the house of Israel… like as one shaketh corn in a sieve”, and He adds, “yet shall not the least grain fall upon the earth”, the wheat must not be lost.  It is important to recognise this.  In Jeremiah 23, we read, “what is the chaff to the wheat?”  It may be that there is a lot of straw mixed in which what God is seeking, that is to say the wheat.  What is the wheat unless it is the result of God’s work in us, as having taken on the features of the second Man who is from heaven?  The wheat represents what is heavenly in the saints.  That is what God is seeking.  We can rest assured that God will preserve the wheat and that “not the least grain” will fall to the earth.

If this thought has place in our mind, it will help us much in any exercise we to go through; to be entirely in the hands of God.  Moreover, Christ is constantly interceding sympathetically for the saints when they have to go through all sorts of exercises.  Indeed, even before Peter had to go through this ordeal, before the sifting had begun, the Lord had already prayed for him, and prayed for him so that his faith might not fail.  It is this that matters, not the details of the circumstances that can be produced.  God will concern Himself with the circumstances; He says: “I will be to you for a Father, and ye shall be to me for sons and daughters, saith the Lord Almighty”.  But what matters is that faith should not fail, that the work of God goes on, that it deepens further and deeper through exercises that the Lord may put us through, so that wheat comes into evidence as being what God conserves as a result of all this sifting.

Dear brethren, we can rejoice in the thought that God purposes to bring us, each and every one, to be in correspondence with the second Man who is from heaven.  “Such as the heavenly one, such also the heavenly ones”, 1 Cor 15: 48.  Thus, we must take moral character from the second Man who is from heaven before bearing His image.  “And as we have borne the image of the one made of dust, we shall bear also the image of the heavenly one”.  But before we hear the image of the heavenly one, we have to take on the moral features of the heavenly; hence the necessity for sifting.  The wheat is in view, and not one grain of it will be lost.

In the passage in the book of Proverbs, the idea is not sifting but refining, what can be more testing, more severe, in that it implies the presence of fire.  When one is sifted, one is shaken as long as the work goes on; but the Lord has prayed for us so our faith should not fail.  When one comes to refining, it goes on until there comes forth “a vessel for the refiner”.  There again, we must always have in our minds the great end pursued, to know “a vessel for the refiner”.  That is what is in view in the great exercises through which the assemblies pass, a vessel that pleases the refiner.  The assembly is a great vessel of the service of God, the great vessel of God’s glory.  She will be such eternally, she will be such in the world to come.  It is the masterpiece of all divine work, capable of satisfying the heart of God by the intelligent praise which she will give under the direction of Christ, capable also of expressing the glory of God for the whole universe in the world to come and in eternity.  What a marvellous vessel!  We can therefore understand that many things disappear in the refining exercises, so that it results in such a vessel, “a vessel for the refiner”.  I am assured, dear brethren, that in always having present in our minds the object of sifting on the one hand, and of refining on the other, we will receive support to face exercises, and our souls will receive much profit.

All that relates to sifting is in God’s hands, or in the Lord’s hands, and not the least grain of wheat will fall to the earth.  All that belongs to refining is in the hands of the refiner, in the Lord’s hands, but the result will be “a vessel for the refiner”.

 

CROYDON

27th May 1960

From Paroles d’Édification Mutuelle 

_____________________

 






Scripture references

Luke 22:31-32 (JND) [31] And the Lord said, Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded to have you, to sift [you] as wheat; [32] but *I* have besought for thee that thy faith fail not; and *thou*, when once thou hast been restored, confirm thy brethren.

Amos 9:9 (JND) [9] For behold, I command, and I will shake the house of Israel to and fro among all the nations, like as one shaketh [corn] in a sieve; yet shall not the least grain fall upon the earth.

Proverbs 25:4-5 (JND) [4] Take away the dross from the silver, and there cometh forth a vessel for the refiner: [5] take away the wicked from before the king, and his throne shall be established in righteousness.

Jeremiah 23 (JND) [1] Woe unto the shepherds that destroy and scatter the sheep of my pasture! saith Jehovah. [2] Therefore thus saith Jehovah the God of Israel concerning the shepherds that feed my people: Ye have scattered my flock, and driven them away, and have not visited them: behold, I will visit upon you the evil of your doings, saith Jehovah. [3] And I will gather the remnant of my flock out of all countries whither I have driven them, and will bring them again to their pastures; and they shall be fruitful and shall multiply. …

1 Corinthians 15:48 (JND) [48] Such as he made of dust, such also those made of dust; and such as the heavenly [one], such also the heavenly [ones].



Spiritual Judgment As Making For Our Preservation




SPIRITUAL JUDGMENT AS MAKING FOR OUR PRESERVATION

1 Samuel 7: 15-17

I desire to say a word as to the feature of spiritual judgment which is to be constantly in exercise amongst us both individually and collectively.  It is intended to preserve us as going on in the things of God.  The early part of this chapter takes account of a state of departure among God’s people, but also of recovery, so that .it says they put away their idols and served Jehovah only, and then God came in for them, granting a signal deliverance.  But now this paragraph I have read comes in following on that, as if the Spirit of God would emphasise that there is something needed if we are to be preserved in the gain of what God has graciously recovered to us.  One great feature that makes for our spiritual preservation is the maintenance of this element of spiritual judgment, for judgment is the application of divine principles or the truth of God to particular matters.  Righteousness and judgment, it says, are the foundation of God’s throne (Ps 89: 14); righteousness being the governing principle, that is, what is right before God, and judgment being the application of that principle to particular matters.  And hence it is important that we should all cultivate the faculty of judgment.  We often speak of self-judgment, which is a very necessary matter, but the element of judgment, of particular matters should always be in exercise by us, and having the Spirit of God we are capable of it, for He becomes in us a spirit of judgment.

It says that Samuel judged Israel all the days of his life.  He maintained the exercise of this element all the days of his life, and in a systematic way, going round, as it says, in a circuit.  He went from year to year in a circuit, to Bethel and Gilgal and Mizpah and judged Israel in all those places.  That would convey that what those places stand for was brought to bear continually upon the people of God, in their own practical everyday matters.  What Bethel stands for was brought to bear upon them, and what Gilgal stands for, and what Mizpah stands for, was brought to bear upon them.  It is important that we should thus realise that the Spirit of God has given us some indication of means which we may employ in the exercise of the faculty of spiritual judgment.

Bethel is of course the house of God, where God dwells.  We are ourselves the house of God.  We are always the house of God, in virtue of the presence of the Holy Spirit with us and in us; that is not simply when we are convened, but at all times.  Christians having the Holy Spirit constitute the dwelling place of God, and hence that is to be borne in mind by us as to what befits the house of God.  The Psalm so often quoted by us leaves us in no doubt as to that, “Thy testimonies are very sure: holiness becometh thy house, O Jehovah, for ever”, Ps 93: 5.  Whatever form the house of God has taken down the ages, whether the tabernacle or the temple or now the assembly, holiness has become it.  “Thy testimonies are very sure”.  Instances could be brought forward from the Scripture to show that God always insists on the maintenance of the holiness of His house, and hence that is a matter which we are to carry with us.  The Spirit of God, God Himself dwelling by the Spirit in us, would constantly remind us of it.  When thoughts arise in our hearts, contemplated actions, before the thought has been translated into action; let this element of judgment be brought to bear upon it, that God is dwelling in His house by the Spirit.  Paul in writing to Timothy says, “These things I write to thee, hoping to come to thee more quickly; but if I delay, in order that thou mayest know how one ought to conduct oneself in God’s house”, 1 Tim 3: 14, 15.  The house of God regulates our conduct, because God Himself dwells there.  And not only is that so in regard to the assembly at large, but it is even so in regard to each one of us individually, for “your body”, it says, “is the temple of the Holy Spirit which is in you, which ye have of God”, 1 Cor 6: 19.  God Himself in grace has deigned to take up His dwelling place in us, the body of each believer being the temple of the Holy Spirit, and that is a matter to be borne in mind as something that is to regulate us constantly, and to enable us to arrive at a judgment of the suitability or unsuitability of anything that we may contemplate doing.  Indeed, the great thing is that we should learn, and seek the Lord’s help by the Spirit, to control our minds.  It says, “he that sows to his own flesh, shall reap corruption from the flesh”, Gal 6: 8.  And I believe the way we sow to the flesh, our own flesh, is by allowing our minds to run riot, and not seeing to it that they are controlled by the Spirit of God.  It is significant that the scripture says, “he that sows to his own flesh”; that is, not the flesh generally, but his flesh, one’s own propensities, the particular form that the flesh in oneself tends to take.  That is specially to be guarded against, that it is not sown to.  The truth of the house of God will help us in these matters, and this is one feature of Samuel’s service when he judged Israel from year to year at Bethel.  Year after year the people of God found this element of the house of God was reiterated to them, brought to bear upon them by Samuel in the exercise of his judgment.

Then there was Gilgal.  Gilgal is a reminder to us day by day of the circumcision of the Christ, and of our having been circumcised in the circumcision of the Christ.  That is, it is a reminder to us of the death of Christ and of the only right answer to it in our own souls in the understanding that flesh must be cut off, that cutting off having actually taken place vicariously in the death of Christ.  He assumed in grace flesh and blood condition in order that by His death the condition of sinful flesh in which we were involved might be ended, and, as appropriating the truth, we have to make sharp knives as it says in Joshua.  That is, we have to be drastic in the power of the Holy Spirit in applying the truth of circumcision to ourselves.  As the people of God did so, Jehovah said, “This day have I rolled away the reproach of Egypt from off you”, Josh 5: 9.  As long as any features of the flesh are in evidence and allowed amongst us, it is a reproach to us.  We are carrying with us a taint of the world, a taint of that out of which we have been redeemed for the pleasure of God.  It is for us to take up in our minds how blessedly the truth has been established for the pleasure of God in Christ by means of His death, as it says in the epistle to the Corinthians, “these things were some of you; but ye have been washed, but ye have been sanctified, but ye have been justified in the name of the Lord Jesus”, 1 Cor 6: 11.  That is the objective side of the truth that has come to pass for us in Christ, and we have appropriated it by faith, and it is accredited to us.  But the scripture goes on to say, “And by the Spirit of our God”. That is, God contemplates that there should be the power of the Holy Spirit.  “Ye have been washed ... and by the Spirit of our God”; it means in the power of the Spirit of our God, implying that, as the Spirit of God is given His place, there is a subjective answer in us to our position objectively, as having in Christ been washed and sanctified and justified.  So, as I say, Samuel from year to year brought Gilgal to bear upon the people of God.

Then there was Mizpah, and the name Mizpah means “Watch tower”, and a Scripture in Genesis will help as to the application of Mizpah.  I refer to Genesis 31, the end of verse 48, “Therefore was the name of it called Galeed—and Mizpah; for he said, Let Jehovah watch between me and thee, when we shall be hidden one from another: if thou shouldest afflict my daughters, or if thou shouldest take wives besides my daughters—no man is with us; see, God is witness between me and thee!” That is the idea of Mizpah, that when we are separated from one another, when none of the brethren is present to see, God is seeing, God is a witness.  Laban says; “When we shall be hidden one from another”.  When we are not in one another’s company, when there is no human witness of anything that is being done, bear in mind that God is witness.  And so Samuel brought that to bear upon, the people of God year after year as he went round in a circuit, and as matters that had arisen came under his notice, and were brought to him for judgment, he would say, Do not forget that God is witness, when we are parted from one another.  When there is no one looking on, do not forget that God is a witness.

These are three important elements that come into this matter of spiritual judgment, as intended to be applied by us constantly with a view to our preservation, for, as was said in prayer, our God is a consuming fire.  Everyone knows what his flesh is; as the Scripture says, “The heart is deceitful above all things, and incurable”, Jer 17: 9; anyone who knows anything of having to do with God understands that, but there is the power to move in superiority to the flesh, and to be preserved in superiority to it in the Holy Spirit.  The spiritual meaning of these particular features of Bethel, of Gilgal and of Mizpah is intended to be remembered by us as a means by which, with the Spirit’s help, we may be preserved.

It says, “his return was to Ramah; for there was his house, and there he judged Israel; and there he built an altar: to Jehovah”, 1 Sam 7: 17.  Now he is bringing in a fourth item, which can be used for our spiritual preservation.  He is bringing in our private household relations with God.  Samuel always returned to Ramah, for it says, “there was his house”, and “there he built an altar to Jehovah”.  He was careful there to maintain his own personal links with the Lord, and he would remind us of the importance of maintaining our own personal links with the Lord day by day, seeing to it that the altar is availed of, not in a formal way, but in a real way, and as this is done it will be another feature that will serve to preserve us.  That is what was impressed upon me to speak of this evening, the importance of every one of us cultivating and maintaining this element of spiritual judgment in the fear of God, and the way the teaching relating to these four places, Bethel, Gilgal, Mizpah and Ramah is intended by God to serve as a help so that we should be preserved in His fear.

 

Given at a meeting for ministry – place and date not known

_____________________

 


Scripture references

1 Samuel 7:15-17 (JND) [15] And Samuel judged Israel all the days of his life. [16] And he went from year to year in circuit to Bethel, and Gilgal, and Mizpah, and judged Israel in all those places. [17] And his return was to Ramah; for there was his house, and there he judged Israel; and there he built an altar to Jehovah.

Psalms 89:14 (JND) [14] Righteousness and judgment are the foundation of thy throne; loving-kindness and truth go before thy face.

Psalms 93:5 (JND) [5] Thy testimonies are very sure: holiness becometh thy house, O Jehovah, for ever.

1 Timothy 3:14-15 (JND) [14] These things I write to thee, hoping to come to thee more quickly; [15] but if I delay, in order that thou mayest know how one ought to conduct oneself in God's house, which is [the] assembly of [the] living God, [the] pillar and base of the truth.

1 Corinthians 6:19 (JND) [19] Do ye not know that your body is [the] temple of the Holy Spirit which [is] in you, which ye have of God; and ye are not your own?

Galatians 6:8 (JND) [8] For he that sows to his own flesh, shall reap corruption from the flesh; but he that sows to the Spirit, from the Spirit shall reap eternal life:

Joshua 5:9 (JND) [9] And Jehovah said to Joshua, This day have I rolled away the reproach of Egypt from off you. And the name of the place was called Gilgal to this day.

1 Corinthians 6:11 (JND) [11] And these things were some of you; but ye have been washed, but ye have been sanctified, but ye have been justified in the name of the Lord Jesus, and by the Spirit of our God.

Genesis 31 (JND) [1] And he heard the words of Laban's sons, saying, Jacob has taken away all that was our father's, and of what was our father's he has acquired all this glory. [2] And Jacob saw the countenance of Laban, and behold, it was not toward him as previously. [3] And Jehovah said to Jacob, Return into the land of thy fathers, and to thy kindred; and I will be with thee. …

Jeremiah 17:9 (JND) [9] The heart is deceitful above all things, and incurable; who can know it?

1 Samuel 7:17 (JND) [17] And his return was to Ramah; for there was his house, and there he judged Israel; and there he built an altar to Jehovah.



PRAYER


Luke 3: 21, 22; 22: 39- 46

John 15: 7, 8, 16, 17 

Psalm 122: 3-9

I feel impressed, beloved brethren, to say a word as to prayer, prayer characteristically and prayer specifically, both individual and collective, because prayer is one of the most important things that we are called upon to give ourselves to. It is not limited to those who are advanced in the faith, or especially spiritual, for the apostle in writing to the Thessalonian saints who at the time were very young in the faith, only perhaps a few weeks old, said to them, “pray without ceasing”. Moreover, he said to those same saints, “Brethren, pray for us”. It is a remarkable thing that the apostle and his fellowworkers should desire and value the prayers of very young believers, and I would commend that to young believers, to begin early to pray for other needs besides their own personal ones and their own exercises, because to have to do with God and with the Lord in prayer and to begin to take up in prayer divine interests however simply it may be done, will be of great help to oneself as well as, of course, tending to promote the interests of God, for we cannot cultivate being in the presence of God without being greatly helped by it. These are days in which it is of all importance that we should become stable in the truth and happy in it too, that we may have real liberty and also joy, mingled, of course, with right feelings, involving the sorrow, s of the testimony. It is a day in which it is urgent that we should prove the power and reality of Christianity, everyone for himself or herself, and not leave it for a few. We are to pay attention to our roots and foundations, and to cultivate being in the presence of the Lord and of God will go a long way to helping us become stronger spiritually.

Now in the passage I commenced with, in the third chapter of Luke’s gospel, the Lord is presented as praying. It is where He first comes out under public notice in the testimony.  He had been under public notice to some extent before, for it is said that He “advanced in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God and men”, Luke 2: 52. Men had taken account of Him, but now as He is about to come out and take up His service publicly, He is presented not only as being baptised, but as also praying. We are not told what He was praying about, but the fact is simply stated that He was praying, and we are intended to gather from that, that it was characteristic of Him that He was characterised by prayer, and that indeed is a feature of true manhood. It is man’s glory, true glory, that he is dependent upon God, that he does not assume to be self-supporting or self-sufficient but that he needs God and depends upon Him. That is true glory in manhood, and it was specially set out in the Lord Jesus when He first appeared to take up His service publicly. It was then the voice from heaven said, “Thou art my beloved Son in thee I have found my delight”.  God is referring to what Jesus had been under His eye during the period of about thirty years which had then elapsed.  That is an important matter to pay attention to dear brethren, that if we are to have liberty and power with God in prayer, it is necessary that we should be pleasing to Him in the circumstances in which He has set us. There is nothing necessarily showy about that, nothing that makes anything of us, nothing that appeals to the natural man, but to be pleasing to God in the circumstances which He has ordered for us, whether it be in home life or business or school life, to be pleasing to Him in them is one of the first things that we have to learn. Dependence upon God, lowliness, and contentment in the acceptance of everything as from Him are features of moral excellence which are depicted in Psalm 16, which sets out for us in detail the various features of moral excellence which were seen in the Lord Jesus in His pathway here amongst men. I have no doubt it was exactly what was of this character under God’s eye during the thirty years of the life of Jesus, that called forth the statement from heaven, “Thou art my beloved son, in thee I have found my delight”. If I may so say, it constituted the basis of the power which the Lord had in prayer with God.

So God takes notice of us individually, dear brethren. Perhaps we are apt to forget that God’s government goes on all the time. If we do what is right, it is in our favour, but if not, it is adverse, and we need to remember that. You remember in Ezekiel 14, God mentions three men, Noah, Daniel, and Job who were outstandingly marked by practical righteousness, and God mentions them in that connection. He had taken account of their lives. Noah and Job had long since passed off the scene, but God was still thinking of them and remembering them by name, so much had their personal lives as characterised by practical righteousness come under His notice. So that centuries afterwards, God refers to them by name. Daniel, on the other hand, was still alive when God spoke thus through Ezekiel and was a comparatively young man. God was taking account of that young man walking in the midst of general departure, and it would seem that he had considerable influence with God. Then in Jeremiah 15, God speaks of Moses and Samuel as men who had had power with Him in intercession. What a thing that is, to have power with God! It is possible, if we have power with God, to exert a far greater influence by means of our prayers than by means of anything we may do or say. God refers to these men to show how bad the state of things was, that even though Moses and Samuel were interceding for the people their state was such that He could not come in on behalf of the people. That was to show how very extreme the position was, but it also indicates that God takes account of what we are, and that it is possible for us to have influence and power with Him.

In Luke 5 we find crowds coming to Jesus, but He withdrew Himself into the desert places and was praying. That is a word for those who serve, that they are to beware of undue publicity or popularity, and if anything of that sort arises, their wisdom is to withdraw to desert places; that is, to withdraw from everything that would pander to the flesh. I am not suggesting, of course, that the Lord Jesus had any occasion to pay attention to that consideration; I am not suggesting that for one moment, but His actions were intended as an example to us. If there is anything in the course of our service that might tend to elate the flesh, then wisdom lies in withdrawing from it and praying. So that we come into the presence of God, and things are seen just as they are, and you are seen just as you are, and that is where safety lies. Then in the following chapter we find that the Lord went into a mountain to pray, and continued all night in prayer to God. There was something special to pray about, something of great importance. It was a question of choosing the twelve, and one of them to be a devil, the son of perdition. You can understand what it would mean to the Lord Jesus to have to select the twelve and that it should be required of Him that one of those twelve should be a son of perdition. There may be occasions when the urgency of the matters to be prayed for and the amount that there is to be prayed for, call for a certain surrender of the time we may normally spend in sleep. You will remember that the altar of incense was part of the service of the tabernacle, and the altar of incense refers to prayer in relation to divine interests, and whenever the lamps were lit and trimmed, the service of the altar of incense had to be carried on. The candlestick has the testimony in view, but it is to be supported by prayer in the Spirit.

So, dear brethren, in chapter 9 of the same gospel we find the Lord praying alone, and further, in verse 28, He took Peter and John and James and went up into a mountain to pray. “And as he prayed, the fashion of his countenance was altered, and his raiment was white and glistering”, showing that if we pray we may find ourselves introduced into heavenly scenes where for a moment, we may leave behind the exercises that call for prayer and find ourselves in a position of privilege. How suggestive it is, that it was “as he prayed the fashion of his countenance was altered”.       He took on, as it were, heavenly glory. All these things are delineated for us in the gospel of Luke, which particularly sets out the feature of manhood according to God as presented perfectly in Christ, and intended to be taken account of by His people. Again, in chapter 11, the Lord is seen praying “in a certain place”; that is to say, prayer there has in mind local needs.  That is something that every brother and sister ought to take up in prayer not only at the prayer meeting, but privately as well. If I may be permitted, I would like to say to any brother who has not enjoyed much in the way of liberty in thanksgiving and praise in divine service, that I believe that if we cultivate private and specific prayer in relation to divine interests, it will promote liberty with God, and when the time for liberty arises, we shall find ourselves set free.

What comes into view in Luke 11 is not only the importance of praying in relation to local needs but the need of being specific in our prayers. There is prayer as characteristic of us and indicating dependence, but there is also specific prayer. Hence the need of knowing what to ask for, and asking for it. So the Lord says, “If a son shall ask bread of any of you that is a father, will he give him a stone? or if he ask a fish, will he for a fish give him a serpent?  Or if he shall ask an egg, will he offer him a scorpion?”  The Lord is suggesting definiteness in prayer, that we are to know whether to ask for bread, or for a fish, or for an egg. All these things are in relation to local needs, and the importance, therefore, of knowing what is needed in the locality, because the whole setting of that passage is that the Lord may come to visit that locality to see what is there, and the one who prays is faced with the possibility that he may have nothing to set before Him when He comes. “Which of you”, the Lord says, “shall have a friend, and shall go unto him at midnight, and say unto him, Friend, lend me three loaves; for a friend of mine in his journey is come to me, and I have nothing to set before him”. It is suggestive of the Lord coming unexpectedly to see what He finds in a certain locality, and the responsibility of those there who are concerned that the Lord will not find an absence of anything He can appreciate. So we are to pray, and know whether the need is food, which the bread might suggest, or whether there is a need for spiritual energy which the fish might suggest, or whether what is needed is, so to speak, life in embryo, which the egg might suggest, the need for the coming generation. The whole point I believe, in the passage is that we should have regard for what the needs are, and be specific in our prayers.

To refer now to the passage in Luke 22, we come to a most solemn moment in the path of the Lord Jesus, and it is a question of how the will of God is to be carried through to completion, for that is what was immediately before the mind of the Lord. The time had arrived when so far as His service was concerned, matters were to be brought to completion. It meant for Him not only the severest suffering at the hands of men, but it involved specially the bearing of sin and being abandoned by His God. In that, of course, He stands alone, but the scene in Gethsemane’s garden is not the actual abandonment, but it is Satan bringing to bear upon the mind and spirit of the Lord Jesus before the moment had actually arrived, what would be involved if He continued right through, and completed the work which had been given Him to do. In that sense, it may become pattern for us, not that we shall ever have to face any test that in the slightest degree approaches to the severity of this test, but at the same time, what is seen is that the Lord was facing the question of carrying through the will of God to completion, and it was the realisation of what was involved in this that He rightly and in holiness shrank from. He was free to pray, “if thou be willing, remove this cup from me; nevertheless not my will, but thine, be done”. The incident is rather one for contemplation, beloved brethren, than for much to be said upon it, but here is the Lord faced with all that was involved in the carrying through of the will of God to completion, and as understanding all that it meant, in holiness shrinking from it. “Father, if thou be willing, remove this cup from me; nevertheless not my will, but thine, be done”. God would have us watchful that no element of will that is contrary to His has place with us. Then it says that “there appeared an angel unto him from heaven, strengthening him. And being in an agony he prayed more earnestly; and his sweat was as it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground”. A wonderful passage for us, showing that greater intensity of exercise is right at certain times than at others, not that exercise is not proper at all times, but it is fitting that certain matters should call for it in greater degree.

The Lord says to His disciples in verse 40, “Pray that ye enter not into temptation”. Then in verse 45 it says” when he rose up from prayer, and was come to his disciples, he found them sleeping for sorrow. And said unto them, Why sleep ye? Rise and pray, lest ye enter into temptation”. Now the point was that Satan was near, and Satan is near us, and we may rest assured that as the testimony is being carried to completion, he will do his utmost to overcome the saints in some way or another. And hence the need of prayer; “rise and pray”. It is not the time for sleeping. I am not speaking, of course, of literal sleep; it is the time for rising up and praying, and praying that we may not enter into temptation. The dispensation is about to close and the Lord is looking to it that we should carry forward every feature of the truth to completion. It is urgent that we should be constant in prayer and not find ourselves in a position that we have not faith for, and thus be led into temptation and fail in regard of the testimony. There is no reason, of course, why we should fail. The Lord said, “rise and pray that ye enter not into temptation”.

Well now, passing from that, I wanted in the passage in John 15 to show that the Lord contemplates that we should have power with God, and I believe the Lord has in mind in this scripture what will mark us as moving on together. I do not mean necessarily limiting it to collective prayer, though it would include that; but the point the Lord has in mind is that His disciples should be going on together as committed to God’s testimony. And as feeling what is to be in a world in which they are hated, the Lord stresses the importance of loving one another. “If the world hate you, ye know that it hated me before it hated you. If ye were of the world, the world would love his own”. So it is contemplated that as we go on, and the nearer we reach to completion, the more we shall become conscious that the world hates us, but that is not to cause us to surrender or in any way to compromise, but we are to find support in the company of the brethren.  The matter is imperative. It is one of the bulwarks of the testimony that whatever has to be met in the outside sphere, the support needed for the position will be found in the circle of the brethren. Hence how important it is that we should cultivate love and enjoy the mutual support and encouragement which the circle of love affords. So the Lord says in verse 7, “If ye abide in me, and my words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall be done unto you”. That is a remarkable statement, showing as I said before that it may be possible for us to effect far more by the power we have with God in prayer than by anything we can do ourselves, and this is evidently open to all. It is not a question of those who are gifted, but “if ye abide me”.  As abiding in Christ we take character from Him; it develops that which will give us power with God. If ye abide in me ... ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall be done unto you”. It is a question of asking what we will and having it answered, which involves, of course, that our prayers are in keeping with the will of God and the needs of the moment.

These are very encouraging statements, and then the Lord says, “Herein is my Father glorified, that ye bear much fruit”, indicating, I believe, that this would be a feature that marked the Lord personally, and now it is to be continued in the disciples. You remember how at the grave of Lazarus the Lord said, “Father, I thank thee that thou hast heard me. And I knew that thou hearest me always”. Think of that! He had already requested something in relation to the raising of Lazarus, but He says, “I knew that thou hearest me always”. That is, every time He prayed, He was heard, every time He asked, He was asking according to God’s will and it was being answered. Think of the power there is in prayer of that nature! Think of the character of the Lord’s prayer in John 17, beginning at the moment that had then arrived and continuing right to the time when we shall behold His glory!

What possibilities there are, beloved brethren, if we would only seek to cultivate the reality of abiding in Christ. Thus shall we become intelligent and understand what the testimony calls for and what the needs of the moment are, because the Lord will continue speaking to the end of the dispensation. There is no question about that. It is an evidence of His love. He says in His word to Philadelphia “because thou hast a little power, and hast kept my word, and hast not denied my name ... behold, I will cause that they shall come and shall do homage before thy feet, and shall know that I have loved thee”, Rev 3: 9. Meaning that He will take us out of it to be with Himself; but He places it on the footing that we have kept the word of His patience. We were saying on a previous occasion that the Lord is patient, and we have to be patient. We have to go on with the testimony not knowing when it is coming to an end. Even the Son takes the place of not knowing the day or the hour.  We know not what hour the testimony may end, but we may get impressions that the end is near at hand. Throughout the period of Christ’s patience He will speak to those who love Him, and His speaking will give us guidance; and as I was saying, He bases His promise to us on the fact that we have kept the word of His patience. It is for us to see that we do it and that we do it on these lines, that His word abides in us and we abide in Him. We can affect the whole course of things in the company, or in the world of Christian profession, by our prayers, if the testimony demands it. There is no limit to what we may do in our prayers if the testimony requires it. You will remember when Joshua was bringing the people into the land and a battle was being waged against the enemy, and, so to speak, the matter was not completed, Joshua called upon the sun to stand still. There was a man asking what the exigencies of the moment required, in order that God’s thoughts in regard of His people should be carried through then and there to completion. He called upon the sun to stand still, and the result was that the victory was completed, and God came into the matter, so that there were more slain by the hail-stones which came down from heaven than were slain by the children of Israel. God will come into the matter if we pray as those who have power with Him.

In conclusion, I read the passage from Psalm 122 in order to add a little increased definiteness to this matter of our prayers. The psalmist is speaking of Jerusalem, and Jerusalem for us means the assembly. Jerusalem was God’s centre of interest upon earth, and that at the present time is unquestionably the assembly. Jerusalem is not exactly Zion, for I understand that Zion in its typical bearing refers to the assembly according to God’s thoughts regarding it, but Jerusalem is more the concrete expression of those thoughts down here; that is to say, when it refers to Jerusalem, it is the assembly just the same, but viewed as in actual expression amongst the saints.  So it says, “Jerusalem is builded as a city that is compact together”, stressing the importance of love among ourselves, for there is nothing so compacting in its influence as love among ourselves. That is something that Satan will always seek to attack, and we must therefore lay ourselves out to preserve love among us.

While I am speaking a great deal about prayer and the importance of making time for it, not only when we are together but also privately, it must not be thought that I am decrying right activity, for there is a call for right activity also. We are told to do whatever our hands find to do, with all our might.  In chapter 10 of Luke we see the activities of love in the good Samaritan. “Take care of him; and, whatsoever thou spendest more, when I come again, I will repay thee”.  It is self-sacrificing love in care for the saints. So that while I am emphasising the great importance of prayer, it must not be thought that I am in any way belittling activity; there must be room made for both. We are to realise increasingly that divine things call for our whole time committal to them; there is no time for anything else. There are legitimate duties, of course, that have to be fulfilled, but the time is such, and the truth that the Lord is giving is such, and the state of the world is such, that divine things call for complete committal to them.

Referring again to this matter of Jerusalem being compacted together, each one of us contributes his own part in it, so that if there is any little element of personal disagreement among the saints which would interfere with this compacting together, it must be got rid of.  Self-judgment and forgiveness must come in, forgiveness specially marking our day, “forgiving one another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you”, Eph 4: 32. What a glorious time was the year of jubilee in Israel, and that is what is characteristic of this day of Christianity, the glorious year of jubilee; see Lev 25: 8-10. 

Then it says, “Whither the tribes go up, the tribes of the Lord unto the testimony of Israel, to give thanks unto the name of the Lord”. That is suggestive of the service of God in the assembly.  Thank God, we are being greatly helped in it. “Whither the tribes go up ... to give thanks unto the name of the Lord”. How it speaks to us of the breaking of bread in these last days. I am only indicating certain things in connection with the assembly that may well enter into our prayers, for they are to be preserved to the end. We are to be exercised to exclude everything that would militate against love. And then the service of God in the assembly maintained and taking on the spiritual features that the Lord intended it should take on. How necessary it is that we should understand the truth, in order that it may come into expression in the service of God. All those exercises, dear brethren, may be taken up in the service of prayer.

“There are set thrones of judgment, the thrones of the house of David”. Matters are to be judged according to God and judged in a dignified way, from thrones.  It is part of divine glory in the assembly that matters are dealt with according to God in power and with dignity. That is another matter that may well enter into our prayers, that whatever arises it may be dealt with in a way that glorifies God, and if it is a matter that the consciences of the saints should be exercised about, that they might answer to it. All these things are in mind, and so the psalmist says, “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem”. We can rest assured that the more the truth of the assembly is finding expression among the saints, the more will Satan seek to get in by any way he can.  And therefore we are to pray for the peace of Jerusalem. Conditions may arise in the world that will threaten the peace of Jerusalem. You will remember that when the apostles were threatened in the fourth of Acts, being let go it says, “they went to their own company, and ... they (that is, the company) lifted up their voice to God with one accord”. They all with one accord took up the matter in prayer, and it says that the place was shaken where they were assembled together. God answered them, and the testimony was divinely supported and protected.

Finally, dear brethren, the psalmist says, “Peace be within thy walls, and prosperity within thy palaces”, the walls suggesting the maintenance of divine principles by means of which all that is precious is preserved and all that is evil is excluded. And the palaces representing the side of privilege. So we see again the importance of prayer. You remember how Daniel when he knew that the edict had been signed that there should be no prayer made to God or man, with his windows open towards Jerusalem, he prayed three times a day as was his wont. He was praying for the peace of Jerusalem. Jerusalem was in ruins and he was praying three times a day in relation to it as was his wont, although the edict had been passed. We know how God supported him. In chapter 10 an angel appeared to him and said, “Fear not, Daniel; for from the first day that thou didst set thine heart to understand, and to chasten thyself before thy God, thy words were heard, and I am come for thy words”. The angel did not come to him till three weeks later, but he told Daniel that from the first day he had prayed, he had been heard. All this is brought before us that we may be encouraged to take up divine interests in prayer and to persevere in it, and if we do, we may know something of what Daniel experienced when he was told that he was a man greatly beloved.

It is open to us in our own measure to take up this service of prayer and pray in relation to divine interests, and as we do so we may become as the Lord says, disciples of His; we shall bear much fruit and in that way become disciples of His.

May the Lord strengthen us and encourage us to this end, for His Name’s sake.

 

Place and date not known
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Luke 3:21-22 (JND) [21] And it came to pass, all the people having been baptised, and Jesus having been baptised and praying, that the heaven was opened, [22] and the Holy Spirit descended in a bodily form as a dove upon him; and a voice came out of heaven, *Thou* art my beloved Son, in thee I have found my delight.

Luke 22:39-46 (JND) [39] And going forth he went according to his custom to the mount of Olives, and the disciples also followed him. [40] And when he was at the place he said to them, Pray that ye enter not into temptation. [41] And he was withdrawn from them about a stone's throw, and having knelt down he prayed, [42] saying, Father, if thou wilt remove this cup from me: but then, not my will, but thine be done. [43] And an angel appeared to him from heaven strengthening him. [44] And being in conflict he prayed more intently. And his sweat became as great drops of blood, falling down upon the earth. [45] And rising up from his prayer, coming to the disciples, he found them sleeping from grief. [46] And he said to them, Why sleep ye? rise up and pray that ye enter not into temptation.

John 15:7-17 (JND) [7] If ye abide in me, and my words abide in you, ye shall ask what ye will and it shall come to pass to you. [8] In this is my Father glorified, that ye bear much fruit, and ye shall become disciples of mine. [9] As the Father has loved me, I also have loved you: abide in my love. [10] If ye shall keep my commandments, ye shall abide in my love, as I have kept my Father's commandments and abide in his love. [11] I have spoken these things to you that my joy may be in you, and your joy be full. [12] This is my commandment, that ye love one another, as I have loved you. [13] No one has greater love than this, that one should lay down his life for his friends. [14] Ye are my friends if ye practise whatever I command you. [15] I call you no longer bondmen, for the bondman does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all things which I have heard of my Father I have made known to you. [16] Ye have not chosen me, but I have chosen you, and have set you that ye should go and [that] ye should bear fruit, and [that] your fruit should abide, that whatsoever ye shall ask the Father in my name he may give you. [17] These things I command you, that ye love one another.

Psalms 122:3-9 (JND) [3] Jerusalem, which art built as a city that is compact together, [4] Whither the tribes go up, the tribes of Jah, a testimony to Israel, to give thanks unto the name of Jehovah. [5] For there are set thrones for judgment, the thrones of the house of David. [6] Pray for the peace of Jerusalem: they shall prosper that love thee. [7] Peace be within thy bulwarks, prosperity within thy palaces. [8] For my brethren and companions' sakes I will say, Peace be within thee! [9] Because of the house of Jehovah our God I will seek thy good.

Luke 2:52 (JND) [52] And Jesus advanced in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God and men.

Psalms 16 (JND) [1] {Michtam of David.} Preserve me, O God: for I trust in thee. [2] Thou [my soul] hast said to Jehovah, Thou art the Lord: my goodness [extendeth] not to thee; [3] To the saints that are on the earth, and to the excellent [thou hast said], In them is all my delight. …

Ezekiel 14 (JND) [1] And there came certain of the elders of Israel unto me, and sat before me. [2] And the word of Jehovah came unto me, saying, [3] Son of man, these men have set up their idols in their heart, and put the stumbling-block of their iniquity before their face: should I be inquired of at all by them? …

Jeremiah 15 (JND) [1] And Jehovah said unto me, Though Moses and Samuel stood before me, my soul [would] not [turn] toward this people. Send [them] out of my sight, and let them go forth. [2] And it shall come to pass, if they say unto thee, Whither shall we go forth? then thou shalt tell them, Thus saith Jehovah: Such as are for death, to death; and such as are for the sword, to the sword; and such as are for the famine, to the famine; and such as are for captivity, to captivity. [3] For I will visit them with four kinds [of punishments], saith Jehovah: the sword to slay, and dogs to tear, and the fowl of the heavens, and the beasts of the earth, to devour and to destroy. …

Luke 5 (JND) [1] And it came to pass, as the crowd pressed on him to hear the word of God, that he was standing by the lake of Gennesaret: [2] and he saw two ships standing by the lake, but the fishermen, having come down from them, were washing their nets. [3] And getting into one of the ships, which was Simon's, he asked him to draw out a little from the land; and he sat down and taught the crowds out of the ship. …

Luke 11 (JND) [1] And it came to pass as he was in a certain place praying, when he ceased, one of his disciples said to him, Lord, teach us to pray, even as John also taught his disciples. [2] And he said to them, When ye pray, say, Father, thy name be hallowed; thy kingdom come; [3] give us our needed bread for each day; …

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

John 15 (JND) [1] I am the true vine, and my Father is the husbandman. [2] [As to] every branch in me not bearing fruit, he takes it away; and [as to] every one bearing fruit, he purges it that it may bring forth more fruit. [3] Ye are already clean by reason of the word which I have spoken to you. …

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. …

Revelation 3:9 (JND) [9] Behold, I make them of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews, and are not, but lie; behold, I will cause that they shall come and shall do homage before thy feet, and shall know that *I* have loved thee.

Psalms 122 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees. Of David.} I rejoiced when they said unto me, Let us go into the house of Jehovah. [2] Our feet shall stand within thy gates, O Jerusalem. [3] Jerusalem, which art built as a city that is compact together, …

Ephesians 4:32 (JND) [32] and be to one another kind, compassionate, forgiving one another, so as God also in Christ has forgiven you.

Leviticus 25:8-10 (JND) [8] And thou shalt count seven sabbaths of years, seven times seven years; so that the days of the seven sabbaths of years be unto thee forty-nine years. [9] Then shalt thou cause the loud sound of the trumpet to go forth in the seventh month, on the tenth of the month; on the day of atonement shall ye cause the trumpet to go forth throughout your land. [10] And ye shall hallow the year of the fiftieth year, and proclaim liberty in the land unto all the inhabitants thereof; a [year of] jubilee shall it be unto you, and ye shall return every man unto his possession, and ye shall return every man unto his family;
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Luke 8: 35; 10: 38-42

1 Chronicles 17: 16-27

I wish to call your attention to three persons who are recorded as sitting.  In the first two cases sitting at the feet of Jesus, and in the third case sitting before Jehovah.  These I believe, present to us certain features that God looks for in those who are of the assembly.  First of all, the feature of moral excellence as taking character from Christ, seen in subjection and being clothed; then secondly, the feature of intelligence, which, I think, is what is in view in Mary; and then thirdly, the feature of the spirit of worship.  I think God would look for all this in the assembly.  In each case, as I say, the person is spoken of as sitting – a spiritual habit which we need to cultivate – the ability to sit; not listlessly, nor self-indulgently, nor self-complacently, but sitting in subjection, and at the same time, in alertness.  That is a thing to be cultivated.

Perhaps there never was more need of it than today, because the tendency in present-day conditions, with things moving at a great pace, is for the mind to move continually from one thing to another, and it is often difficult to acquire a quiet mind; a mind that is alert, and at the same time restful.  That, I believe, is essential—a quiet mind and a quiet spirit—if we are to have our part acceptably in the assembly.  While the Lord Jesus Himself is presented to us as sitting, it is not quite in the same way as it applies to us.  In the case of the Lord Jesus, His sitting position speaks of exaltation, and of the completion of what He has done.  As it is said, “But he, having offered one sacrifice for sins, sat down in perpetuity at the right hand of God, waiting from henceforth until his enemies be set for the footstool of his feet”, Heb 10: 12-13.  And then again in Colossians, “seek the things which are above, where the Christ is, sitting at the right hand of God”, chap 3: 1.  We are to have the light in our souls that Christ is sitting at the right hand of God as indicative of a position of exaltation consequent upon His having completed the work of redemption, and also in order that our minds and affections might be carried to where He is, so as to understand that there is a system of interests connected with Himself where He is, to which we are to devote our attention.  He is also presented as sitting as a Refiner, Mal 3: 3.  That is intended to convey to us the idea that He has a matter in hand to which He is giving deliberate attention, so He sits down to it and attends to it carefully, and deliberately; He is sitting as a Refiner.  That is going on amongst His people in this time, especially amongst those in any degree walking in the truth.  The Lord’s activities as a Refiner are constantly going on, and wisdom lies in recognising it and submitting ourselves.

Now to come to these three.  As I said, we do not want to get the idea of sitting, as applying to ourselves, in any listless or self-indulgent way.  We read of Eli grown old, sitting by the wayside, his heart trembling for the ark, but having no power to stem the course of evil that was over-running Israel.  Then it says, he fell backward and broke his neck, “for the man was old, and heavy”, 1 Sam 4: 18.  We do not want to become like that, through lack of spiritual exercise.  Then we read of Saul who was sitting under a tree at Gibeah, his spear in his hand, 1 Sam 22: 6—a man who would gather others around himself, and was marked by motives of self-seeking.

Now the first of the three who are sitting according to God is the demoniac, or rather the man out of whom the legion had departed; he sets forth the first results of the teaching of grace.  He had been brought into touch with the Lord Jesus.  He is presented as an extreme case—one possessed of a legion of demons, but an extreme case is presented in order to show what the divine intention is, that each of us should be marked by the features that marked this man.  They come and find this man sitting at the feet of Jesus.  Obviously in a position of subjection, and now under a new control; he was clothed, and was now possessed of certain positive characteristics that did not previously mark him; for previously he wore no clothes; he was exposed in his nakedness.  Finally, he was sensible—in his right mind.  Now it may be an elementary thing to say, but it is well to understand that none of us is a free agent, nor is it intended that we should be.  Apart from the grace of God, whether men know it or not, they are the slaves of sin.  In Romans 6 it says, “But thanks be to God, that ye were bondmen of sin, but have obeyed from the heart the form of teaching into which ye were instructed”, v 17—ye were the bondmen of sin.  God’s way in grace to secure men and women for the assembly, which is the great object of God’s operations in this time, is to bring them under the sway of Christ.  He has no other way.  It is not God’s intention that any one of us should be lawless or marked by self-will.  His one way of delivering souls from lawlessness, and securing them for Himself and His own pleasure and the assembly, is to bring each one under the influence and sway of Christ.

Now this man was there; he was sitting at the feet of Jesus.  It says in Romans 6 that we were the bondmen of sin, but “have become bondmen to righteousness”, v 18; not become free agents to do what you will, but you come under the sway of that principle—righteousness.  The world is a great system of sin, where every kind of will and fancy of man is catered for.  Now the Lord Jesus has come in and died to sin once, in order that we might understand that God has set us free from the dominion of sin; grace entitles us to reckon ourselves “dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus”.  “He has died to sin once for all; but in that he lives, he lives to God”, Rom 6: 10-11.  God has brought in, in Christ, a Man great enough in His own moral excellence to transform everyone brought into touch with Him.  Never was it more seen, I suppose, than in the case of the apostle Paul.  He was taken up by God to set forth livingly every feature of the truth.  He was a pattern sinner, an insolent overbearing man; the kind of man that you would not find it at all easy to get on with.  In addition, a blasphemer and persecutor who breathed out threatenings and slaughter against the disciples of the Lord, but what does he become? We all know what Paul became.  “I myself, Paul, entreat you by the meekness and gentleness of the Christ”, 2 Cor 10: 1.  He says, “I myself, Paul”, as though he would set himself before them.  They all knew well what his history had been, but he could now set himself before them and say, “I myself, Paul, entreat you by the meekness and gentleness of the Christ”.  If Paul had not himself been marked by a spirit of meekness and gentleness, he would not have dared to say that.  I know this is fundamental, but I would urge it upon you, and young believers especially.  Do not think, because you have trusted Christ, and received forgiveness of sins, and the gift of the Holy Spirit, that that is everything.  God has indeed forgiven your sins, and you are entitled to rejoice in His favour, for He is holding nothing against you, but has brought you into favour in Christ, the Beloved.  You can be in the enjoyment of the love of God, but He intends that you should understand that the One who has redeemed you is the One to whom you are to live.  Christ “gave himself for us, that he might redeem us from all lawlessness, and purify to himself a peculiar people, zealous for good works”, Tit 2: 14.  You notice what it says, “to himself”.  Henceforth the believer’s attitude of mind and spirit is towards Christ.  What a subduing and sanctifying effect that has.  You begin to discover in you some element of self-seeking, perhaps seeking a reputation even amongst the people of God, for “The heart is deceitful above all things, and incurable; who can know it?” but then, “I Jehovah search the heart”, Jer 17: 9-10.  Thank God He does!  In faithfulness He discloses what is in our hearts, and at the same time freshly reminds us that He Himself went into death that it might be for ever set aside from before God.  Our blessing lies in living to Him.  As the element of self-seeking or wanting a reputation arises, the Lord speaks to you.  He reminds you that He was in the form of God, that He is God; He did not think it robbery to be equal with God—“did not esteem it an object of rapine to be on an equality with God; but emptied himself, taking a bondman’s form”, Phil 2: 6-7.  The Lord reminds us of these things, counteracting what comes to light in our hearts by what is resident in Himself.  This man was sitting at the feet of Jesus clothed.  He had previously been naked—worn no clothes; all the wretchedness of the flesh was openly manifest in him.  They now find him sitting at the feet of Jesus clothed.  What kind of clothing would you like to appear in?  God has indicated the Man in whom He delights; it is because of the moral excellence that has come to light in Jesus that God has “highly exalted him, and granted him a name, that which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow”, Phil 2: 9-10: the name of the One who made Himself of no reputation and took a bondman’s form.  That is the extent to which love would go.  God wants His assembly to be composed of persons who have taken on the features of Christ and of no other—this is essential.  When He had in mind to bring in deliverance for His people Israel in view of His house, He raised up David, a man after His own heart.  Saul was outwardly head, but he was not the man of God’s choice; God found David a man after His own heart and set him up over His people, and in result they all came to appreciate David and repudiate the other man.

This man in Luke 8 is found sitting at the feet of Jesus clothed and sensible.  I do not think that supposes a large measure of intelligence, but that his mind is in the right direction.  Previously his mind was entirely wrong, under the influence of evil, and Romans 6 is very much occupied with getting our minds in the right direction.  You yield yourself to God, you take account of yourself as “dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus”, v 11.  Grace having set us in that position—bondmen of righteousness—you are wholly yielded to that principle.  A bondman is completely yielded to the person to whom he is bondman.  As yielding ourselves, our “members instruments of righteousness to God”, v 13, we become bondmen of righteousness, and then it says, “bondmen to God”, v 22.  There is nothing to be ashamed of in being bondmen.  Each of the five apostles who have been taken up to write to us, Peter, John, James, Jude and Paul, speaks of himself as a bondman, John in the Revelation, and the others in one or other of the epistles.  There is nothing to be ashamed of in being a bondman of righteousness, a bondman of God, a bondman of Christ— “the freeman being called is Christ’s bondman”, 1 Cor 7: 22.  To be bondmen is God’s way of completely delivering us and securing us for His pleasure.

Well now, when we come to Luke 10, we have an advance on chapter 8, and I believe intelligence is more particularly in view in this chapter.  In chapter 8 it is a question of subjection especially, and as a result, taking on moral features that are pleasing to God, which are derived from Christ, but chapter 10 is a question of intelligence—characteristically listening to the word of Christ.  The chapter raises the question as to what the Lord looks for and finds in places where His people live.  He does not find the same conditions in one place as He does in another.  The exercise is, what kind of conditions He is going to find in this place or that?  The chapter begins with the Lord sending out seventy, two by two, “into every city and place where he himself was about to come”.  That is a serious consideration!  The Lord sending out the seventy has specially in view Paul’s ministry, that is something additional to the ministry of the twelve in chapter 9.  The Lord is coming to see what the result is, to take account of what is there as the result of the ministry that He has given.  Well, one cannot dwell on the chapter now, but an important point is that we are to rejoice that our names are written in heaven, v 20.  That is, we keep our mind in that direction, we take account that our calling is heavenly, and this will give its character, lustre and dignity to what there is for God in the place.  As in Ephesians—“walk worthy of the calling wherewith ye have been called”, chap 4: 1.  That is, you test things; you test your behaviour in the assembly, you test what is going on in the assembly; is it in keeping with the heavenly calling?

Then in the parable of the Good Samaritan, as we speak of it, the Lord shows the spirit in which His interests in the locality are to be cared for—“Take care of him”, Luke 10: 35.  The spirit really of the new covenant, the spirit of grace; the spirit of supply and not demand; not the official spirit of the priest and Levite, nor the legal spirit of the lawyer; and all in view of the Lord coming to see what there is for God.  In the beginning of the next chapter we have the Lord praying in a certain place, showing the great place that prayer has in this matter, but in between we get this little incident as to the house of Martha, and Mary in it, and what the Lord commends.  It says, “And it came to pass … that he entered into a certain village”.  This is a village with certain persons there, and marked by certain features; the next village would not have the same persons and features.  What does He find?  He finds a spirit of unsubduedness, of activity that is not rightly controlled.  Activity for the Lord is good, but let it be rightly directed.  Here Martha’s activity was out of place, and it brings into relief the attitude taken up by Mary.  It says, “she had a sister called Mary, who also, having sat down at the feet of Jesus was listening to his word”.  That is, it was characteristic of her.  That is important if there is to be intelligence—we are to be habitually marked by listening to the word of Jesus; as in Colossians, “Let the word of the Christ dwell in you richly”, chap 3: 16.  “The Christ” is the anointed Head, the glorious Head of the assembly, and He is always speaking to the assembly.  Let us see to it that the ministry which He gives, that which is distinctively from Himself, has a definite place in our lives.  That we will not just read it if we have time, but we will make time, and not just go to the meetings if we have time, but make time.  I am not, of course, ignoring unavoidable circumstances that arise to hinder, the Lord knows about that, but I am only urging that this attitude of mind—listening to the word of Jesus in a spirit of subjection, sitting at His feet—should characterise us.  The word of Jesus is what comes to us, maybe through the local brethren, through gifts the Lord raises up, or through what is published, but the thing is, to be characterised by listening to the word of Jesus.

I do not think we can expect that God will have the pleasure that He desires from the assembly if it lacks in intelligence.  In Ephesians it says, “he has caused to abound towards us in all wisdom and intelligence, having made known to us the mystery of his will”, chap 1: 8-9.  How much do we know about the will of God?  Epaphras laboured for the saints at Colosse that they might “stand perfect and complete in all the will of God”, chap 4: 12.  Let us ask ourselves how much we understand of the will of God.  Not so much His will in relation to our pathway, though that has its place, but how much do we understand of the will of God which really centres in Christ and the assembly? God desires that we should grow up in intelligence, and that can only be secured as Christ is livingly held as Head in the affections of the saints, and His word is recognised in that light.  We do not come to listen to this brother or that brother, but come in the faith of our souls that the Lord, as the living Head of the assembly, will take the occasion to speak, and His word is to be listened to.  We have of course to prove all things.  The Bereans are commended for that, they are contrasted with the Thessalonians as being more noble because of “receiving the word with all readiness of mind, daily searching the scriptures if these things were so”, Acts 17: 11.

Now the apostle, in writing to the Thessalonians, draws attention to that feature that was lacking in them, and says, “quench not the Spirit; do not lightly esteem prophecies; but prove all things, hold fast the right”, 1 Thess 5: 19-21.  The feature that was marking the Bereans is the feature that the apostle specially mentions to the Thessalonians when he writes to them.  And so the epistle to the Colossians develops this thought of the headship of Christ, and the intelligence that is to flow from it.  He warns the saints against “philosophy and vain deceit”, chap 2: 8, and then says, it is “not according to Christ”.  That is to say, everything that is presented is tested in that way—is it of Christ?  Is it according to Christ?  You notice the Lord commends Mary in saying, “there is need of one”, it really is, that is the one thing that is needful; “and Mary has chosen the good part, the which shall not be taken from her”.  If in any degree we have become marked by the features of the man in chapter 8, let us see to it also that we seek to take on this feature of characteristically listening to the word of Christ, that we may become intelligent in the mind of God, for God has nothing less than sonship in mind: and that involves affection and intelligence.  A father and mother take pleasure in their young children and delight in their affection and simplicity, but they delight in seeing intelligence develop; they rejoice in the time when their children can converse with them intelligently and sympathetically.  So God is like that: He wants His children not to remain babes, but to enter intelligently into His own thoughts, and respond to them according to His mind.

Now when we come to Chronicles we have depicted what is greatest.  I can only touch on it for a moment, but it says, “king David went in and sat before Jehovah”.  It was a deliberate movement on his part.  He had it in his heart to build a house for Jehovah, but God intercepted him through the prophet Nathan and told him that he was not to build it: it would seem that something was necessary before it could be built.  David understands.  What is in view now is the assembly as the great vessel of praise and worship Godward; the place where God is served.  Are our gatherings together worthy of God?  Is our response worthy of the blessed God, is all that takes place in our gatherings suggestive of the assembly of God—the privilege, and dignity, and liberty, and intelligence of such a company?  I believe intelligence and subjection are the two great features that should be seen publicly in the assembly as convened.

Subjection should be seen in brothers as well as sisters; but I believe sisters are intended to set forth especially the great feature of subjection.  Brothers too are to be marked by subjection—“spirits of prophets are subject to prophets”, 1 Cor 14: 32—subjection that is governed by intelligence, but intelligence is specially to be seen in the brothers.  They should be able to speak intelligently, and move intelligently, whether in the service of God, or ministry towards the saints, and sisters are to set forth the great feature of subjection.  So you will remember in 1 Corinthians 14, where the apostle is dealing with the assembly and what is to mark it, he speaks largely of intelligence and understanding, but he insists on the sisters being silent in the assembly and being in subjection, v 34.  Those two features are to mark the assembly: intelligence and subjection.  In so far as they do, it is worthy of God.

Well now, David as having in his heart to build the house, but being told he must not do it, goes and sits before God.  In doing so he sets before us that, if we would develop in the ability to respond to God in a true spirit of worship, we must learn to sit before God, and allow God, so to speak, to become greater and greater before our eyes and hearts, as we take account of what He is going to do.  Because, after all, God must be supreme; He must be greatest; and the more He becomes great before our eyes, the more there will spring up in our hearts the spirit of worship.  So God deflects David from the movements which would have occupied him with what he was going to do, and he goes and sits before God, and allows what God has said to sink into his mind and heart, and to be impressed with the fact that it is all what God is going to do.  When we apply this idea to ourselves, I have no doubt we find the answer in Ephesians.  If the answer to Luke 10 is in Colossians, the answer to this is in Ephesians where we find the apostle in a spirit of worship; and what is causing the worship? He is really imbued, as he writes that epistle, with a sense of what God is pleased to do for His own pleasure and according to His own glory.  “Paul”, he says, “apostle of Jesus Christ by God’s will”, chap 1: 1.  Then he speaks of “the good pleasure of his will”, v 5, and the One “who works all things according to the counsel of his own will”, v 11.  “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenlies in Christ; according as he has chosen us in him before the world’s foundation, that we should be holy and blameless before him in love; having marked us out beforehand for adoption through Jesus Christ to himself, according to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of the glory of his grace, wherein he has taken us into favour in the Beloved”, v 3-6.  What great thoughts they are, emanating from God Himself! Only God could have conceived them.  They are not called forth by any condition of need on our part, for they were formed before the foundation of the world.  God would display what He is in His greatness, but more than that, He would set forth what He is in the blessedness of His own heart: sons of men in the place of sonship; involving that a divine Person, in fulness of time, should become Man, accomplishing redemption that we might be brought into it by the grace of God, and stand before Him as sons.

The glory of redemption has shone out—“In whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of offences, according to the riches of his grace”, v 7.  There is not only the glory of His grace, but the riches of God’s grace, and the incoming of sin has involved that God has shone out in a way that could never have been known otherwise.  There has been a display of holiness, righteousness, grace; there has been a display of mercy and of power, in bringing in everything on the platform of resurrection, and we, as taken up according to divine purpose are intended to sit down before God and let the sense of the greatness of God sink into our hearts, that there might be produced more real substance, more real, intelligent appreciation of the blessed God, that there might be worship Godward that is worthy of Him.

I believe that is set forth in this chapter.  David speaks in a real spirit of worship.  He says, “Who am I …? “ and then verse 19— “according to thine own heart, hast thou done all this greatness”; and then in verse 20—“Jehovah, there is none like thee, neither is there any God beside thee”; in verse 21, is the thought of redemption, and how David glories in it; then in verse 24—all that God has said, “Let it even be established, and let thy name be magnified for ever, saying, Jehovah of hosts, the God of Israel, is God to Israel”.  That is, He is not only the God of Israel, but God to Israel.  Israel holds Him now in their affections in that regard.

That surely, dear brethren, is our portion—“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”, Eph 1: 3.  He is God, He is that to us, so that as worshipping the Father in spirit and truth, what we come to is that the One we worship in this holy and blessed way, knowing Him as sons, is God, thus known, and He becomes the great theme of worship of His people.  God becomes all in all.

God would bring this about in the assembly now, that a greater sense of the grace conferred upon us—that we should be taken up to form part of the assembly—should be with us.  I believe we are to cherish above everything, that we belong to the assembly.  We have everything in Christ and the Spirit to enable us now to seize every thought that God has in His mind for the assembly, and we should be developed in our affections and intelligence, and learn to sit before Him, that the sense of His greatness might sink into our hearts.

May the Lord help us to cultivate the spirit of sitting at the feet of Jesus, and sitting in the presence of the blessed God!

 

Place and date not known

_____________________

 

 






Scripture references

Luke 8:35 (JND) [35] And they went out to see what had happened, and came to Jesus, and found the man from whom the demons had gone out, sitting, clothed and sensible, at the feet of Jesus. And they were afraid.

Luke 10:38-42 (JND) [38] And it came to pass as they went that *he* entered into a certain village; and a certain woman, Martha by name, received him into her house. [39] And she had a sister called Mary, who also, having sat down at the feet of Jesus was listening to his word. [40] Now Martha was distracted with much serving, and coming up she said, Lord, dost thou not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? Speak to her therefore that she may help me. [41] But Jesus answering said to her, Martha, Martha, thou art careful and troubled about many things; [42] but there is need of one, and Mary has chosen the good part, the which shall not be taken from her.

1 Chronicles 17:16-27 (JND) [16] And king David went in and sat before Jehovah, and said, Who am I, Jehovah Elohim, and what is my house, that thou hast brought me hitherto? [17] And this hath been a small thing in thy sight, O God; and thou hast spoken of thy servant's house for a great while to come, and hast regarded me according to the rank of a man of high degree, Jehovah Elohim. [18] What can David [say] more to thee for the glory of thy servant? thou indeed knowest thy servant. [19] Jehovah, for thy servant's sake, and according to thine own heart, hast thou done all this greatness, to make known all these great things. [20] Jehovah, there is none like thee, neither is there any God beside thee, according to all that we have heard with our ears. [21] And who is like thy people Israel, the one nation in the earth that God went to redeem to be a people to himself, to make thee a name of greatness and terribleness, by driving out nations from before thy people, which thou hast redeemed out of Egypt? [22] And thy people Israel hast thou made thine own people for ever; and thou, Jehovah, art become their God. [23] And now, Jehovah, let the word that thou hast spoken concerning thy servant and concerning his house be established for ever, and do as thou hast said. [24] Let it even be established, and let thy name be magnified for ever, saying, Jehovah of hosts, the God of Israel, is God to Israel; and let the house of David thy servant be established before thee. [25] For thou, my God, hast revealed to thy servant that thou wilt build him a house; therefore hath thy servant found [in his heart] to pray before thee. [26] And now, Jehovah, thou art that God, and hast promised this goodness unto thy servant; [27] and now, let it please thee to bless the house of thy servant, that it may be before thee for ever; for thou, Jehovah, hast blessed [it], and it shall be blessed for ever.

Hebrews 10:12-13 (JND) [12] But *he*, having offered one sacrifice for sins, sat down in perpetuity at [the] right hand of God, [13] waiting from henceforth until his enemies be set [for the] footstool of his feet.

Malachi 3:3 (JND) [3] And he shall sit [as] a refiner and purifier of silver; and he will purify the children of Levi, and purge them as gold and silver; and they shall offer unto Jehovah an oblation in righteousness.

1 Samuel 4:18 (JND) [18] And it came to pass, when he mentioned the ark of God, that he fell from off the seat backward by the side of the gate, and his neck broke, and he died; for the man was old, and heavy. And he had judged Israel forty years.

1 Samuel 22:6 (JND) [6] And Saul heard that David was discovered, and the men that were with him. Now Saul was sitting in Gibeah under the tamarisk upon the height, having his spear in his hand, and all his servants were standing by him.

Romans 6 (JND) [1] What then shall we say? Should we continue in sin that grace may abound? [2] Far be the thought. We who have died to sin, how shall we still live in it? [3] Are you ignorant that we, as many as have been baptised unto Christ Jesus, have been baptised unto his death? …

Romans 6 (JND) [1] What then shall we say? Should we continue in sin that grace may abound? [2] Far be the thought. We who have died to sin, how shall we still live in it? [3] Are you ignorant that we, as many as have been baptised unto Christ Jesus, have been baptised unto his death? …

Romans 6:10-11 (JND) [10] For in that he has died, he has died to sin once for all; but in that he lives, he lives to God. [11] So also *ye*, reckon yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.

2 Corinthians 10:1 (JND) [1] But I myself, Paul, entreat you by the meekness and gentleness of the Christ, who, as to appearance, [when present] [am] mean among you, but absent am bold towards you;

Titus 2:14 (JND) [14] who gave himself for us, that he might redeem us from all lawlessness, and purify to himself a peculiar people, zealous for good works.

Jeremiah 17:9-10 (JND) [9] The heart is deceitful above all things, and incurable; who can know it? [10] I Jehovah search the heart, I try the reins, even to give each one according to his ways, according to the fruit of his doings.

Philippians 2:6-7 (JND) [6] who, subsisting in the form of God, did not esteem it an object of rapine to be on an equality with God; [7] but emptied himself, taking a bondman's form, taking his place in [the] likeness of men;

Philippians 2:9-10 (JND) [9] Wherefore also God highly exalted him, and granted him a name, that which is above every name, [10] that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of heavenly and earthly and infernal [beings],

Luke 8 (JND) [1] And it came to pass afterwards that *he* went through [the country] city by city, and village by village, preaching and announcing the glad tidings of the kingdom of God; and the twelve [were] with him, [2] and certain women who had been healed of wicked spirits and infirmities, Mary who was called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, [3] and Joanna, wife of Chuza, Herod's steward, and Susanna, and many others, who ministered to him of their substance. …

Romans 6 (JND) [1] What then shall we say? Should we continue in sin that grace may abound? [2] Far be the thought. We who have died to sin, how shall we still live in it? [3] Are you ignorant that we, as many as have been baptised unto Christ Jesus, have been baptised unto his death? …

1 Corinthians 7:22 (JND) [22] For the bondman that is called in [the] Lord is the Lord's freedman; in like manner [also] the freeman being called is Christ's bondman.

Luke 10 (JND) [1] Now after these things the Lord appointed seventy others also, and sent them two and two before his face into every city and place where he himself was about to come. [2] And he said to them, The harvest indeed [is] great, but the workmen few; supplicate therefore the Lord of the harvest that he may send out workmen into his harvest. [3] Go: behold *I* send you forth as lambs in the midst of wolves. …

Luke 10:35 (JND) [35] And on the morrow [as he left], taking out two denarii he gave them to the innkeeper, and said to him, Take care of him, and whatsoever thou shalt expend more, *I* will render to thee on my coming back.

Acts 17:11 (JND) [11] And these were more noble than those in Thessalonica, receiving the word with all readiness of mind, daily searching the scriptures if these things were so.

1 Thessalonians 5:19-21 (JND) [19] quench not the Spirit; [20] do not lightly esteem prophecies; [21] but prove all things, hold fast the right;

1 Corinthians 14:32 (JND) [32] And spirits of prophets are subject to prophets.

1 Corinthians 14 (JND) [1] Follow after love, and be emulous of spiritual [manifestations], but rather that ye may prophesy. [2] For he that speaks with a tongue does not speak to men but to God: for no one hears; but in spirit he speaks mysteries. [3] But he that prophesies speaks to men [in] edification, and encouragement, and consolation. …

Luke 10 (JND) [1] Now after these things the Lord appointed seventy others also, and sent them two and two before his face into every city and place where he himself was about to come. [2] And he said to them, The harvest indeed [is] great, but the workmen few; supplicate therefore the Lord of the harvest that he may send out workmen into his harvest. [3] Go: behold *I* send you forth as lambs in the midst of wolves. …

Ephesians 1:3 (JND) [3] Blessed [be] the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenlies in Christ;
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