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SPIRITUAL GROWTH

G. C. McKay 

1 Peter 2: 1–5; Psalm 92: 7, 12–15; Colossians 1: 9–11; Ephesians 4: 7–16 

It is in mind, dear brethren, to speak about spiritual growth, a matter that would be a concern and a challenge to us; that not only should we be assured of eternal salvation, and assured too through exercise that God has begun a work in us (these are deep exercises), but a further matter is that God has in mind that each of us should grow spiritually. He has great pleasure in that, life and growth—growth that pleases God’s eye. I have not read as to the Lord Jesus personally as a Man here, as a child and as a boy, but I would be careful in bringing forward that side of the truth because we cannot transfer matters always from Christ to ourselves, because His manhood was unique in flesh and blood here. How precious to think of this, that not only did God have the infinite pleasure of a Man who pleased Him every moment, but He had pleasure in the fact that the Lord Jesus grew. He was in favour, it says, with God and men (Luke 2: 52). There is something mysterious in that, that. He grew, a real man and yet a divine Person in manhood. He is set before us as a babe, as a child and as a boy. Then, it says—“Jesus himself was beginning to be about thirty years old” (Luke 3: 23); full grown manhood before God. 

It is interesting that in the prophets where the Lord Jesus is alluded to, there is not infrequently a reference to His manhood, and even to His birth—“For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given” (Isaiah 9: 6), and then Isaiah also says—“For he shall grow up before him as a tender sapling, and as a root out of dry ground” (Isaiah 53: 2). What pleasure God had in that One, a root out of dry ground. The dry ground contributed nothing; it was dry and could contribute nothing to that wonderful growth. He was a root, He was Himself that, a root out of dry ground. What appeared in manhood for the delight of God did not derive from anything around Him, but from Himself, from who He was, a divine Person in manhood. And yet, He was said to have grown before God. God has pleasure in that, not only in life but in growth. In the creation in the beginning of Genesis He brought so much in in the way of life, life that in one instance swarmed. But in Genesis 2 we have another thought; not simply that the earth brought forth herb and fruit trees yielding their fruit, but that God planted a garden in Eden, and it says—“Jehovah Elohim made every tree grow that is pleasant to the sight, and good for food” (Genesis 2: 9); so God has pleasure in growth. We would need to take account of that, that if there is going to be divine pleasure in us, there has to be growth. Then not only do we need life and a certain vigour of growth (how delightful it is to see it among the saints, and in young people!), but also suitable growth; growth that would meet with the approval of heaven, because even as in natural things there are such things as stunted growth, and abnormal growth, and malformation, that can be so spiritually. 

What God has in mind is that we should all grow and become more like Jesus, more like Christ. That is, He is God’s ideal, and He is the pattern in new creation. The idea of pattern did not seem to appear in the formation of the physical system, but in the new creation there is only one pattern, and that is Christ, He is the pattern for everything; He sets forth exactly what God has in mind to arrive at. We ought to therefore be concerned as to our own growth, because while there is the necessity in it all for divine operations in us, there is also our own responsibility to make way for these—for example, what we feed on is our responsibility to a large extent. I think also, in a way, we are responsible for other person’s growth to an extent. 

Adam was set to till and guard the garden. It was to be tilled; it was cultivated growth for the pleasure of God and for the delight of man too. So life is essential. The Holy Spirit being received by the believer, there is life and there may be vigour in that, and power. We have seen it, the work of God evidencing itself, and how delightful it is to see, but together with that there is the thought that there should be cultivation of that growth so that the pattern is arrived at, that is Christ. It is not something that would derive from any human thought or specification, but what is suitable to God Himself. 

Where we began to read we have the exhortation, “as newborn babes desire earnestly the pure mental milk of the word”. In the previous chapter Peter has referred to persons being born again; “being born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the living and abiding word of God”, 1 Peter 1: 23. That suggests that persons have been affected by the word of God; born again involving a certain intelligence, a certain reception of the word in the person’s mind. Evidences of the divine nature show themselves in love for one another and in other features—“love one another out of a pure heart fervently”, 1 Peter 1: 22. Well, how wonderful that is, that God should work with us and we should be born again, and our minds should be affected by the gospel, by God’s word. But then we must not rest in that. It is wonderful to be assured of salvation, and in a sense complacent, in that our consciences and our histories are met, and to be conscious too that we belong to Christ and that God is working in us, but then that is not the end—the thought is that we should grow. This reference as to growing up to salvation must precede the other references that we may make; we must, “grow up to salvation”. The reference to the newborn babes does not imply that it applies only to young believers, it is just a figure. I suppose that we have all observed that in nature, what a newborn babe is like and how anxiously, how earnestly it desires to be fed. 

Nothing can hinder it; how set it is on the milk. It says here “the pure mental milk of the word”. That is to apply to us all “if indeed ye have tasted that the Lord is good”, then there should be a thirst with us. 

If you are converted and have received the Holy Spirit, the next thing is you are going to have to progress, and if you are going to progress you are going to need this milk; it is what is pure; it comes from God; it is the Scriptures, the word of God and the ministry. You are going to have to devote yourself to that if you want to grow up. You are going to have to read the Scriptures, and read the ministry, and listen, and begin to grow and “grow up to salvation”. It is not eternal salvation; your eternal salvation I trust is secure, but then there is salvation that you grow up to, and you grow up to it by imbibing this “pure mental milk of the word”. Mr Darby puts the word ‘mental’ in because he says it is ‘suited to the rational faculties’. We have been born again by the word of God, according to Peter, and here there is something that would build up a constitution and bring you into salvation. Salvation means that you are totally delivered from everything that might be against you; every adverse influence, every satanic, worldly or fleshly influence that would hinder you from entering into God’s great thoughts. You are saved, they have no more power over you. Certain worldly things that used to have power over you, have not power over you any more; you have been drinking this “pure mental milk of the word”. You have grown up, you are beyond devoting all your energy and your interests to things that belong to the earth, even things that are not sinful in themselves. You are free from all that. You are not under bondage to any feature of the world. You are like the priests in Psalm 132, clothed with salvation. 

Now that is a kind of beginning, that you are completely delivered, and one of the things I would like to point out in these scriptures as to growth is that where there is growth predicated of the saints, immediately there seems to be some allusion to what is collective, to the assembly in fact. Here it is an allusion to the house of God, a spiritual house. As having thus grown up to salvation, you are coming to Christ, the living Stone. There is something being built up, “yourselves also, as living stones, are being built up a spiritual house”. Do you want to have part in that? Surely you want to have part in this building that is going on. Growth and increase are not simply individual. I would like to point out that it is mentioned in Scripture in a collective sense too; indeed, ultimately that is what God has in mind, a great vessel that is going to shine in the millennium for His pleasure; it is going to be a day of display, and a day of administrative activity under Christ that this world has never seen. He is going “to be head over all things to the assembly, which is his body”, Ephesians 1: 22. Here it is a spiritual house, so that it is possible “to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God by Jesus Christ”. 

I read in Psalm 92 because I felt that it ran somewhat parallel to this. It brings out certain other attractive features. Verse 7 speaks about the wicked springing as the grass and the workers of iniquity flourishing. The wicked do that, they spring as the grass, they seem to be getting on very well, and the workers of iniquity flourish. You see that in the world, and it can be a testing thing to see that, but the psalmist says—“it is that they may be destroyed for ever’. So there is a growth that is going to be destroyed for ever, a development that belongs to man in the flesh. It is energetic and ambitious and it can be successful and can flourish, but in the end it will come to nothing; and indeed, as to ourselves what is purely of the flesh, which has been tainted, of course, and affected by sin coming in, is not something that is going to go through, “the wicked spring as the grass”. James alludes to the heat of the sun and its effect on the grass. It is really an allusion to what the flesh is apart from the work of God, simply the flesh in itself. James is speaking in this particular case to the rich; “let the brother of low degree glory in his elevation, and the rich in his humiliation, because as the grass’s flower he will pass away. For the sun has risen with its burning heat, and has withered the grass, and its flower has fallen, and the comeliness of its look has perished” (James 1: 9–11). It is not that it does not have a comely look, but it perishes. 

Over against that we have what comes in in verse 12. There is another shooting forth, another springing, another flourishing, and it will go on for God’s pleasure. It will go on and develop into what is for God’s pleasure eternally, “The righteous shall shoot forth”. If we want to come into this side of growth we have to be righteous. Righteousness is attributed to us in the first place through faith and the work of Christ, so that we know what justification is. Then practical righteousness is worked out in our souls. It says in Romans that “the many will be constituted righteous” (Romans 5: 19). That is more than being clothed with the righteousness of God; it means that in their constitutions they are righteous, “so also by the obedience of the one the many will be constituted righteous”, Romans 5: 19. There is a race on earth that are righteous in their constitutions, and they are the kind of people that grow. 

You cannot cut corners in spiritual things. Righteousness is an essential. “The righteous shall shoot forth like a palm-tree” is a very powerful image. The tree generally in Scripture is a powerful image of fulness of life and vigour. Here it is the palm-tree. As we know, the palm-tree in Scripture speaks about victory, and the person in whom there is this vigour of life is going to overcome. You do not need to be overcome; you can overcome. The Lord Jesus told his disciples not to be troubled, they would have tribulation in the world, but he says, “I have overcome the world”, John 16: 33. He had lived in the world and all its appeal and influence was brought to bear on Christ, and not for one moment in the slightest degree was He affected by the world. He overcame it, He was morally far superior to it, and the believer is to be superior. Then he is to “grow like a cedar on Lebanon”. How beautiful! A cedar is one of the stately trees; belonging to the mountains, to Lebanon; speaking of the saints in their spiritual dignity and in their own place, their elevation. How fine that is. You can see the pleasure of God in that, to see a saint who is like a cedar on Lebanon; he has a dignity, a bearing that is spiritual which does not belong to the flesh. 

Then it speaks of those that are planted in the house of Jehovah, which brings in another matter and that is the environment in which you are going to grow. We know that environment does affect growth; it does so naturally and it does so spiritually. There are times when growth goes on in spite of environment, there can be that; there can be a vigour in the work of God that can overcome the hardest circumstances, and the work of God can be true to itself in the devoted believer. But environment does affect us. The thought is that we should grow up in all things to Christ (Ephesians 4: 15), in every department of our lives we should be moving in that direction; He should be our object and our growth should be towards Him. But here there is an environment conducive to growth and it is the house of Jehovah. I do not know to what extent we grow in the wilderness; I suppose the wilderness contributes tests and trials, which give moral formation and contribute to our growth, but I think the place where you really grow is in what scripture speaks about as the land, the land of promise—it is really heaven now. The land that the Israelites conquered is a type, not of heaven to come, but of heaven now. We enter into heavenly areas now and enjoy eternal life, and among the saints there is the place where we really can grow. The environment is fine, the company, the atmosphere, and there is the presence of divine Persons. 

I understand some plants grow better if they are planted along with others of the same kind; they are not solitary, they like to be together, and I think there is an environment in the house of Jehovah where full growth can proceed. It is a planting too, not a casual visit, that is where your life is; that is where you are drawing your resources from, and your spiritual sap. I remember reading somewhere a calculation of how many tons of moisture a great tree draws up into its branches and leaves. You have to be planted for that. It shows the importance of being in the meetings because we grow in the meetings; that is where we grow more than anywhere. You want to grow? Come to the meeting; get into the atmosphere; get into the house of Jehovah where the Holy Spirit is free; where there is everything conducive to spiritual growth; where there is a kind of silent rebuke against everything of the flesh and what is worldly because the saints are not like that. You find a place of full salvation, because there is nothing there that is going to cater for the flesh, nor what is of man. Rather, there is what is conducive to spiritual growth. May our gatherings and may our localities be like that—places of spiritual growth. 

Then there is the idea of flourishing in the courts of our God. It seems to be more a public idea, for it comes into testimony that there are such dignified persons full of life. It is fine when you read a scripture and can say—‘I have seen that’. “They are still vigorous in old age, they are full of sap and green”. Have you seen that—older brethren that are still growing, still increasing, still bearing fruit? They are not dry and withered, “they are full of sap and green”. 

What company we have! How beautiful it must be for God to look down and see in the assembly in this scene, young believers growing up in the freshness and devotion of young life, and then all the different stages of growth including those that are—“like a cedar on Lebanon”, and those that are in old age and are still vigorous. Physically there is decline, there is what belongs to man naturally, but spiritually there is vigour. 

I would just venture to speak of these wonderful epistles, Colossians and Ephesians. They speak more as to growth in its full sense than any others. It is in that area, I think, across the Jordan typically, that growth is seen most clearly and achieves its perfection; achieves what God has in mind. In Colossians we have a very fine company of believers, holy and faithful brethren. Paul had not seen them and they were not his converts, but the word of God, the gospel had come to them. Now, the allusions to growth that come into this chapter begin in verse 6. It says in the middle of verse 5—“of which ye heard before in the word of the truth of the glad tidings, which are come to you, as they are in all the world, and are bearing fruit and growing, even as also among you”, Colossians 1: 5, 6. 

Bearing fruit and growing—it means, of course, that persons are affected by the gospel, and are converted, they are saved, but it means more than that; there is a development, there is growth, and these Colossian believers were like that, they were marked by great spiritual energy. Paul had heard of their faith in Christ Jesus; it was so striking that Paul had heard about it, people would speak about it and report it, the strength of their faith, and also their love towards all the saints and the hope that was laid before them (Colossians 1: 4, 5). They were a very fine company and they were marked, I believe, by certain vigour of life and growth, but that spiritual growth was in serious danger; there were elements that were going to distort and hinder it and spoil what God had in mind. Satan cannot remove entirely what is of God, but he will spoil it if he can, and that is what he was trying to do. 

Philosophers were coming along and they were not denying Christianity, but they were bringing forward other ideas. It was not God’s word, what they were bringing forward, but man’s ideas, very clever ideas, very remarkable, complex, elevated ideas; philosophical ideas, and they would say—‘We can improve your Christianity; mix it with this; bring in what we have got as well’, and that was going to spoil everything; it was going to bring in what was of man. Others were asserting that there was very great power and efficacy in religious rituals, such as you find in Judaism, and they would encourage the saints to move in the direction of a kind of formality, an outward form. There were believers that taught that there is a certain efficacy in an outward form. Some believers taught and perhaps some still teach that even baptism is a matter of new birth in a believer, but it is not. So these things were being brought in to hinder the Colossians, and Paul wrote to them so that they might grow aright and arrive at full growth. Paul had in mind to “present every man perfect in Christ” (Colossians 1: 28), that they should all arrive at full growth, which is what perfection seems to imply in that phrase. 

Where we began to read, Paul is praying and asking for them. Now what he has in mind for them is that as having all that faith and love, and all that energy, they should also have knowledge. Sometimes we might think that knowledge does not contribute, and the thing is what you are in your affections, but you do not grow without knowledge. It is not simply mental knowledge, but you do not grow rightly and properly without knowledge. So what Paul prayed for them was—“that ye may be filled with the full knowledge of his will”. There was a full sense of what God’s will was, they had been enlightened as to that, and then he prayed that they should have “all wisdom and spiritual understanding”. We touched that in the reading, that there is such a thing as spiritual understanding, that is understanding a thing not simply in its terms, however correct the terms are, but understanding the spiritual import and bearing of them. This “wisdom and spiritual understanding” would lead them to walking “worthily of the Lord unto all well-pleasing, bearing fruit in every good work, and growing by the true knowledge of God”. 

Now, that means that as they grew spiritually, they would become more like God. They were growing by the knowledge of God; therefore, their growth would be affected by that precious light in their souls, and more than light, it would be a sense of communion with that God whom they knew—the full knowledge of God. Thus the growth would be according to what God had in mind; it would not be a distorted growth, nothing dwarfish; it would be a matter of full growth and what would appear in them would be what was suitable to God. So the thought in Colossians is that there is a stamp put on the believer; God is working to a pattern, life and vigour are fine, and essential, but then there has to be a culture; there has to be a guarding, there has to be a teaching, so that the growth might be according to God. It says that the new man is—“renewed into full knowledge according to the image of him that has created him”, Colossians 3: 10. There is an image there, an imprint so that the life in the believer develops in a normal way. Really it means he becomes more like Christ; Christ is developed in him and it is for the pleasure of God. 

Now, Colossians and Ephesians are collective epistles. It does not mean to say that we give up individual exercise, because what is individual must contribute to what is collective, and what is collective depends on what is in individual souls. In Colossians this wonderful matter appears called the mystery, and it is alluded to sometimes as the body; that is, there is something down here for God’s pleasure in believers, something that is like Christ. There is an allusion in chapter 2 to persons that should hold fast the Head; “holding fast the head, from whom all the body, ministered to and united together by the joints and bands, increases with the increase of God”, Colossians 2: 19. It is not only that individuals increase and grow, but there is something growing collectively for God. There is a wonderful organism, the mystery, the body of Christ, and it is said to increase, it is an active matter. If there is to be amongst us something in the way of a collective arriving at what God has in mind, in the sense of touching these matters as to the assembly and the body of Christ, the mystery, it must be that we grow individually. Each of us must contribute to this because God has a great collective matter in view. We spoke in the reading of the great things God has in view; He has the assembly in view. We speak often of it, but it is wonderful to get a view of the assembly and its various features, and what it means to the eye of heaven; the body of Christ down here, a living organism that derives from Christ, the Head. Features of Christ are seen there and wonderful intelligence too. It is a mystery and the world cannot understand it. 

Ephesians takes us to the summit of things. You find that if there is any truth presented in Scripture, and you trace it through, when you arrive in Ephesians you have it in its finest and highest and fullest character. Ephesians also speaks of this matter of growth. 

Notice that in the psalm, the shooting forth as a palm-tree and the flourishing leads you to the house of God, and in Peter we see how growing up to salvation is in view of the spiritual house that is being built up. The assembly is in view in all these exercises. In Colossians the body is in view—and similarly here, in Ephesians, this great matter of what God has here collectively. We began to read of Christ on high, the Lord Jesus as the ascended One, and all that has come down in the Holy Spirit. All these persons were given, all these apostles and prophets, and all these gifts. Each one of us has been given grace too; you cannot count yourself out, you have received the Holy Spirit; “to each one of us has been given grace according to the measure of the gift of the Christ”. I used to think that meant that I do not have very much, it is just a measure that I have, but I think the measure of the gift of the Christ means you get a lot. The measure of the gift of the Christ is not a small matter; it is a wonderful matter to have been given grace. We perhaps little esteem it and make little use of that grace, but we have been given grace according to that gift, the gift of the Christ. He is the risen and ascended One, from whom the Holy Spirit has come, “he has poured out this” it says (Acts 2: 33), and here He has given grace to each one of us. 

Then after the gifts are dealt with, what begins to come into view in Ephesians 4: 12 is the body of Christ. It says in Hebrews—“let us go on to what belongs to full growth” (Hebrews 6: 1). There is no reproach in being a babe in Christ, but there is if you have been a babe in Christ for years. We all begin as babes in Christ, but we want to grow; surely we want to develop in spiritual features and become more like the Lord Jesus, more like that blessed Man. That is what the ministry has in view, to build up or edify the body of Christ, and then, it says—“until we all arrive at the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God”. 

God’s thought is not that there should be some persons growing in a meeting and developing in manhood and others should not be; it was not Paul’s mind, and it is not in the mind and heart of anyone who would love Christ; he wants to see everyone growing because it says—“until we all arrive at the unity of the faith”, no doubt the truth being objectively before us, “and of the knowledge of the Son of God”. You know the Lord Jesus as your Lord, you understand that He is the Christ, and you know that He is the Son of God. 

Here it is not the Son of God in the sense that we have in Matthew from the Lord’s own lips—“no one knows the Son but the Father” (Matthew 11: 27)—that is His inscrutability. He is a divine Person, but here it is His perfection in manhood. It has been said to be God’s ideal—the Son of God. What a moment it was when “Jesus himself was beginning to be about thirty years old” (Luke 3: 23); full manhood in the sight of God. What testimony there was to that manhood and His service, and thus we can have the knowledge of the Son of God. 

What God has in mind to arrive at in each of us has been set out, it can be known. It is not a vague, unspecified matter, it is set forth in its fulness and in its detail in Christ. “The Son of God, at the full-grown man, at the measure of the stature of the fulness of the Christ”, it is everything that came out in Christ, every detail and feature of manhood, it is all to be known; and so as we know these things, our growth has to be in connection with that. We are to be no longer babes that are just tossed about at the mercy of every wind of doctrine, pushed this way and that way, but we are to be “holding the truth in love”. We have “heard the word of the truth, the glad tidings of your salvation” (Ephesians 1: 13), we hold the truth in love and we grow up to Christ in all things. That is the objective; we should all do that, and thus we arrive at the full-grown man. It has been set forth for us in Christ, and the Holy Spirit is operating, and there is a great operation proceeding on the earth that there might be growth with each one of us. May we “grow up to him in all things”. It seems to be a kind of general thought; whatever part of your life you take, the great objective is, you are going to grow up to 

Christ. You are not going this way or that way, or following this man or that man, or this doctrine or that—you are going to grow up to Christ. 

Then this One you are to grow up to is the Head, “who is the head, the Christ”. How great He is! He is the Head of the body, “from whom the whole body, fitted together”. This whole body that is fitted together is working, it is increasing—“connected by every joint of supply”—that means the brethren. Every joint of supply, every man perfect in Christ—do not count yourself out and miss the blessedness of this—“every joint of supply, according to the working in its measure of each one part”. It is an operation of spiritual life and vigour in each saint, and a knowledge of divine grace, and a knowledge of Christ. Now you get this thought that the body is increasing; not the individual believer only, but there is something increasing for God down here—“the increase of the body to its self-building up in love”. The gifts are out of sight now, it is what is operating in the body; so you can see (I think it would be right to say) that in a sense we are responsible for one another’s growth too, because it says here “the working in its measure of each one part, works for itself the increase of the body”. We are edifying one another, building one another up, so that there is this great result that is for God, an increase for God. 

Just to finish, there is a mention in Ephesians 2 of what the great end is going to be. It speaks about “the household of God, being built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the corner-stone, in whom all the building fitted together increases to a holy temple in the Lord”, Ephesians 2: 20, 21. That lies ahead, for this increase is going to have an end, a wonderful fulfilment, millennially. The holy temple in the Lord will be seen millennially, but in the meantime, the saints are being “built together for a habitation of God in the Spirit”, Ephesians 2: 22. That is one of the great matters that is in mind, a place where God can dwell and a place where there are features of Christ shown. Well, I trust I have said enough to make these things attractive to us and to stir up exercise. May the Lord bless the word. 

Address at Grangemouth
16 September 2006 

 


Scripture references

1 Peter 2:1-5 (JND) [1] Laying aside therefore all malice and all guile and hypocrisies and envyings and all evil speakings, [2] as newborn babes desire earnestly the pure mental milk of the word, that by it ye may grow up to salvation, [3] if indeed ye have tasted that the Lord [is] good. [4] To whom coming, a living stone, cast away indeed as worthless by men, but with God chosen, precious, [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.

Psalms 92:7-15 (JND) [7] When the wicked spring as the grass, and when all the workers of iniquity flourish, it is that they may be destroyed for ever. [8] And thou, Jehovah, art on high for evermore. [9] For lo, thine enemies, O Jehovah, for lo, thine enemies shall perish; all the workers of iniquity shall be scattered. [10] But my horn shalt thou exalt like a buffalo's: I shall be anointed with fresh oil. [11] And mine eye shall see [its desire] on mine enemies; mine ears shall hear [it] of the evil-doers that rise up against me. [12] The righteous shall shoot forth like a palm-tree; he shall grow like a cedar on Lebanon. [13] Those that are planted in the house of Jehovah shall flourish in the courts of our God: [14] They are still vigorous in old age, they are full of sap and green; [15] To shew that Jehovah is upright: [he is] my rock, and there is no unrighteousness in him.

Colossians 1:9-11 (JND) [9] For this reason *we* also, from the day we heard [of your faith and love], do not cease praying and asking for you, to the end that ye may be filled with the full knowledge of his will, in all wisdom and spiritual understanding, [10] [so as] to walk worthily of the Lord unto all well-pleasing, bearing fruit in every good work, and growing by the true knowledge of God; [11] strengthened with all power according to the might of his glory unto all endurance and longsuffering with joy;

Ephesians 4:7-16 (JND) [7] But to each one of us has been given grace according to the measure of the gift of the Christ. [8] Wherefore he says, Having ascended up on high, he has led captivity captive, and has given gifts to men. [9] But that he ascended, what is it but that he also descended into the lower parts of the earth? [10] He that descended is the same who has also ascended up above all the heavens, that he might fill all things; [11] and *he* has given some apostles, and some prophets, and some evangelists, and some shepherds and teachers, [12] for the perfecting of the saints; with a view to [the] work of [the] ministry, with a view to the edifying of the body of Christ; [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; [14] in order that we may be no longer babes, tossed and carried about by every wind of *that* teaching [which is] in the sleight of men, in unprincipled cunning with a view to systematized error; [15] but, holding the truth in love, we may grow up to him in all things, who is the head, the Christ: [16] from whom the whole body, fitted together, and connected by every joint of supply, according to [the] working in [its] measure of each one part, works for itself the increase of the body to its self-building up in love.

Luke 2:52 (JND) [52] And Jesus advanced in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God and men.

Luke 3:23 (JND) [23] And Jesus himself was beginning to be about thirty years old; being as was supposed son of Joseph; of Eli,

Isaiah 9:6 (JND) [6] For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given; and the government shall be upon his shoulder; and his name is called Wonderful, Counsellor, Mighty God, Father of Eternity, Prince of Peace.

Isaiah 53:2 (JND) [2] For he shall grow up before him as a tender sapling, and as a root out of dry ground: he hath no form nor lordliness, and when we see him, there is no beauty that we should desire him.

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 2:9 (JND) [9] And out of the ground Jehovah Elohim made every tree grow that is pleasant to the sight, and good for food; and the tree of life, in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

1 Peter 1:23 (JND) [23] being born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by [the] living and abiding word of God.

1 Peter 1:22 (JND) [22] Having purified your souls by obedience to the truth to unfeigned brotherly love, love one another out of a pure heart fervently;

Psalms 132 (JND) [1] {A Song of degrees.} Jehovah, remember for David all his affliction; [2] How he swore unto Jehovah, vowed unto the Mighty One of Jacob: [3] I will not come into the tent of my house, I will not go up to the couch of my bed; …

Ephesians 1:22 (JND) [22] and has put all things under his feet, and gave him [to be] head over all things to the assembly,

Psalms 92 (JND) [1] {A Psalm, a Song, for the Sabbath day.} It is good to give thanks unto Jehovah, and to sing psalms unto thy name, O Most High; [2] To declare thy loving-kindness in the morning, and thy faithfulness in the nights, [3] Upon an instrument of ten strings and upon the lute; upon the Higgaion with the harp. …

James 1:9-11 (JND) [9] But let the brother of low degree glory in his elevation, [10] and the rich in his humiliation, because as [the] grass's flower he will pass away. [11] For the sun has risen with its burning heat, and has withered the grass, and its flower has fallen, and the comeliness of its look has perished: thus the rich also shall wither in his goings.

Romans 5:19 (JND) [19] For as indeed by the disobedience of the one man the many have been constituted sinners, so also by the obedience of the one the many will be constituted righteous.

Romans 5:19 (JND) [19] For as indeed by the disobedience of the one man the many have been constituted sinners, so also by the obedience of the one the many will be constituted righteous.

John 16:33 (JND) [33] These things have I spoken to you that in me ye might have peace. In the world ye have tribulation; but be of good courage: I have overcome the world.

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

Colossians 1:5-6 (JND) [5] on account of the hope which [is] laid up for you in the heavens; of which ye heard before in the word of the truth of the glad tidings, [6] which are come to you, as [they are] in all the world, [and] are bearing fruit and growing, even as also among you, from the day ye heard [them] and knew indeed the grace of God, in truth:

Colossians 1:4-5 (JND) [4] having heard of your faith in Christ Jesus, and the love which ye have towards all the saints, [5] on account of the hope which [is] laid up for you in the heavens; of which ye heard before in the word of the truth of the glad tidings,

Colossians 1:28 (JND) [28] whom *we* announce, admonishing every man, and teaching every man, in all wisdom, to the end that we may present every man perfect in Christ.

Colossians 3:10 (JND) [10] and having put on the new, renewed into full knowledge according to [the] image of him that has created him;

Colossians 2:19 (JND) [19] and not holding fast the head, from whom all the body, ministered to and united together by the joints and bands, increases with the increase of God.

Acts 2:33 (JND) [33] Having therefore been exalted by the right hand of God, and having received of the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this which *ye* behold and hear.

Ephesians 4:12 (JND) [12] for the perfecting of the saints; with a view to [the] work of [the] ministry, with a view to the edifying of the body of Christ;

Hebrews 6:1 (JND) [1] Wherefore, leaving the word of the beginning of the Christ, let us go on [to what belongs] to full growth, not laying again a foundation of repentance from dead works and faith in God,

Matthew 11:27 (JND) [27] All things have been delivered to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son but the Father, nor does any one know the Father, but the Son, and he to whom the Son may be pleased to reveal [him].

Luke 3:23 (JND) [23] And Jesus himself was beginning to be about thirty years old; being as was supposed son of Joseph; of Eli,

Ephesians 1:13 (JND) [13] in whom *ye* also [have trusted], having heard the word of the truth, the glad tidings of your salvation; in whom also, having believed, ye have been sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise,

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: …

Ephesians 2:20-21 (JND) [20] being built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the corner-stone, [21] in whom all [the] building fitted together increases to a holy temple in the Lord;

Ephesians 2:22 (JND) [22] in whom *ye* also are built together for a habitation of God in [the] Spirit.



OUR RELATIONS WITH DIVINE PERSONS IN THE ECONOMY

W. McKillop 

Romans 12: 1, 2; 2 Corinthians 4: 7–10; Romans 8: 12–17 

One of the last things that the Lord said to His own, before leaving, according to Matthew, was to make disciples and to baptise them to the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. This would impress on us that the Godhead is one; one name is given; the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. The Lord intends that wonderful light should govern assembly persons. Indeed those who are made disciples and are baptised to that Name are brought into the most wonderful realm of light there could be, for it involves the full declaration of God, known as Father and Son and Holy Spirit. Well, clearly, divine light given to us is intended to effectuate something permanent in us for the praise of God eternally. In the light of that passage, I have read these three scriptures—the first one relating to the will of God, the second to the life of Jesus, and the third to the leading of the Spirit of God. You can see that the Lord having declared God and made known this wondrous name of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, intends that we should be affectionately and subjectively and intelligently in relation to each of these Persons in the positions that they have taken up in the economy. 

The great dominating thought would be the will of God. The place that the will of God has in the truth cannot be overestimated, because the Son Himself coming into humanity said, “Lo, I come ... to do, O God, thy will”, Hebrews 10: 7. The Lord might have spoken about many other things, or more specific things, but He speaks about doing the will of God. Therefore this passage in Romans should be of the greatest interest to lovers of Christ, to assembly persons, because what is in view is the “good and acceptable and perfect will of God”. The apostle opens by beseeching them by the compassions of God; in that sense, we are all vessels of divine compassion; each one of us is here because of the compassions of God. The compassions of God, of course, involve His sovereignty, for He says, “I will shew mercy to whom I will shew mercy”, Romans 9: 15. The compassions of God, therefore, involve the operation of His will. You and I would not be here except God, acting according to His own will, did so on the line of the compassions of God. Having mentioned this to affect our hearts, the apostle says, “to present your bodies a living sacrifice”. That would be in contrast to the dead sacrifices of Judaism; they had their place in the earlier ways of God. Even as far back as Abel, a dead sacrifice had its place, and God looked on Abel and on his offering. But all looked on typically to the great sacrifice in the purpose of God, that is the sacrifice of Christ. 

So he says, “present your bodies a living sacrifice”. It is our privilege, whether we are young or old, to present our bodies a living sacrifice to God. As affected by His sovereign compassions, our souls are moved to see that our bodies should be offered to God. They can be offered as holy and acceptable to God because of the work of Christ and because of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. I suppose, in one sense, the greatest sacrifice a believer can offer is the sacrifice of his body, as holy, acceptable to God. He says, “which is your intelligent service”. I would say to the young boys and young girls here, that God is looking for you to act on the line of affectionate intelligence, and that you should begin to think about your body in relation to His will. It is quite right for boys and girls to play, indeed in the world to come, the streets of Jerusalem will be full of boys and girls playing in the streets. It is not safe for them to do that now, but what they can do is begin to think about offering their bodies as a living sacrifice to God, and he says “which is your intelligent service”. 

Think of a boy or girl of twelve or more beginning to think about God and about responding to His love, and coming to understand that I can present my body to God because of the death of Christ and the gift of the Holy Spirit. “Be not conformed to this world”; we know what this world is; if you look at a newspaper you see what it is morally; it is like the earth before the flood, it was full of violence and corruption. That is all that needs to be said about it; men are doing many things to try to improve their lot but the essential moral truth is that the whole earth is full of violence and corruption. But there is one place where you can be safe, and that is in the assembly. The Lord would be especially interested in conveying that to you because, like Noah, we can say He has prepared an ark for the saving of His house. That is what is said of Noah—he prepared an ark for the saving of his house, and the Lord has done that in the assembly. He has prepared something to preserve you and me until He comes for us and removes the assembly from this world. 

So it is needful that our minds should be transformed, they need to be renewed. If our minds are not renewed by communion with the Spirit, by reading the Scriptures and by praying and reading the ministry, our minds will soon become like the minds of ordinary people. They will be filled with business, sport, entertainment, whatever. Well, the apostle wants to preserve us from that line of things, that we should be transformed by the renewing of our mind, to this great end that we may prove what is the good and acceptable and perfect will of God. I suppose everyone here, even the young people, would agree that the will of God is good, it is for our blessing; God has in mind to bless us and that means that as we recognise Him and bow to His will, we begin to prove that it is good. It involves our blessing and then as we know God and trust Him we find that His will is acceptable. 

There was once a man who was on the road to Damascus and he was not subject to the will of God. The Lord came out of heaven in grace and met him and later it was said to him, “it is hard for thee to kick against goads”, Acts 26: 14. God loves you too much to let you do what your mind naturally inclines to, so you find things are in your way. I suppose it would be a foolish person who would kick against a cattle goad; cattle quickly learn that they cannot contend with the goad, they have to submit and go in the direction indicated. So, it is a great thing to find that we are not kicking against restrictions and limitations. One thing that is very helpful to boys and girls to understand is that God has put authority in your parents because they have love for you, and as they get wisdom from God they are going to direct you in a right path. I would commend to the boys and girls here to read the first ten chapters of Proverbs, because you have there a man who was instructed by his father and his mother. He learned a great deal about the will of God, and you can learn something about the will of God through the instruction of your parents. 

Then he says “and perfect will of God”. To put that very simply it means that whatever God does is right; His will is perfect. Indeed there is a man in another scripture who says “as for God, his way is perfect”, Psalm 18: 30. He has come to understand that, whatever happens, the will of God is perfect. If you have any doubt of that, I would point you to God giving up Christ on Calvary’s cross; He was delivered up by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God, which involved His will, and the blessing of the whole eternal day flows out of that, showing the perfection of the will of God. 

I read in 2 Corinthians 4 because we have the second divine Person in the economy mentioned, Jesus. The apostle’s exercise here is that the life also of Jesus may be manifested in our body. Now this is an interesting thing to think of, that the body which you have offered as a living sacrifice to God, according to Romans 12, in 2 Corinthians 4 becomes a vessel for the manifestation of the life of Jesus. We referred to features of that life in the reading, as to what the Lord said, “I am meek and lowly in heart”, Matthew 11: 29. Those are two features of the life of Jesus. There is much more, of course, that comes out in the life of Jesus. The apostle begins by saying that “we have this treasure in earthen vessels”. I would say, with affection and respect, that we saw an evidence in our beloved brother who had to go out, of what an earthen vessel is. Certain things may happen in our vessels that affect us physically, but nevertheless the treasure is there, the treasure is in the earthen vessel. It has been said by others, what comes out in this section is the fragility of the earthen vessel. What this leads us to, is that we are dependent on God—“we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the surpassingness of the power may be of God, and not from us”, 2 Corinthians 4: 7. We have no power inherently or conferred to maintain the earthen vessel. God by His power maintains it. I cannot maintain myself, nor can you. The surpassingness of the power, as he says, must be of God and not from us. This makes us dependent. Not only dependent that we should be preserved physically, but also that the treasure should be maintained intact, and that the body becomes a vehicle for the expression of the life of Jesus. 

He says, “and not from us—every way afflicted, but not straitened”. That is, the assembly person is never driven to the wall in a matter; he may be afflicted but not straitened—“seeing no apparent issue” and that casts us on God. You say, if something comes up, How shall I get through this? 

How shall I work it out? Well, what he is saying here is that our way is not entirely shut up, so it is not a matter of human ingenuity or cleverness, but rather of quiet dependence on God. “Persecuted, but not abandoned”, how wonderful that is, that we are never given up by God! 

There was only One who was abandoned, and that is that we might never be abandoned; God would assure us of that, the Spirit of God in our hearts would assure us of that—“Cast down, but not destroyed; always bearing about in the body the dying of Jesus”. We have been taught that the dying of Jesus is the path of the Lord from the mount of transfiguration to the cross. I have thought a lot about that. One thing that struck me is that, as the Lord went from the mount of transfiguration to the cross, His way became more and more narrowed up. It says, for instance, in one scripture, “he would not walk in Judaea”, John 7: 1. And as He went on, there were fewer and fewer with Him, until finally when His enemies came to take Him in the garden He was left alone; it says that they all forsook Him and fled. 

I do not think we will have to be in that position, I do not think any assembly-minded person will one day find himself wholly alone without anyone else. I think we will always have company in the way of other assembly-minded persons. So he says that this is going on in us, “bearing about in the body”, that is that it involves the actual physical being, but it involves the inwards too; “bearing about in the body the dying of Jesus, that the life also of Jesus may be manifested in our body”. I suppose one of the greatest evidences of the wisdom of God is that, although the devil thought he had banished Christ from the earth, the life also of Jesus is manifested in persons who belong to His body. Think of the wisdom of God; the outward appearance of things looking as though the whole matter was finished, and yet here some two thousand years later, there are persons who are an expression of the life of Jesus. What the devil sought to extirpate from the earth is here in persons who are indwelt by the Holy Spirit, and who find that He is the source of life and power subjectively in them. 

That is why I referred to the leading of the Spirit of God. He says “for as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these  are sons of God”. Now we understand, of course, that we are all sons of God by faith in Christ Jesus, that by faith we became sons through adoption, even before we had the Spirit of adoption. But then, what God is looking for is that there should be a demonstration here, an incontrovertible demonstration, that His sons are here and the power of the demonstration lies in that they are led by the Spirit of God. So, we have this word that we are not debtors to the flesh, and that in the Spirit we have power to put to death the deeds of the body; the deeds of the body would be over against the life of Jesus in our body. He says, “for as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God”. Wonderful to think of assembly persons, of no account publicly, going through the wilderness as we speak of it, and the evidence that they are sons of God is that they are led by the Spirit. They are not led by their own ambitions or wilful thoughts, or worldly desires, or anything like that; they are led by a divine Person who has come down to be with us, to lead us, to safeguard us, to keep the glory of Christ before us, and to assure us of the certainty of everything that we speak about in our meetings. 

It says, “The Spirit itself bears witness with our spirit, that we are children of God”. The witness of the Spirit is not connected with what is material; there is the false doctrine abroad in Christendom that if you come into divine things and do this and that, you will become wealthy and so on; it is all of Satan. The divine thought is that we should be led by the Spirit. 

As led by the Spirit, we are also children of God, so we are the objects of divine affection and care. The Spirit itself bears witness with our spirit; think of the Holy Spirit bearing witness with your spirit and my spirit that we are children of God; that we are the objects of divine care and protection and blessing in a hostile scene, because that is what is in mind here. 

But think of the precious privilege we have, “ye have not received a spirit of bondage again for fear”. That belongs to the old system that has been removed in the death of Christ. 

Christendom has raised up the old system and it is a system of bondage and fear. What we have come into by the grace of God is a system of liberty and nearness and holy privilege. 

“Ye have not received a spirit of bondage again for fear, but ye have received a spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father”. The Lord’s own words become our words. It must be very affecting to the Fathers heart that there are persons here, not only that are led by the Spirit of God, but also who can use, in sincerity and truth, the very words the Lord Jesus used, saying, “Abba, Father”. It shows what holy liberty we have been brought into, and the word is urgent, “whereby we cry, Abba, Father”. It is the outgoing of our spirits, our intelligent affection as to God in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Well that is pretty much, beloved brethren, what I have thought I might speak about, and I trust you yourselves will find it encouraging and refreshing, especially in view of the Lord’s day, the first day of the week, when we have before us the remembrance of the Lord Jesus and the worship of the Father; remembering that the Father seeks such as His worshippers. 

May God bless the word. 

Address at Denton
18 June 2005 

 


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.

2 Corinthians 4:7-10 (JND) [7] But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the surpassingness of the power may be of God, and not from us: [8] every way afflicted, but not straitened; seeing no apparent issue, but our way not entirely shut up; [9] persecuted, but not abandoned; cast down, but not destroyed; [10] always bearing about in the body the dying of Jesus, that the life also of Jesus may be manifested in our body;

Romans 8:12-17 (JND) [12] So then, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to flesh; [13] for if ye live according to flesh, ye are about to die; but if, by the Spirit, ye put to death the deeds of the body, ye shall live: [14] for as many as are led by [the] Spirit of God, *these* are sons of God. [15] 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. [16] The Spirit itself bears witness with our spirit, that we are children of God. [17] And if children, heirs also: heirs of God, and Christ's joint heirs; if indeed we suffer with [him], that we may also be glorified with [him].

Hebrews 10:7 (JND) [7] Then I said, Lo, I come (in [the] roll of the book it is written of me) to do, O God, thy will.

Romans 9:15 (JND) [15] For he says to Moses, I will shew mercy to whom I will shew mercy, and I will feel compassion for whom I will feel compassion.

Acts 26:14 (JND) [14] And, when we were all fallen to the ground, I heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew tongue, Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? [it is] hard for thee to kick against goads.

Psalms 18:30 (JND) [30] As for God, his way is perfect; the word of Jehovah is tried: he is a shield to all that trust in him.

2 Corinthians 4 (JND) [1] Therefore, having this ministry, as we have had mercy shewn us, we faint not. [2] But we have rejected the hidden things of shame, not walking in deceit, nor falsifying the word of God, but by manifestation of the truth commending ourselves to every conscience of men before God. [3] But if also our gospel is veiled, it is veiled in those that are lost; …

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. …

2 Corinthians 4 (JND) [1] Therefore, having this ministry, as we have had mercy shewn us, we faint not. [2] But we have rejected the hidden things of shame, not walking in deceit, nor falsifying the word of God, but by manifestation of the truth commending ourselves to every conscience of men before God. [3] But if also our gospel is veiled, it is veiled in those that are lost; …

Matthew 11:29 (JND) [29] Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am meek and lowly in heart; and ye shall find rest to your souls;

2 Corinthians 4:7 (JND) [7] But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the surpassingness of the power may be of God, and not from us:

John 7:1 (JND) [1] And after these things Jesus walked in Galilee, for he would not walk in Judaea, because the Jews sought to kill him.



EXTRACT

Preachers and Preaching 

Paul says, “We preach not ourselves but Christ Jesus the Lord”. He was converted and saved from his own importance. Christ Jesus is the One to preach. Then Paul said, “and ourselves your servants for Jesus’ sake”. So with Peter, when Cornelius would have worshipped him; in Acts 10: 26 Peter did not simply tell Cornelius to get up, but he took him up, saying, “Stand up; I myself also am a man”. That is the preacher; he is saved from himself. 

Peter is thinking of Cornelius, that he might be saved, and entering into his house he finds there a fine congregation, not a vast one, but one of quality. Cornelius says. We are “all here present before God, to hear all things that are commanded thee of God”. They were not there out of curiosity, but to hear what Peter had to say. And what did he have to say? He spoke about Jesus, that God had anointed Him—not that God had anointed Peter, or made him an apostle, but that God had anointed Jesus, “who went about doing good and healing all that were oppressed of the devil; for God was with him”. That is the kind of preaching. And so Peter preached. I am sure his words were with power; the Holy Spirit records the words and He gives the sense conveyed in the words, and that has to be understood. As Peter preached “the Holy Spirit fell on all those who were hearing the word”—those who heard the word, not who heard Peter simply; the true preacher preaches the word, for that is the thing. Those who heard the word are taken possession of by the Holy Spirit, that is the idea of salvation. You cannot be saved without the Holy Spirit. You cannot be saved without the death of Christ, surely; but you cannot be saved without the Holy Spirit, who is the great power for salvation in this present time. We need that power, the Holy Spirit here, sent down by Christ to effect salvation completely in those who believe. 

J. Taylor (Vol. 76, p.563) 
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Scripture references

Acts 10:26 (JND) [26] But Peter made him rise, saying, Rise up: *I* myself also am a man.
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