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THE RANSOM


1 Timothy 2:5,6;  Exodus 13:13;  Mark 11:1-6

I have in mind to say a few words about the ransom.  It comes into these first two scriptures.  The verse in Timothy is very remarkable: it says that the Man Christ Jesus, the One who is Himself “the mediator of God and men one”, also “gave himself a ransom for all”.  No one is outside the scope of that.  That is not to say that everyone will get the benefit of it, but they are within the scope of it, they could get the benefit of it.  That would tell us something as to the value and vastness of the ransom that God has found.

My thought is not simply to give an exposition about what a ransom means, but to leave us with an appeal as to whether we might commit ourselves freshly to Someone who has offered Himself in this way.  It should appeal to us that the call for committal that is made in ministry is made in the name of the very One who showed us what committal involved, One who gave more than any of us could ever give.  

Before I say more about the ransom, I would like to say something about redemption.  We sometimes speak of these two things as if they are the same, or are interchangeable.  In some translations of the Bible the translators were not as careful as Mr Darby was to make the distinction.  I would say first of all that there is no redemption without a ransom, but they can be viewed as distinct things, and it is the ransom that I wanted specially to draw attention to.  But first as to redemption: we should consider how Scripture speaks about it.  We may be accustomed to the way that the word is used in our ordinary affairs.  Some of us here no doubt are paying off mortgages and so on, but we need to look at the way Scripture speaks about redemption.  Not every reference to redemption in the Scriptures gives the full thought, which we get especially in the New Testament.  Redemption in God’s mind is to bring people to Himself in a way that is fit for the place into which they come.  We may be accustomed to think of redemption simply as the discharge of liabilities.  That is included, but it is not the object.  Someone might be able to pay off debts, and you hear of people paying off debts, and then they run up new debts.  That is not the idea with God; God’s thought is to bring us to Himself.

Redemption is introduced in Scripture in relation to the deliverance of the children of Israel from Egypt (see Exod.6:6): He redeemed a people to Himself.  The scripture says, “I have borne you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself”, Exod.19:4.  What a wonderful matter that is, that man having strayed off into the distance of sin and the far away coldness of a world away from God, it should be in God’s heart to bring such people to Himself.  Paul says “ye who once were afar off are become nigh by the blood of the Christ”, Eph.2:13.  Think of God’s longings that the distance that has come in should be removed, not as a bridge, as we often say, and not simply that He has come out to where we were, although He has, but that He should bring us to Himself.  

What we see with the children of Israel was that they were brought somewhere they had never been before.  Their ancestors had been there: they had not had title to the land they lived in; they were “strangers and foreigners” in the land of promise (Eph.2:19, Heb.11:9).  But God fulfilled His promise: He not only brought them out of Egypt, but He brought them into the land of His inheritance, and there He had prepared a sanctuary that He might dwell among them (Exod.15:17).  They had not earned the right to that; it was not any entitlement they had; it was God’s sovereign grace that brought His people out from all the bondage under which they laboured.  God not only brought them away from the brick kilns and the bondage and the habits of Egypt, but He brought them to Himself.  And when He spoke to them about bringing them to Himself, He said they were to come out to serve Him; and He entices them away from the land of bondage by speaking of the bounty of richness and sweetness of the land of His possession.  What a God He is!  Every time He spoke to the Israelites about the land, it got better and better.  You read the different accounts, and He adds more and more to draw them away in their spirits so as to answer to His desire that they should come out of Egypt.  

God also brings the thought of redemption into the law.  We see in the law that redemption usually related to the recovery by an Israelite of his possessions, things he had had to let go, things he had allowed other people to gain a charge over.  They exercised the rights of redemption in those cases by buying out the person who had their inheritance, or got their property.  They would do that out of their own means if God had prospered them sufficiently to enable them to recover what was once theirs.  There is no suggestion that an offering was made, or that, to recover your animals or your plot of land, a sacrifice had to be made in which a life was given up; you simply paid a price.  

Redemption is also spoken of in the book of Ruth.  That book is very interesting because it deals with a young widow who had no rights at all.  She was disqualified, and the things that she desired were by law out of her reach.  The man who had the right of redemption points out that she was not entitled to what she received (see Ruth 4:6), but there was a mighty man of wealth who was able to secure for her the right of redemption (vv.9,10).  There is a remarkable transition in that book: Ruth starts off gleaning in the fields and at the end by virtue of her union with Boaz she comes to own them.  That is a remarkable transformation; she comes into something that she had never known before.  She was not like Naomi, who would have had memories of Bethlehem and the surrounding country; Ruth had never lived there before; she had no right to be there, but that is what redemption does.  It does not simply put you back where you were, it is not like going down to the pawnbrokers and paying to get your watch back, and you put it back on your wrist and things go on as before.  No, Ruth was brought into something to which she had no previous right, from which she was actually by law disqualified, and on the principle of grace and truth seen in the law of redemption, she came to have the title to it.  

Redemption involves new ground and a new place.  But we do not see in the book of Ruth that a sacrifice was made.  Presumably a price was paid, but we do not read of any sacrifice.  The first reference to redemption is in relation to the people of Israel coming out of Egypt, and it is perhaps greater than the later ones because their redemption involved the sacrifice of the Passover lamb.  It is a very precious thing that when God came to redeem His people and to deliver them from the burdens of the Egyptians (Exod.6:6), it is a lamb that is to be given as a sacrifice.  I want to come back to that, because the lamb is the means of the ransom as well.

We have been secured on the same principle, and that is how it is spoken of in the New Testament.  Paul twice connects redemption with the blood: “we have redemption through his blood” (Eph.1:7), and the reference in Romans is to “the redemption which is in Christ Jesus … through faith in his blood” (chap.3:24,25).  A sacrifice has been made to accomplish the work of redemption.  The connection of redemption with the matter of sins is not as direct as we might think.  Paul says, “we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of offences”.  He does not say offences are redeemed.  That is not an intelligent expression at all.  There is not a cure for the sins: they must be dealt with, and God in His grace forgives them, but that sets Him free to have us for Himself.  What we understand by this is that those whom God goes to redeem (that is an expression in scripture, “the one nation in the earth that God went to redeem to be a people to himself” (1 Chron.17:21)), He finds as guilty sinners encumbered with other claims over us.  We have come under the bondage of sin; we have come under the bondage of the world.  You might not like that idea, but it is true: we do get in bondage to the world, we adopt its values, we seek to fit in; it is bondage, and it is hard to get free of it.  Also, we are in bondage to death, and to the law, because there is something that we know we ought to be, and we cannot be.  All those things make a claim.  God has a claim, He always has had a claim, and He has rights too, and that includes the right of redemption.  What God has done is to find a way to annul every other claim so that His own claim is unencumbered.  Once there is no other claim, God can do for you what He will, and what He wants to do is to bring you to Himself.  In coming to Him you will come into the richest eternal blessing.  What a wonderful thing that is!

Now, as I said, there is no redemption without a ransom.  Redemption has those two parts: a ransom has been given, and then God is free to bring us to Himself.  I want to speak about the ransom, and I want to keep to the way that Scripture speaks about it.  We may use ordinary language; even with hymns we do that; we may sing about a price being paid, while Scripture does not actually say the ransom is a price paid – that is not the way it puts it.  Peter says that we have not been redeemed by silver or gold (1 Pet.1:18,19); that is, it is not an ordinary transaction, whatever the value or the currency might be.  But what we have in this verse in 1 Timothy 2:6 is that He “gave himself a ransom”.  We often sing, 

‘Christ is the Saviour of sinners’   (Hymn 122)

and the hymn writer wrote the chorus like this:

‘Shedding His blood for my ransom’. 

This was changed so that now we sing:

‘Giving Himself as a ransom’. 

We sing it like that because that is what this scripture says, “who gave himself a ransom for all”.  I would like you to think about that.  When we buy something, we pay the money due and we get the goods in exchange.  But it is not exactly right to suggest that the Lord Jesus parted with something as a price; no, He “gave himself”.  That is, that the holy claims of God, the meeting of which has set Him free to bless and to fulfil His will and purpose, required that a Person – and only a particular Person – should put Himself in our place.  

When I was at school we read about a king, Richard the Lionheart.  He used to go on crusades – in fact he died on a crusade – and when returning from one of these crusades he was kidnapped in Europe by his enemies.  They demanded a ransom and the country of England was impoverished by taxes that were levied to buy his freedom.  This money was given to the captors and the king came home.  But that is not the idea of a ransom in scripture.  It is not that a sum has been put down, but “Christ Jesus, who gave himself”; He gave Himself.  I love to think of that, He is someone I know and love, but He “gave himself”.  Think of what that meant to God, the “man Christ Jesus”, a Man that God had always had in His mind, a Man who fulfilled and answered to every thought of God, One in whom God found infinite and eternal complacency.  He knew how much He satisfied the heart of God; He knew what it meant for God that there would be a Man who would obey Him, cost what it would, and obey out of love.  The Lord said, “but that the world may know that I love the Father, and as the Father has commanded me, thus I do”, John 14:31.  He “gave himself”.  What that conveys is that nothing could possibly be held back.  The whole of what He was, not only His body, but all that He was in that blessed condition of manhood here was offered in my place.  Someone took my place, and it was He who did it, and He did it in love.

I want now to speak about the ass, and before speaking about Exodus I am going to refer to Job.  Paul says that nature teaches us (1 Cor.11:14), and I want to draw your attention to something that God taught Job.  God spoke of many things to Job, about the weather, about the ostrich, and also about wild asses.  He said to him, “Who hath sent out the wild ass free? and who hath loosed the bands of the onager, Whose house I made the wilderness, and the salt plain his dwellings?  He laugheth at the tumult of the city, and heareth not the shouts of the driver; The range of the mountains is his pasture, and he searcheth after every green thing”, Job 39:5-8.  It is clear from Mr Darby’s translation that God is talking to Job about two different kinds of ass: a wild ass, which is now extinct, and the onager, which is not.  It is interesting that God should do that, because Job was very keen to make fine distinctions, especially between different kinds of people.  Job was certainly very keen to distinguish himself from everybody else, and he did that by pointing to his own virtue and history which he thought set him apart from other people.  What God is saying to Job is that it might be possible to make those fine distinctions if he wished, but actually underneath, everyone is the same.  Although God makes this distinction between these two kinds of animal, the way He describes their behaviour puts them together.  

That reminds me of the epistle to the Romans.  In the beginning of the epistle, Paul is talking about different cultures and civilisations, and he is talking about the approaches that these different cultures have taken to the question of morality.  There were people who had no law, there were people who have a kind of natural law, and there were the Jews who thought they were superior because they had God’s law.  Then Paul says, as it were, yes, there may be different kinds of people but “there is no difference; for all have sinned” (chap.3:22,23).  That is the point that God is making to Job.  

That is not the only reference Paul makes to there being “no difference” between different kinds of people.  Later on in the epistle he says, “For there is no difference of Jew and Greek; for the same Lord of all is rich towards all that call upon him” (chap.10:12).  Now those riches have found expression in the ransom, the “ransom for all”.  There is no ground on which God could distinguish one person from another.  God is showing Job that there are creatures that are untameable; you cannot herd them or drive them; they are wild and will do as they want.  God is really hinting to Job that that is what the fallen nature of man is like, it obeys no other law ultimately but its own will.  Paul says, “youthful lusts flee”, 2 Tim.2:22.  I remember a brother saying about “youthful lusts” that these are not things that only mark young people.  They mark everybody, and they find their expression like this, that ‘No one is going to tell me what to do’.  That is what these creatures were like.  

We now come to the passage in Exodus.  The ass here has been domesticated: it belongs to somebody.  If I could apply that, in a sense this has happened to us all; we have come under the influences of the world and society and culture in our families in which we live and grow up and go to school.  All these things bring their influences to bear, moderating our natures so that they fit into a certain pattern that makes us useful.  But the point that God is making here is that none of that process has changed the nature of the ass.  And however polite and civilised we may be, we have a sinful nature; the only cure for that sinful nature is a ransom.  

You could say that the ass has virtues, or assets: it is hardy, can tolerate poor conditions, can withstand the cold, is not too concerned about how often it drinks and feeds, is strong and has lots of stamina.  These are things in which the animal is good and virtuous.  We might think we have got some of those virtues as well: an employer values them, or a school values them.  But underneath it is a wild, sinful nature, and that is what God sees.  He is looking past the civilisation and the culture, and He sees a wild nature.  There are only two possible outcomes for that nature.  It stands condemned, which is what Paul says to the Romans, He “has condemned sin in the flesh” (chap.8:3), meaning it cannot be forgiven and has to be condemned and judged. The only other outcome depends on a ransom being given; and for believers, the ransom is given, One able to bear the condemnation instead of us.  What was in God’s mind was that the ass could only live if another creature could be offered that did not share that ass’s nature at all: a lamb.  I have listed all those features that an ass might have, and you would not look for them in a lamb; the lamb is different.  And that is what God has proposed.  He says “None can by any means redeem his brother, nor give to God a ransom for him”, Ps.49:7.  It would be like for like, but God has found in the Person of the Lord Jesus someone in whom that sinful nature did not exist, it was not found: “in him sin is not”, 1 John 3:5.  

There was only one Man of whom that could be said, only one Man in the whole history of time, over against the billions who have lived, who all share the same fallen nature; there is only one Man, “the mediator of God and men”.  God has taken that One so pleasing to Himself, so eternally answering to His dearest thoughts, with all those virtues that satisfied and gratified the heart of God and drew out His love, He has taken that One, the Lamb of God, and He has put Him in the place of guilty sinners so that we can go free!  Is that not affecting?  It was not a question of money having to be found.  No, a life had to be given up, a life had to be surrendered, and it was a life in which none of the things that displeased God and are suggested in the ass were to be found.  

It is a simple picture, but it might appeal to you: that is what God has done.  Sometimes you come across things in your own behaviour: you go to bed at night, you think over the day, you think of something that I did that was not very nice.  There was an unpleasant side there; and you ask, why did you do that, why did you think that?  You cannot hide from what your nature is.  And then you turn to pray, and you speak to Somebody who was never like that, never!  Perhaps then you remember that on that day on the cross He gave Himself for you.  You, a guilty sinner; He a precious, spotless victim: and He gave Himself a ransom for you!   The scripture says, “For also the Son of man did not come to be ministered to, but to minister, and give his life a ransom for many”, Mark 10:45.  Are you among the many?

This passage in Mark presents another ass.  All four gospels speak of this occasion, and they all have something different to contribute.  It is interesting to go over these differences.  In Matthew, Mark and Luke the Lord sends the disciples to find the ass, and in John’s gospel He finds it Himself.  That is typical of John.  Maybe the Lord has found you.  He might use someone preaching the gospel to find you, but I would like to think He has found you Himself: that is John’s gospel.  In Matthew’s gospel, there is an ass and a colt – we should not aim ministry only at young people because we all need it, we all need these appeals.  If in tender love for the young people we express the desire that they might realise how blessed these things are, we have the same desires for all those present.  Here in Mark’s gospel, it says the colt was tied “at the crossway”.  In Luke, when the disciples come, they are questioned by the masters of the colt (Luke 19:33).  It seems that those men, or that man, that Luke writes about knew the Lord.  That is an advantage.  It is like the man who had the upper room (Luke 22:7-13): the disciples are not told to say to him, ‘Jesus wants this room’ nor, to extend that to this scene, are they to say, ‘Jesus wants this colt’.  They say, “the Lord has need of it" (chap.19:34), or “The Teacher says to thee, Where is the guest-chamber” (chap.22:11).  And the man to whom that was said must have known who the disciples meant.  I am just applying this scripture in that way, that the colt had the advantage that its master knew the Lord.  We can be thankful that perhaps all of us here have grown up in that environment, we have been under the influence of those who knew the Lord.  What a blessing it is!  It only takes us so far, but it does take us some way. 

What we also find in the passage in Mark’s gospel is that there is “the crossway”.  Houses in those days were built round courtyards, with a wall and a door in it, and a path round the outside.   If there were four houses together, where they met there would be a crossway.  As I say, it is likely that the man in one of the houses knew the Lord, but we do not know about the people in the other houses – maybe they did not.  I say to the young people, and to us all, that we are surrounded by different influences: right influences, but also other influences.  They may include influences from school, suggesting that you have the assets and the talents to progress in this world, and people will say that we would like you to get on, and we can help to carve out a place for you here, we can help you in this or that direction.  But these are influences that come from the other quarters, and they illustrate the critical nature of this moment that these verses in Mark tell us about.  

The colt was not out in the main street, but it was in an environment where there were different influences.  Mark says here, “upon which no child of man has ever sat”.  The colt was domesticated, so to some extent the influences of society and culture and that kind of thing had had their way.  Also, it was tied, so these influences had begun to work.  But the claims of the world had yet to be made.  And the Lord puts in His claim first!  That is what I would like you to think about.  Dear young brother or sister, I appeal to you in all affection – you hear other claims and other calls; you hear advice that there is a way for you to progress here or there – I know you do, because these things were said to me in my youth.  It did not stop when I ceased to be young, either.  Those voices keep calling.  But the Lord is also calling, and He wants you to put His claim first.  The basis of His claim is that He “gave himself a ransom”.  

If you were to meet Him, He would not talk to you about some transaction that He had entered into.  No, Jesus is not talking in a detached way like that.  If you speak to Him and listen to the appeal He makes, an appeal to give your life direction in relation to His interests and for His own glory, you will hear Him say that He “gave himself a ransom” for you.  Now we do not know the position of this colt.  If the law had been applied, we would have to assume it had been ransomed, otherwise it would not be there.  But now we are at that point, at the crossroads.  Maybe someone here today is at that crossroads; they may not be young, they may be a more senior person, maybe even as old as me.  The Lord is concerned that, if things go on as they are, you will find yourself directed out into this world, under the influence of who knows who; but He is making His claim now.  He makes it as One who gave Himself for your ransom.

May He bless the word.

Address at Sidcup

16 November 2024

Andrew Burr

 

 


Scripture references

1 Timothy 2:5-6 (JND) [5] For God is one, and [the] mediator of God and men one, [the] man Christ Jesus, [6] who gave himself a ransom for all, the testimony [to be rendered] in its own times;

1 Timothy 2:5-6 (JND) [5] For God is one, and [the] mediator of God and men one, [the] man Christ Jesus, [6] who gave himself a ransom for all, the testimony [to be rendered] in its own times;

Exodus 13:13 (JND) [13] And every firstling of an ass shalt thou ransom with a lamb; and if thou do not ransom it, thou shalt break its neck; and every firstborn of a man among thy sons shalt thou ransom.

Exodus 13:13 (JND) [13] And every firstling of an ass shalt thou ransom with a lamb; and if thou do not ransom it, thou shalt break its neck; and every firstborn of a man among thy sons shalt thou ransom.

Mark 11:1-6 (JND) [1] And when they draw near to Jerusalem, to Bethphage and Bethany, at the mount of Olives, he sends two of his disciples, [2] and says to them, Go into the village which is over against you, and immediately on entering into it ye will find a colt tied, upon which no [child] of man has ever sat: loose it and lead it [here]. [3] And if any one say to you, Why do ye this? say, The Lord has need of it; and straightway he sends it hither. [4] And they departed, and found a colt bound to the door without at the crossway, and they loose him. [5] And some of those who stood there said to them, What are ye doing, loosing the colt? [6] And they said to them as Jesus had commanded. And they let them [do it].

Exodus 6:6 (JND) [6] Therefore say unto the children of Israel, I am Jehovah, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I will deliver you from their service, and I will redeem you with a stretched-out arm, and with great judgments.

Exodus 19:4 (JND) [4] Ye have seen what I have done to the Egyptians, and [how] I have borne you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself.

Exodus 19:4 (JND) [4] Ye have seen what I have done to the Egyptians, and [how] I have borne you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself.

Exodus 19:4 (JND) [4] Ye have seen what I have done to the Egyptians, and [how] I have borne you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself.

Ephesians 2:13 (JND) [13] but now in Christ Jesus *ye* who once were afar off are become nigh by the blood of the Christ.

Ephesians 2:19 (JND) [19] So then ye are no longer strangers and foreigners, but ye are fellow-citizens of the saints, and of the household of God,

Hebrews 11:9 (JND) [9] By faith he sojourned as a stranger in the land of promise as a foreign country, having dwelt in tents with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with [him] of the same promise;

Exodus 15:17 (JND) [17] Thou shalt bring them in, and plant them in the mountain of thine inheritance, The place that thou, Jehovah, hast made thy dwelling, The Sanctuary, Lord, that thy hands have prepared.

Exodus 15:17 (JND) [17] Thou shalt bring them in, and plant them in the mountain of thine inheritance, The place that thou, Jehovah, hast made thy dwelling, The Sanctuary, Lord, that thy hands have prepared.

Ruth 4:6 (JND) [6] And he that had the right of redemption said, I cannot redeem [it] for myself, lest I mar mine own inheritance. Redeem thou for thyself what I should redeem, for I cannot redeem [it].

Exodus 6:6 (JND) [6] Therefore say unto the children of Israel, I am Jehovah, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I will deliver you from their service, and I will redeem you with a stretched-out arm, and with great judgments.

Exodus 6:6 (JND) [6] Therefore say unto the children of Israel, I am Jehovah, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I will deliver you from their service, and I will redeem you with a stretched-out arm, and with great judgments.

Ephesians 1:7 (JND) [7] in whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of offences, according to the riches of his grace;

1 Chronicles 17:21 (JND) [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?

1 Chronicles 17:21 (JND) [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?

1 Peter 1:18-19 (JND) [18] knowing that ye have been redeemed, not by corruptible [things, as] silver or gold, from your vain conversation handed down from [your] fathers, [19] but by precious blood, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot, [the blood] of Christ,

1 Peter 1:18-19 (JND) [18] knowing that ye have been redeemed, not by corruptible [things, as] silver or gold, from your vain conversation handed down from [your] fathers, [19] but by precious blood, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot, [the blood] of Christ,

1 Peter 1:18-19 (JND) [18] knowing that ye have been redeemed, not by corruptible [things, as] silver or gold, from your vain conversation handed down from [your] fathers, [19] but by precious blood, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot, [the blood] of Christ,

1 Timothy 2:6 (JND) [6] who gave himself a ransom for all, the testimony [to be rendered] in its own times;

John 14:31 (JND) [31] but that the world may know that I love the Father, and as the Father has commanded me, thus I do. Rise up, let us go hence.

1 Corinthians 11:14 (JND) [14] Does not even nature itself teach you, that man, if he have long hair, it is a dishonour to him?

Job 39:5-8 (JND) [5] Who hath sent out the wild ass free? and who hath loosed the bands of the onager, [6] Whose house I made the wilderness, and the salt plain his dwellings? [7] He laugheth at the tumult of the city, and heareth not the shouts of the driver; [8] The range of the mountains is his pasture, and he searcheth after every green thing.

2 Timothy 2:22 (JND) [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 2:22 (JND) [22] But youthful lusts flee, and pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace, with those that call upon the Lord out of a pure heart.

Psalms 49:7 (JND) [7] None can by any means redeem his brother, nor give to God a ransom for him,

1 John 3:5 (JND) [5] And ye know that *he* has been manifested that he might take away our sins; and in him sin is not.

1 John 3:5 (JND) [5] And ye know that *he* has been manifested that he might take away our sins; and in him sin is not.

1 John 3:5 (JND) [5] And ye know that *he* has been manifested that he might take away our sins; and in him sin is not.

Mark 10:45 (JND) [45] For also the Son of man did not come to be ministered to, but to minister, and give his life a ransom for many.

Luke 19:33 (JND) [33] And as they were loosing the colt, its masters said to them, Why loose ye the colt?

Luke 22:7-13 (JND) [7] And the day of unleavened bread came, in which the passover was to be killed. [8] And he sent Peter and John, saying, Go and prepare the passover for us, that we may eat [it]. [9] But they said to him, Where wilt thou that we prepare [it]? [10] And he said to them, Behold, as ye enter into the city a man will meet you, carrying an earthen pitcher of water; follow him into the house where he goes in; [11] and ye shall say to the master of the house, The Teacher says to thee, Where is the guest-chamber where I may eat the passover with my disciples? [12] And *he* will shew you a large upper room furnished: there make ready. [13] And having gone they found it as he had said to them; and they prepared the passover.



INCREASING AND TAKING ROOT


2 Thessalonians 1:3;  Ephesians 3:14-21; 2:19-22

I felt minded to say something about increase, or enlargement, and what underlies it.  It is evident that there are many scriptures which could have been read that bear on this subject.  The thought of increase applies to ourselves as individuals, as it does to local companies, and indeed to the whole assembly.  It is clearly a subject of particular delight to God Himself that there should be increase.  Paul here, when thinking of increase amongst the Thessalonians, indicates that it was appropriate to thank God for it.  After all, while it is right that we should seek for increase – we see that in the history of Jabez (see 1 Chron.4:10), a perfect illustration of someone who sought increase from God – it is God who delights to give the increase.  He is said to be the giver of the increase (1 Cor.3:6,7).  Here there was increase amongst the saints at Thessalonica.  That was not because circumstances had been especially favourable, and therefore it was easy for increase to take place: quite the contrary.  Circumstances were very difficult; there had been opposition, and Paul later makes reference to the endurance and faith these saints showed in all the persecutions and tribulations which they were sustaining (2 Thess.1:4).  It was in the midst of circumstances of particular trial and difficulty that the increase was taking place.  That might serve as a word of encouragement to us all tonight, because burdens are being carried and circumstances are difficult, but that does not prevent God from bringing in increase.  It may indeed be the very occasion of providing the increase, as an answer in blessing from God, on account of bringing about deeper exercises with each of us.

God knows what the saints are passing through, not only individually – what is carried by each of us alone – but together; so that, just as it was in Thessalonica, “the love of each one of you all towards one another abounds”.  What a beautiful thought, that here was a local company, in the midst of tribulations, and they were not just thinking each one of their own problems, but they were there in love for one another, and God was granting increase in answer to them.  It was not a feeble increase – it says, “because your faith increases exceedingly, and the love of each one of you all towards one another abounds”.  That is very comforting and cheering language to read, conveying the evidence of wonderful blessing coming in from God. 

I had a further thought about increase, and that led me to read from Ephesians 3.  I might say this, that if there is evident increase and enlargement in any structure without the base underlying it being secure and firm, everything will become insecure and liable to collapse.  That is obvious in natural things.  It is something well known: we can observe and take account of it.  And Paul, in his earnest prayer for the saints, was carrying that thought as well, perhaps not in the precise words I have used, but clearly the same thought was in his mind.  On that account, he was praying that the saints might be “rooted and founded in love”.  Therein lies the assurance of a firm base, so that the increase that God chooses to give can be supported, and that the saints are wisely able to bear it and carry things well.  That is an exercise for us all, because I feel increasingly, as the days go by, the desire that I might not only grow in knowledge of the truth but in experience in the things of God.  I carry daily exercise to grow in knowledge, but if I did that only, and failed to be more deeply rooted in love and more deeply founded in the enjoyment of the love of Christ, then things would become unstable with me, as they will with any of us, or indeed with a company.  

If we are interested merely in the promotion of light and knowledge amongst us, without the steady proportionate increase in depth of root and certainty in foundation in love, then things will not remain stable.  But therein, I think, lies the blessing: that, just as Paul was praying for it here as regards the brethren in Ephesus, so should we be exercised to grow roots increasingly deeply into the enjoyment of the love of Christ.  Surely there is room for expansion there.  There always is!  The Lord, when indicating the activities of the sower going out to sow (Luke 8:5-15), spoke of circumstances where the seed might be sown on very shallow ground, maybe on the surface of a rock, and things soon became dried up: there was no fruit and no progress and no increase.  The seed had to fall into the good ground, where it is evident there was ample room for the roots to grow downwards in a full way.  And then the shoot will come up, and the plant will grow and the fruit will come out in increasing measure.  Luke presents it as bearing fruit a hundredfold only, as if to indicate the blessed outcome for divine Persons in such fulness.  

That is what Paul goes on to speak of here – “that ye may be filled even to all the fulness of God”, so that God Himself obtains the response, “in the assembly in Christ Jesus”.  That is the great objective in fruit bearing.  It is not like the illustration of the kingdom of the heavens being like a grain of mustard seed, and growth taking place until it became very great, and the branches spreading and giving opportunity for all the birds of heaven to find roosting places (Matt.13:31,32).  That is not to be compared by any means with the precious allusion to what the Lord Himself was looking for in the pearl of great value (vv.45,46).  That speaks of something choice and excellent for His heart, not great and prominent growth, but something very real and precious.  What is precious is brought about through depth of root in the love of Christ.  Our hearts then will be developed in suited answer and in affection and joy for the Lord Jesus, and a foundation made secure to support the increase in knowledge that we should all seek.  Why should we be feeble-minded in regard to the things of God?  Let us truly seek after these things, but not forget about our personal links with the Lord Jesus.  These things will then be reflected not only personally, but in the local company.  That was what Paul was praying for in Ephesus: he told the saints there that he was bowing his knees to the Father and praying for those things to be true amongst them.  

Then there is a further thought still, which is brought in at the end of the second chapter of Ephesians where we read.  There the increase is connected with the “holy temple”, finally leading up to the “habitation of God in the Spirit”.  That is a very full and great thought, concerning the place that Christ Himself is to have in our hearts, the corner-stone, “in whom all the building fitted together increases to a holy temple in the Lord; in whom ye also are built together for a habitation of God in the Spirit”.  Thank God, we have our part in that very great building – “in whom ye also are built together”.  Notice the word “together”, “the building fitted together”.  We have been thinking of stability; there it comes out, not only in a sure foundation or a sure root, but also in all that is built securely together through the work of the Holy Spirit: “the building fitted together increases to a holy temple in the Lord; in whom ye also are built together for a habitation of God in the Spirit”. 

Well, that conveys my thought.  May the result be encouragement for us to pursue the things that contribute to edification in our own souls and amongst the saints.  It is the same thought: ‘edification’ is translated in other passages as ‘building’ and it is the same word.  It means building and increasing; indeed it is the same thought as is referred to in this passage in Ephesians 2 – “the building fitted together”.   

May the Lord bless us, that there would be edification and increase in our hearts from what has been said, to His glory. 

Word in a meeting for ministry

Brechin, 7 January 2025

 

John Laurie

 

 


Scripture references

2 Thessalonians 1:3 (JND) [3] We ought to thank God always for you, brethren, even as it is meet, because your faith increases exceedingly, and the love of each one of you all towards one another abounds;

Ephesians 3:14-21 (JND) [14] For this reason I bow my knees to the Father [of our Lord Jesus Christ], [15] of whom every family in [the] heavens and on earth is named, [16] in order that he may give you according to the riches of his glory, to be strengthened with power by his Spirit in the inner man; [17] that the Christ may dwell, through faith, in your hearts, being rooted and founded in love, [18] in order that ye may be fully able to apprehend with all the saints what [is] the breadth and length and depth and height; [19] and to know the love of the Christ which surpasses knowledge; that ye may be filled [even] to all the fulness of God. [20] But to him that is able to do far exceedingly above all which we ask or think, according to the power which works in us, [21] to him be glory in the assembly in Christ Jesus unto all generations of the age of ages. Amen).

Ephesians 3:14-21 (JND) [14] For this reason I bow my knees to the Father [of our Lord Jesus Christ], [15] of whom every family in [the] heavens and on earth is named, [16] in order that he may give you according to the riches of his glory, to be strengthened with power by his Spirit in the inner man; [17] that the Christ may dwell, through faith, in your hearts, being rooted and founded in love, [18] in order that ye may be fully able to apprehend with all the saints what [is] the breadth and length and depth and height; [19] and to know the love of the Christ which surpasses knowledge; that ye may be filled [even] to all the fulness of God. [20] But to him that is able to do far exceedingly above all which we ask or think, according to the power which works in us, [21] to him be glory in the assembly in Christ Jesus unto all generations of the age of ages. Amen).

Ephesians 2:19-22 (JND) [19] So then ye are no longer strangers and foreigners, but ye are fellow-citizens of the saints, and of the household of God, [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; [22] in whom *ye* also are built together for a habitation of God in [the] Spirit.

1 Chronicles 4:10 (JND) [10] And Jabez called on the God of Israel saying, Oh that thou wouldest richly bless me, and enlarge my border, and that thy hand might be with me, and that thou wouldest keep me from evil, that it may not grieve me! And God brought about what he had requested.

1 Corinthians 3:6-7 (JND) [6] *I* have planted; Apollos watered; but God has given the increase. [7] So that neither the planter is anything, nor the waterer; but God the giver of the increase.

2 Thessalonians 1:4 (JND) [4] so that we ourselves make our boast in you in the assemblies of God for your endurance and faith in all your persecutions and tribulations, which ye are sustaining;

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

Luke 8:5-15 (JND) [5] The sower went out to sow his seed; and as he sowed, some fell along the way, and it was trodden under foot, and the birds of the heaven devoured it up; [6] and other fell upon the rock, and having sprung up, it was dried up because it had not moisture; [7] and other fell in the midst of the thorns, and the thorns having sprung up with [it] choked it; [8] and other fell into the good ground, and having sprung up bore fruit a hundredfold. As he said these things he cried, He that has ears to hear, let him hear. [9] And his disciples asked him [saying], What may this parable be? [10] And he said, To you it is given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God, but to the rest in parables, in order that seeing they may not see, and hearing they may not understand. [11] But the parable is this: The seed is the word of God. [12] But those by the wayside are those who hear; then comes the devil and takes away the word from their heart that they may not believe and be saved. [13] But those upon the rock, those who when they hear receive the word with joy; and these have no root, who believe for a time, and in time of trial fall away. [14] But that that fell where the thorns were, these are they who having heard go away and are choked under cares and riches and pleasures of life, and bring no fruit to perfection. [15] But that in the good ground, these are they who in an honest and good heart, having heard the word keep it, and bring forth fruit with patience.

Matthew 13:31-32 (JND) [31] Another parable set he before them, saying, The kingdom of the heavens is like a grain of mustard [seed] which a man took and sowed in his field; [32] which is less indeed than all seeds, but when it is grown is greater than herbs, and becomes a tree, so that the birds of heaven come and roost in its branches.

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: …



WONDERFUL LIGHT


1 Peter 2:9,10;  Colossians 1:12-14;  Acts 7:54-60

I have been impressed about darkness and light; and the thought came into the hymn that we sang at the beginning of the meeting on Lord’s day morning, hymn 347.  The third verse says,

‘With hearts now filled with glory’s light,

We tread our path through earth’s dark night’.   

I have been thinking about the contrast between God’s world and man’s world.  In the preaching, our brother spoke about man’s wisdom and God’s wisdom.  It seems to me that we come across that in our lives; it is not so much a choice, but rather a complete contrast between (on the one hand) what God is doing and has done through the work of our Lord Jesus, and what He is doing in the power and presence of the Holy Spirit, and (on the other) what man is striving after.  Man’s efforts only lead to darkness.  His world gets darker and darker.

When the Lord was here, He said that He was “the light of the world”, John 8:12.  It is also said, “And the light appears in darkness, and the darkness apprehended it not”, John 1:5.  Unless we are subject to divine light, we will dwell in darkness.  What has just been said about the feet-washing that took place in John 13 relates to this: where the Lord was, divine love was in operation.  Consider the humility and the lowliness of Jesus: He was the Creator of the heavens and the earth, and yet He was going round the circle and washing the feet of the disciples.  What grace and what love!  That is what wins the day.  And over against that you have a man who allowed Satan to get into his heart through covetousness, and he went out.  That is the situation in the world.  If Jesus is rejected, there is darkness, but if He is accepted there is “wonderful light”.

That is why I read in Peter, where he speaks about “wonderful light”.  That is how Peter felt about the light.  He had known what darkness was.  He came into the light, but then he did things that he should not have done.  He did not go back into moral darkness, but in John 21 there is that fruitless fishing expedition which is often aptly described by the three words, night, nothing and nakedness.  It was night, they caught nothing and they were naked – or Peter was; but it did not stay that way.  What did Peter find?  He came back to the shore and there was a fire of coals and fish on it.  The Lord in His goodness and in His grace had provided everything for their sustenance, for their warmth, and their direction.

I could not help thinking about Stephen in this connection.  He was a wonderful man who comes on the scene when something of a crisis arose, when there was murmuring in chapter 6.  They were told to look out men and they found “Stephen, a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit”, Acts 6:5.  That is where we get these instincts that have been spoken about, so we know the direction to go in.  Stephen here certainly was empowered; he did not lack strength nor power in the way in which he was able to speak.  His words gave these benighted Jews the opportunity to come into the light.  He presented the light of the gospel to them, but sadly he was refused.

What I was interested in was that his eyes were fixed on heaven, and what he saw was “the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God”.  That was ‘glory’s light’; that was what he saw.  The stones of hatred were raining down on him but he was lifted in his spirit above that, lifted above the persecution.  He was lifted above the torrent of abuse, not only verbal but physical.  These stones represented the hatred and the rejection of man, but Stephen was imbued by another Spirit.  The Holy Spirit was helping him to overcome in the glorious light of a Man who had been subjected to far worse abuse than Stephen suffered; what Jesus did no other man could have done – He endured what no other man could have done.  Stephen was in the full light and enjoyment and power of that, so he overcame wonderfully and his disposition was not changed: “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit”, and then he says, “lay not this sin to their charge”.  What he said was limited to that sin of theirs against him.  The Lord said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do”, Luke 23:34.  What the Lord Jesus said there was on a different level, but Stephen had become imbued with the spirit of his Master and he was able to represent the mercy and the grace of God.  How did he do it?  “He saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God”.  He looked on the scene of ‘glory’s light’ and that helped him to overcome. 

Now Peter commends these dear brethren, these persons who were scattered abroad, and he tells them how God looked upon them as “a chosen race, a kingly priesthood, a holy nation, a people for a possession”.  I think that is what ministry would do: it enlightens us and reminds us of the height of our calling.  That is the great service of “the Apostle and High Priest of our confession” in Hebrews 3:1.  We have often been reminded that as the Apostle, Christ maintains the calling at its height, and as High Priest he maintains the saints at the height of the calling1.  What Peter says presents the features of the Apostle and the High Priest.  Peter is always an apostle but he is acting here, I think, in a priestly way and as a shepherd.  He is caring for souls.  He is feeding them and building them up, and then he cannot help speaking about what is in view, “that ye might set forth the excellencies of him who has called you out of darkness to his wonderful light; who once were not a people, but now God’s people; who were not enjoying mercy, but now have found mercy”.  I think that is what we experience on a Lord’s day: we are freshly reminded of the blessings that are ours.  And once we lay hold of them in faith, even though we may sometimes for the moment lose the joy of them, or lose the power of them, nevertheless there is what is implanted in our souls that, under living ministry, is revived.  I think that is how Peter was serving these dear brethren to whom he was writing.

When we come to Colossians, Paul is writing to an assembly of which he says that they were “bearing fruit and growing” (chap.1:6).  There was already something very wonderful in Colosse, but then Paul encourages them further.  He says, “giving thanks to the Father, who has made us fit for sharing the portion of the saints in light”.  And then he summarises what he is saying by adding, “who has delivered us from the authority of darkness, and translated us into the kingdom of the Son of his love”.  Now you get these two features set in contrast to each other.  They had once been under the authority of darkness: the degradation into which Satan and his world and his influence had drawn them; and then the contrast – the elevation, liberty, power and joy that the grace of the gospel represented here as traced back to the heart of the Father.

The Father is interested in us; He is interested in every one here.  He is taking account of us gathered here, a few of us in a town.  There may well be other believers gathered, there may be persons reading their Bibles: thank God for that.  That helps to stem the power of darkness, but it does more than that.  It brings us into an area of peace and joy and satisfaction, the “portion of the saints in light”.  Such is our eternal portion, and in the power of the Spirit we can enjoy it now.

May the Lord encourage us, for His name’s sake.

 

Word in a meeting for ministry, Grangemouth

9 October 2024
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Scripture references

1 Peter 2:9-10 (JND) [9] But *ye* [are] a chosen race, a kingly priesthood, a holy nation, a people for a possession, that ye might set forth the excellencies of him who has called you out of darkness to his wonderful light; [10] who once [were] not a people, but now God's people; who were not enjoying mercy, but now have found mercy.

1 Peter 2:9-10 (JND) [9] But *ye* [are] a chosen race, a kingly priesthood, a holy nation, a people for a possession, that ye might set forth the excellencies of him who has called you out of darkness to his wonderful light; [10] who once [were] not a people, but now God's people; who were not enjoying mercy, but now have found mercy.

Colossians 1:12-14 (JND) [12] giving thanks to the Father, who has made us fit for sharing the portion of the saints in light, [13] who has delivered us from the authority of darkness, and translated [us] into the kingdom of the Son of his love: [14] in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins;

Colossians 1:12-14 (JND) [12] giving thanks to the Father, who has made us fit for sharing the portion of the saints in light, [13] who has delivered us from the authority of darkness, and translated [us] into the kingdom of the Son of his love: [14] in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins;

Acts 7:54-60 (JND) [54] And hearing these things they were cut to the heart, and gnashed their teeth against him. [55] But being full of [the] Holy Spirit, having fixed his eyes on heaven, he saw [the] glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God, [56] and said, Lo, I behold the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing at the right hand of God. [57] And they cried out with a loud voice, and held their ears, and rushed upon him with one accord; [58] and having cast [him] out of the city, they stoned [him]. And the witnesses laid aside their clothes at the feet of a young man called Saul. [59] And they stoned Stephen, praying, and saying, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. [60] And kneeling down, he cried with a loud voice, Lord, lay not this sin to their charge. And having said this, he fell asleep.

Acts 7:54-60 (JND) [54] And hearing these things they were cut to the heart, and gnashed their teeth against him. [55] But being full of [the] Holy Spirit, having fixed his eyes on heaven, he saw [the] glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God, [56] and said, Lo, I behold the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing at the right hand of God. [57] And they cried out with a loud voice, and held their ears, and rushed upon him with one accord; [58] and having cast [him] out of the city, they stoned [him]. And the witnesses laid aside their clothes at the feet of a young man called Saul. [59] And they stoned Stephen, praying, and saying, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. [60] And kneeling down, he cried with a loud voice, Lord, lay not this sin to their charge. And having said this, he fell asleep.

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.

John 1:5 (JND) [5] And the light appears in darkness, and the darkness apprehended it not.

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

Acts 6:5 (JND) [5] And the saying pleased the whole multitude: and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and [the] Holy Spirit, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolas, a proselyte of Antioch,

Luke 23:34 (JND) [34] And Jesus said, Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do. And, parting out his garments, they cast lots.

Hebrews 3:1 (JND) [1] Wherefore, holy brethren, partakers of [the] heavenly calling, consider the Apostle and High Priest of our confession, Jesus,
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