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HEAVENLY ONES AND A HEAVENLY COUNTRY

L. McFarlane 

1 Corinthians 15: 45–49; Hebrews 11: 13–16 

There is one word in each of these passages we have read that I have particularly in mind to speak about and that is the word “heavenly”. Our beloved sister was a heavenly personality; she lived a long and fruitful life and her outlook was heavenly. Now that is a challenge to us this morning, dear friends, as to our outlook. We can gladly bear testimony to her conversation, how she was engaged with the things that are above where Christ is. Thank God, the work of God has been completed in her and she is now with Jesus her Saviour, which is far better. 

So I thought we might see in these scriptures in their context that the first man belongs to the earth; his aspirations, his outlook, are earthly. But through the grace of God some of us have been taken up, mercifully taken up by God, so that we have a heavenly portion, the portion of the saints in light. We are pilgrims and sojourners here, soon to be with Jesus. I particularly would call attention to verse 48 of 1 Corinthians 15, “Such as he made of dust, such also those made of dust”. That is what we are in our natural condition. The word is, “For dust thou art; and unto dust shalt thou return”, Genesis 3: 19. If the Lord should tarry, that is the portion of everyone here; we return to dust. But it goes on to say, “Such as the heavenly one”, that is Jesus, “such also the heavenly ones”. Our attention is called to the blessed Person of Christ Jesus the heavenly One. Here He was in this scene, a Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. He moved here in service to men and service to God, and in His committal He went to the cross, suffered and died. The beginning of this same chapter says, “Christ died for our sins, according to the scriptures; and ... he was buried” (1 Corinthians 15: 3). We are about to bury our sister. But it goes on to say, “He was raised the third day”. I trust everyone within the sound of my voice has a link with that Man in the glory, the heavenly One. Well, “Such as the heavenly One, such also the heavenly ones”; what grace that persons like ourselves, with a sinful history, can be cleansed, can be sanctified, and can be thus designated as “heavenly ones”. Our beloved sister was here in our midst as such a person, her outlook entirely heavenly. Despite frailty in her latter days she had one object to speak about—Jesus. 

May this be the portion of our hearts. Then, finally, the matter of faith comes into this second scripture. “All these died in faith” is a reference to those of the Old Testament who anticipated the coming of Jesus and the incoming of what was better. And yet they are an example for us, it says, “For they who say such things shew clearly that they seek their country”. We need clarity, clarity in testimony, dear friends. Let us show clearly where we belong. These persons, though they were not as favoured as we are, showed clearly that they sought their country. Later on it says, “a better, that is, a heavenly”. 

May our hearts be encouraged. The dear bereaved family we would think of at this time and trust that in this hour of grief they may find the One who was so precious to our dear sister as a comfort for their own hearts. May He bless His word. 

 


Scripture references

1 Corinthians 15:45-49 (JND) [45] Thus also it is written, The first man Adam became a living soul; the last Adam a quickening spirit. [46] But that which is spiritual [was] not first, but that which is natural, then that which is spiritual: [47] the first man out of [the] earth, made of dust; the second man, out of heaven. [48] Such as he made of dust, such also those made of dust; and such as the heavenly [one], such also the heavenly [ones]. [49] And as we have borne the image of the [one] made of dust, we shall bear also the image of the heavenly [one].

Hebrews 11:13-16 (JND) [13] All these died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen them from afar off and embraced [them], and confessed that they were strangers and sojourners on the earth. [14] For they who say such things shew clearly that they seek [their] country. [15] And if they had called to mind that from whence they went out, they had had opportunity to have returned; [16] but now they seek a better, that is, a heavenly; wherefore God is not ashamed of them, to be called their God; for he has prepared for them a city.

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

Genesis 3:19 (JND) [19] In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, until thou return to the ground: for out of it wast thou taken. For dust thou art; and unto dust shalt thou return.

1 Corinthians 15:3 (JND) [3] For I delivered to you, in the first place, what also I had received, that Christ died for our sins, according to the scriptures;



THE SOWER

J. A. Petersen 

Luke 8: 4, 5 (first phrase) 

I would like to say a word about the sower. The Lord Jesus here is employing an agricultural thought which is well known to all of us. He says, “The sower went out to sow his seed”. 

What distinguishes the Lord Jesus from every other sower of seed is this, that He was also the seed; there is no other sower of whom that could be said but Himself. He says of Himself in John’s gospel, “Except the grain of wheat falling into the ground die, it abides alone; but if it die, it bears much fruit”, John 12: 24. That is a reference to Himself. 

We are here in the presence of death, beloved; it is a solemn matter to be in the presence of death and to know too that death is working in each one of us in a human sense. The Lord Jesus said that He is the grain of wheat which has fallen into the ground and died. What makes the matter of death a matter which we can get through is the fact that Jesus died. He has been into it before us and He has been in it as no other man has been in it. At the same time He was the Sower, and that involves the great sovereign work of God in the glad tidings going forth since the Holy Spirit came, and it involves the Lord’s own ministry. Mark’s gospel begins that way, “Beginning of the glad tidings of Jesus Christ”. They are wonderful glad tidings. There were many people that came to hear. In this passage in Luke it says “a great crowd” came. There are more in this room today than usual, thank God for that, and the Lord wants to tell you that He is the Sower. He has the seed, His word, and it is your responsibility and mine as to what we do with the glad tidings. You have a responsibility. 

Time fails to read the rest of the passage, but it is well known throughout Christendom, that the seed fell on good ground, thorny ground, rocky ground, and along the way. You and I are the ground and you have to ask yourself what kind of soil are you into which the gospel has come. I do not doubt that everyone here has heard something of the glad tidings, and if you were near Mrs Pilgrim you certainly would have heard it and she would have given you a tract too—hundreds of them she gave out. Our sister was a sower. The extension of the Lord Jesus in the gospel is in the saints, the brethren become the sowers, the preachers. But then there is the sovereignty of God; the seed falls here and it falls there—we all hear the same gospel; many of us have been to it many times it may be, but the responsibility in this chapter is on me, how have I heard? As it says in another place, How do you hear? A brother preached the glad tidings in our room last Lord’s day from Mark 7, where the Lord put His fingers to the man’s ears that he might hear right. Why? That he might speak right! Some of us are not saying the same things; we are humbled about it; we have to say that. This occasion is a humbling occasion too. But our sister has been an extension of the Sower; she met people on the trains, the buses, in her family, and she spoke of Christ. She was a sower of the word. 

But then the responsibility is with you and me as to how the word is received. We are not here to speak about our sister, we are here to speak about the great Sower of the word, the Lord Jesus, who Himself was the seed. Christ is the seed. 

The prophet Isaiah speaks of taking root downward, and bearing fruit upward (Isaiah 37: 31). That is in the Christian—it is not only that we are saved for eternity, but that we bear fruit upward to God; as our brother has said, heavenly ones able to minister to God in His service and worship. Luke’s gospel brings that out; the Lord says, Where are the nine? (Luke 17: 17). 

Where have you been in relation to the Lord’s supper and your responsibility to God in this city? Our sister fulfilled her responsibility; she not only was a sower but she was good ground. That is what I would like to be, good ground to see that God’s word is nurtured in my heart, and in your heart, by faith. Faith works in the Christian, it works in us, it works certain things into a result. And then the Spirit is received by faith and thus the fruit is born, upward to God, the Spirit of His Son crying in our hearts, “Abba, Father”. Galatians 4: 6. That is the word taking effect in our hearts by the glad tidings. So we are not sitting around in one sense with sorrowful faces today, although we grieve with the relatives, and are glad to see them here, but we do rejoice that our sister is with Christ. We can praise God for that. 

So there is something for God in this meeting, may it be so. “The sower went out to sow”—what it cost Him to sow! He did not go down to the granary and buy seed, He was the seed. 

And now it is for us, dear friends, as the hymn says, to fill up the ranks at the present time with heavenly worth (Hymn 424), while God leaves us here, and to make God’s word effective in New York as far as you and I are concerned, and be effective for God in the glad tidings, effective for Him in His assembly, and in the service of God. We are either here for Christ, beloved, or we are not here for Him. He is not to be an appendage to our lives. What God is looking for—and our dear sister has set an example and has been a model for us—is that we are totally committed to Christ and His interests in this city. May we be helped and encouraged to follow on, for His name’s sake. 

 


Scripture references

Luke 8:4-5 (JND) [4] And a great crowd coming together, and those who were coming to him out of each city, he spoke by parable: [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;

John 12:24 (JND) [24] Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except the grain of wheat falling into the ground die, it abides alone; but if it die, it bears much fruit.

Mark 7 (JND) [1] And the Pharisees and some of the scribes, coming from Jerusalem, are gathered together to him, [2] and seeing some of his disciples eat bread with defiled, that is, unwashed, hands, [3] (for the Pharisees and all the Jews, unless they wash their hands diligently, do not eat, holding what has been delivered by the ancients; …

Isaiah 37:31 (JND) [31] And the remnant that is escaped of the house of Judah shall again take root downward, and bear fruit upward;

Luke 17:17 (JND) [17] And Jesus answering said, Were not the ten cleansed? but the nine, where [are they]?

Galatians 4:6 (JND) [6] But because ye are sons, God has sent out the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, Abba, Father.



ENCOURAGEMENT IN PRESSURE

G. Hesterman 

1 Thessalonians 4: 17, 18 

There is much pressure, beloved brethren, in this world of one kind and another and there is much pressure amongst the saints—a variety of pressures; the Lord knows. So this is a time when we need to be encouraged, especially those who are bereaved. These are the last days; the coming of the Lord is drawing nigh. 

We think of our beloved sister; she is with the Lord. We surely miss her and the happy spirit that she manifested. Paul says, “Thus we shall be always with the Lord. So encourage one another with these words”. Let us think about that, and feed on it. The apostle Paul could say, “The Son of God, who has loved me and given himself for me”, Galatians 2: 20. Yes, He gave Himself for me, this glorious Saviour, who shed His precious blood. Think of the love of that glorious One, the Son of God. And what a prospect, beloved brethren, that we are going to be with Him; we are going to see Him, the Lord of glory; and so “we shall be always with the Lord”. Feed on it, think about it, dwell on it, contemplate it—“we shall be always with the Lord”. We have never actually seen Him, but we shall be caught up together to meet Him in the air. I just love to read this and feed on it and think about the wonderful, glorious things that are ahead. that we are going to be with the Lord Jesus for ever, never to part. What a prospect, what a time! 

So I just want to say these words by way of encouragement, because we surely need encouragement in these days. So Paul ends this section with this exhortation, “So encourage one another with these words”. 

If there should be any one here who does not know the Lord Jesus as their Saviour I would take this opportunity to appeal to you to come to the Saviour who shed His precious blood for you. He accomplished the wonderful work of redemption and we earnestly appeal to you to put your faith and trust in that glorious One and experience real, true joy and satisfaction and happiness, so that you can be included in this “we”, “and thus we shall be always with the Lord”. So I just leave that word with us, “So encourage one another with these words”. 

Words at the burial of Mrs A.Pilgrim, Brooklyn, N.Y.
3 July 1985 

 


Scripture references

1 Thessalonians 4:17-18 (JND) [17] then *we*, the living who remain, shall be caught up together with them in [the] clouds, to meet the Lord in [the] air; and thus we shall be always with [the] Lord. [18] So encourage one another with these words.)

Galatians 2:20 (JND) [20] I am crucified with Christ, and no longer live, *I*, but Christ lives in me; but [in] that I now live in flesh, I live by faith, the [faith] of the Son of God, who has loved me and given himself for me.



CHILDREN OF PRAYER, OF THE TESTIMONY, AND OF PROPHECY

N. T. Meek 

1 Samuel 1: 9–12; 1 Timothy 1: 18; 1 John 2: 1–6 

I have read about young men. John’s address is more general but the other two refer specifically to Samuel and Timothy. Samuel we may describe as a child of prayer, which I have no doubt most of us are. We may now be grown up but there was a time when we were children and most of us are children of prayer. I would just like to engage you for a moment with what it means to be a child of prayer. It means, quite simply, that you have been prayed for. It is true that there are believers who have been converted who did not have parents who prayed for them. God’s grace operates because it is God’s grace, and sometimes even if the parents are not converted. He converts their children without any help or aid from the parents. That is the magnificence of God’s grace so that if He has to do the work, it is entirely His own. Of course, it is always His work anyway, and yet it may be greatly watered by our parents’ prayers. When we are young we do not realize it too much, how much prayer has gone up for us, how often our names have been mentioned in heaven. Samuel is an example of one who was prayed for before he was born. His mother wanted a child and she prayed for one and later she had several, but Samuel is the one that I want to speak about. 

It may be that sometime you wished that your parents had not prayed about you. It may be you wished that they had left you to go your own way unhinderedly. Prayer is something like a holding cord, a restraining cord, even if you cannot see it. God says to Job in chapter 38 verse 31, “Canst thou fasten the bands of the Pleiades, or loosen the cords of Orion?” (Job 38: 31). You may wonder what that means, but it refers to some heavenly influences. He speaks about loosening the cords of Orion. Can it be done? Dear young one, it is not in your power to do that, neither can you loosen the prayers that your parents plead for you. Perhaps you would rather they did not pray for you; perhaps you feel at times a certain restraint upon you, in fact you would like to go further than you are going. It may be that God will answer their prayers and He may physically stop you from going further on the way you would like to go. 

It is something that you will have to reckon with, dear young one, as having been brought up in a Christian household. You may find yourself unable to move in the way you want to because God is paying attention to your parents’ prayers and maybe also your grandparents’ prayers. Samuel apparently did not resent the prayers that his mother constantly made for him and he grew up in his day as one who was able to meet the need of the moment. In every generation, dear brethren, there arises a particular need and it calls for persons who are able to meet the need amongst us. God employed Samuel to meet the need that was extant at that time. It all stemmed from the prayers of a sister. It became known through the length and breadth of the land that he was a prophet. He stands in a singular place as the last of the judges and the first of the prophets (Acts 13: 20). He stands in a kind of a transitional position, a judge and a prophet, and he met the needs of the nation of Israel in a most critical time. He introduces God’s king and I say again that his service developed from the prayers of Hannah, his mother. We are not told much about the father and what we are told about him is not too good. If there is both a mother and a father praying, that is better than just one. I would encourage every parent to pray; I am sure you do; pray more. There is many a person that has overcome in his life and you could call such a child of prayer. 

Now I want to speak next about John’s children. He says in his epistle, “My children”; he is referring to them in a moral sense. They are not exactly regarded as children of prayer but as children of the testimony. John writes for the last days; I expect you have heard that said many times, he writes for these days. They have not changed morally, they are still the same characteristically as the days in which John wrote, and one need of the moment is that we may not sin. If I, as a believer, sin, it may have its effect on the testimony. I remember as a young man, just out to work and having confessed the Lord’s name, how I subsequently broke down under provocation. I lost my temper and so the testimony was marred. I felt bad about it because what I did was not commensurate with my confession. No doubt most of us have had some such experience. 

So John says here, “I write to you in order that ye may not sin; and if any one sin, we have a patron with the Father. Jesus Christ the righteous”. It is a great comfort, dear young believer, that God has made every provision for you, even for your failure. John writes that we may not fail, but if you do fail you will find that God has made provision for you that your part in the testimony may be mended. Alas, how much the testimony has been affected because of our failure! There are three things connected with the testimony in the Old Testament, namely, the tables of testimony embodying the law, then there is the ark of the testimony, and then there is the tabernacle of testimony. The tables of testimony were perfect; the law was given by God; and also the ark of the testimony was perfect. One Person has been here and He has carried through God’s testimony. The ark, you remember, became the depository of the testimony. Israel broke the law before they even received it, but God had in mind that the piece of furniture that is called the ark would be able to take those tables of the testimony and carry them right through the wilderness into the land. The ark is Christ, the one blessed Person who kept the testimony inviolate. How your heart goes out to Him, does it not? One Person has been here and was able to carry God’s testimony, God’s will, through in perfection. If it had been dependent on you or me it would have failed long ago. Christ carried it through. Then there is the tabernacle of the testimony in which you and I have a part and that is where failure may be. There is no failure with the tables, there is no failure with the Ark, but there may be a failure with you and me. The word here is that we may not sin, and the Spirit is here to give us power. In the instance I have quoted as to myself, I eventually was brought to learn that if I had cried to the Spirit, and been on better terms with the Spirit, I would not have failed as I did. But there is such a thing as being a child of the testimony. 

There is need for it because the testimony has got so confused in Christendom. The testimony in its purity and in its distinction has been marred in Christendom. The need of the moment is for a clear and pure testimony. I sometimes wonder if one of the marks of the very last days will be that there is a revival of the testimony, a clear and distinct revival. One would long for that, that the light once given without any adulteration, without any weakening, given from God, is rightly maintained and adhered to. Mr. Stoney replied to someone who wrote about placarding, presumably referring to advertising the gospel, ‘There should be no publicity now but the publicity which personal devotedness to Christ would entail’ (‘Letters’, Vol. 1, p.30). 

A testimony is rendered by persons going along to the meeting and whose devotion is seen by their neighbours. ‘Why’, they say, ‘are you churching again?’ What do the neighbours say behind the curtains? ‘Those people are always going to their meetings’. There is a testimony of devoted hearts that is to be seen in our places of work, amongst our neighbours, and in the streets. We should be a testimony to the whole profession and a testimony to men. There are to be such persons, beloved; they are children of the testimony. Would you not like to be among them? What is going to become of the testimony? Will there be persons who are owning His rights when He comes? John’s children are children of the testimony; there is a need for them at the present time. 

Now I just refer briefly to Timothy. He probably was a child of prayer but that is not the point I want to make about him, nor do I want to make a point of the fact that he was a child of the testimony though no doubt he was. The point that I want to make is that he was a child of prophecy. It has registered with me only of late that Timothy could be described as a child of prophecy. There are two references to him thus; the one we have read and one in 1 Timothy 4: 14. This latter confirms the one that we read. Now what does it mean? It means that God may have been thinking in relation to you before you were born. He may have had you in mind for something. I do not know if you have ever thought about that, that you have your own personality and there is no one like you. I speak to you soberly; there is no one quite like you. You are distinctive, dear brother, dear sister, the Lord may have something in mind for you. He may have some work, some service. He may even have a gift that He wants to give you and He may at some time begin to speak about it. Cyrus was spoken of nearly two hundred years before he was known. God can do that; Isaiah mentions his name long before he was even born. If that was done regarding a Gentile king, to be used in God’s ways, how much more in regard of a believer. 

So we get this rather remarkable scripture and it may be that there is someone here who is a child of prophecy. It may be there is someone here for whom the Lord has a distinctive service. There have been such in the history of the testimony and I would like you to consider the possibility that, quite apart from your will, the Lord may have designed a particular service for you, and, as I say, He may even give you a gift and if He does give you a gift you must remember that it is for the benefit of His people and not for yourself. I take it that as long as the testimony is here there will be a need for gift. I do not know that there is anywhere any suggestion that gift is ever withdrawn. You say, What is it? 

It is an impression of Christ and the ability to convey it. It is the ability to speak and act effectively. We say someone has a gift in the gospel, that means that he can effectively speak of Jesus. He not only loves Jesus but he has the gift of effectively speaking of Him. There may be someone else who loves Jesus equally but he has not been given a gift. Divine sovereignty enters into that, and I think at the end of the testimony there will be a need for gift and it may be that a sister can have a gift as well. There were certain sisters who prophesied (Acts 21: 9), but as far as public service goes gift is amongst the brothers, and I must say that it is laid upon me to point out to the young men here that it may be that the Lord has something particular for you to do. 

The imposition of the hands of the elderhood shows that they came to recognise it, that someone in their midst was a child of prophecy. That would be a very delicate thing and the working out of it would require very much skill and self-judgment and a freedom from personal feeling. It speaks of this young man being able to war the good warfare. There is such a thing as the good warfare. Some of the present difficulties have emphasized the need for persons that can war the good warfare. That means that they are free from feeling, certainly free from personal feeling. They love the truth for the truth’s sake and they are able to speak because of the love of the truth and not out of personal feeling or vindictive or family feeling. They are able to war the good warfare. I suppose all the time the testimony is here there will be the need for such persons. 

I just commend those remarks to you that we may pray about them and be concerned each of us as to whether we have yet come up to our parents’ desires in prayer as to us, whether we are as committed as they would like to have seen us be, whether we are really in the testimony. It may be that someone here is a child of prophecy; the Lord will show it sooner or later, but we should envisage the possibility of it. May the Lord help us in His testimony and His service. His testimony is largely the outward thing, His service is what ministers to His heart, and both have been sadly neglected in Christendom at large. There is a need to maintain these things. These persons were all brought forward as meeting the need of the moment and the Lord will not fail in our day to bring persons forward to meet the need of the moment. May each of us understand and fill out our place according to His mind for His name’s sake. Amen. 

Address at Peterhead
16 March 1985 

 


Scripture references

1 Samuel 1:9-12 (JND) [9] And Hannah rose up after they had eaten in Shiloh, and after they had drunk; (now Eli the priest sat upon the seat by the door-post of the temple of Jehovah;) [10] and she was in bitterness of soul, and prayed to Jehovah, and wept much. [11] And she vowed a vow, and said, O Jehovah of hosts, if thou wilt indeed look on the affliction of thy handmaid, and remember me, and not forget thy handmaid, but wilt give unto thy handmaid a man child, then I will give him to Jehovah all the days of his life, and there shall no razor come upon his head. [12] And it came to pass as she continued praying before Jehovah, that Eli marked her mouth.

1 Timothy 1:18 (JND) [18] This charge, [my] child Timotheus, I commit to thee, according to the prophecies as to thee preceding, in order that thou mightest war by them the good warfare,

1 John 2:1-6 (JND) [1] My children, these things I write to you in order that ye may not sin; and if any one sin, we have a patron with the Father, Jesus Christ [the] righteous; [2] and *he* is the propitiation for our sins; but not for ours alone, but also for the whole world. [3] And hereby we know that we know him, if we keep his commandments. [4] He that says, I know him, and does not keep his commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him; [5] but whoever keeps his word, in him verily the love of God is perfected. Hereby we know that we are in him. [6] He that says he abides in him ought, even as *he* walked, himself also [so] to walk.

Job 38:31 (JND) [31] Canst thou fasten the bands of the Pleiades, or loosen the cords of Orion?

Acts 13:20 (JND) [20] And after these things he gave [them] judges till Samuel the prophet, [to the end of] about four hundred and fifty years.

1 Timothy 4:14 (JND) [14] Be not negligent of the gift [that is] in thee, which has been given to thee through prophecy, with imposition of the hands of the elderhood.

Acts 21:9 (JND) [9] Now this man had four virgin daughters who prophesied.



PRAYER FOR COMPLETION

D. E. Burr 

John 17: 4; Philippians 1: 9–11; Colossians 4: 12; Revelation 3: 1–4 

The first three passages that we have read are prayers. If we come to the prayer meeting, we know what one and another pray about, and we hear prayers at the beginning and end of all our gatherings, but I suppose the greatest volume of prayer that goes on is in secret. Think, for example, of all the sisters in this room. All the sisters here would pray, yet nobody really would know what they pray about. They may tell you, but, on the other hand, they may not, and the great volume of prayer by sisters is not recorded; nobody knows what it is. But the fact is it exists, and I believe that it is effective too. But I would just encourage us to consider the quality and effectiveness of their prayers—not to boast about it, not even perhaps to tell anybody about it, but just in the secret of your own links with God and with the Lord to deepen in the quality there. 

These prayers are recorded. The first one was audible; John would have heard the Lord praying. Paul, in writing to the Philippians, tells them what he is praying about. That, of course, is quite a good thing, to let somebody know that you are praying for them, and let them know too, perhaps, what your desires are for them. I suppose a good many of our prayers relate to what is material; we pray for protection; we pray for success—I suppose we do—I have done that in the past, and I expect our young people still do. You have an exam in front of you, perhaps; it is a good thing to pray about it, to pray for the Lord’s help. We pray in relation to disease, severe illness, and suffering. All these prayers are very valuable; God hears them and, according to His will, He answers them. We may not always get the answer that we want, but God answers according to His will. But the common feature of these three prayers that I would like to draw attention to is related to what is complete. They all refer to what is complete. The Lord supremely is an example to us in all things. And really when we are developing any theme, or seeking in measure to help one another, we can never do better than to draw attention to the Lord Jesus, the perfect Man, God manifest in flesh. One in whom sin was not, but nevertheless He was here as a Man, a Man amongst men. And He set out, as a hymn that we sometimes sing to the Father says, ‘All Thou hast e’er desired from man we see in Him’ (Hymn 119). So if you want to know what God is looking for, what He is looking for in you and me, or in the brethren, you go to Christ. You go to Him, the supreme Model, because, for one thing, He was altogether that which He said (John 8: 25). 

Now that is a challenge to us; we all love to pass muster as being fairly acceptable and presentable. We all like to convey a good impression. We may not say much about what we are or what we do, but then is the impression we are seeking to convey a genuine one? Is it altogether what we are which we seek to present? We are here today, ostensibly, to hear what the Lord would say to us. And we would credit one another with that objective. But then, to what extent are we prepared to be adjusted or to change course by reference to what the Lord might say to us? We go out of the meeting and say, ‘Well, that was a good time’. Or you might say, ‘There were some good parts to it’; but if the ministry has suggested something that requires a slight change of course, a different way of looking at things, a different way of acting, do we act upon it? Do we really take it on? Well, the Lord was altogether that which He said. But what wanted to draw attention to particularly in this verse is His address to the Father when He says, “I have completed the work which thou gavest me that I should do it”. 

The Lord when He came to this scene came with a commission; He came to do the will of God, not His own will, although there was no variation in that sense; there was one will with divine Persons, but then the Lord placed Himself as Man in a position where He did the will of Another. 

The scripture says, “He learned obedience”, Hebrews 5: 8. We used to have a brother with us, now with the Lord, who emphasized that that scripture does not say that He learned to obey, because it was impossible that He would not obey. But “he learned obedience”, that whole principle relating to something that did not apply in the eternal conditions of Godhead relationship. But as coming into manhood He learned obedience, and that through suffering. 

He says, prophetically, “I come … to do, O God, thy will”. What a vast will that was! What a great extent of divine operations the Lord took on as being sent. Not sent, as we have been taught, from glory, but as Man, coming into manhood, coming into conditions to which obedience applied. He was sent as Man with the Father’s will before Him and all that was involved in that—the declaration of God; the bringing to light of the condition in which men were; the conviction of men as to sin; the demonstration of the superiority of good over evil; the demonstration of the heart of God, made known in a Man; healing, the raising of the dead, the disclosures to the disciples, those intimately in relationship with Him, those whom He had chosen to be with Him, and to whom He made known the Father’s name. No one, He said, knows the Father “but the Son, and he to whom the Son may be pleased to reveal him”, Matthew 11: 27. Think of the Lord undertaking to reveal the Father to certain persons! Then He makes disclosures as to the Spirit’s day, in this gospel particularly that He Himself was going to the Father and that consequent upon that the Spirit would come, the Comforter, who would guide His own into all the truth. 

When He says, “I have completed the work which thou gavest me that I should do it”. He was anticipatively referring to the cross, to the laying down of His life. He said, “I have authority to lay it down and I have authority to take it again”, John 10: 18. Well, His work was complete; not one iota of what was assigned to Him was left undone. Every vestige of the Father’s will was fulfilled, and fulfilled pre-eminently to the satisfaction of His God and Father. He laid down His life and He took it again, part of the completion of His work. He had also instituted the Supper for future generations, that occasion of remembrance for those who own Him as Lord in His absence. Well, all this entered into the Lord’s work, and He says, “I have completed the work which thou gavest me that I should do it”. Think of the Lord being able thus to address the Father in a true and accurate appraisal of His life. 

Well, that is pattern for us. None of us will come up to it, for divine perfection is found alone in Jesus; but that is not to lower our standards, it is not to preclude us from following the Model and seeking in the Spirit’s power to express something here of what was demonstrated in perfection in our Lord Jesus. So let us just have our thoughts and minds and affections focussed in this time upon Jesus, the One who is the supreme example to us, “Leaving you a model that ye should follow in his steps”, 1 Peter 2: 21. 

In Philippians it is Paul, who had been apprehended whilst in a sinful course, apprehended to serve the Master. He speaks about those who are prepared, serviceable to the Master. Paul was that; he was serviceable himself to his Master, and he lets the Philippians into the secret of what his prayer was, not a prayer in relation to physical needs, but a prayer in relation to the enhancement of their spiritual standing and understanding. So he prays that “your love may abound yet more and more in full knowledge and all intelligence”. Evidently their love did abound already; their love came into expression, and there is very, very little that is said in any sense correctively to the Philippians. They were a company marked by love, and yet Paul is praying that their love might abound “yet more and more”. So if the Lord would say something like that to us today, it is not exactly that He is dissatisfied with what He finds; we are not here to discourage anybody. There is love, love in the hearts, I am sure, of all present, but the prayer is that our love might abound yet more and more, that there should thus be an increase in affectionate activity, not what is related to the earth or the world, not related to what is sentimental or anything like that, but, as he says, “that ye may judge of and approve the things that are more excellent”. 

We were referring in the reading to the character of the day in which we are, a day of corruption, a day of violence, a day of the lowering of standards, morally and in every other way, even educationally. Over our way, if fewer people are properly taught, so that they do not reach the target, well, they make the target more accessible. Well, what a failure and weakness that is. That is not the things that are more excellent, that is bringing things down. 

God is not reducing the standard so that more and more attain to it; God is maintaining His standard and He expects us to reach out after it. It is not impossible; Christianity is not, and never has been, a system of glorious impossibilities. Christianity is within the range of the simplest believer and our standards can be elevated so that we are not judging and approving things that are inferior or paltry, things that are corrupt; we are judging and approving the things that are more excellent, as he says, “in order that ye may be pure and without offence for Christ’s day”. That is, he has an objective, an objective in his prayer, that by maintaining the standard, by having our thoughts, minds and activities related to what is more excellent, we may be “pure and without offence for Christ’s day, being complete as regards the fruit of righteousness”. 

Oh, what a prayer that is! Is that something you would like someone else to pray for you? Or would you rather they did not? Would you rather go along in a kind of sub-standard way? go along making do, and contending that we are in a broken day and therefore things can be allowed to drop? A lot of people, you know, hide behind the expression, ‘Well, the Lord knows my capability’ or ‘The Lord knows my desires’. Well, of course, He does. But that is no excuse for lowering the standard. The thing is for each one of us to get our standards raised to the divine standard, to keep before us these things that are more excellent. So Paul’s desire is that they might be “complete as regards the fruit of righteousness”. Well, we are intended to be here in the way of righteousness; that is one of the things we are to pursue, it is one of the features of the kingdom, and it is not to be let go, and we are not to be incomplete, but complete, as regards the fruit of righteousness. So if you know that somebody is praying on these lines you would like to give them some evidence of a result of their prayers. But there is a lot of prayer going on, as I said earlier, that we know nothing about, and maybe it comes into our hearts to do something or to take a certain course of action. And maybe that might be because somebody somewhere has an interest in us, has prayed about us secretly in relation to the course we are on, and, unbeknown to us, God may be answering somebody else’s prayer in relation to ourselves. Well, let us be prepared for that kind of thing and let us have before us Paul’s standard that we should be “complete as regards the fruit of righteousness”. 

At the end of Colossians we have Epaphras who. Paul says, was “always combating earnestly for you in prayers, to the end that ye may stand perfect and complete in all the will of God”. 

Well, the Colossians would not have known that if Paul had not told them, but, having been enlightened as to the fact, I am sure the Colossians would seek to produce a result. But in any case the prayer goes on, and God hears prayer, God answers prayer. Now that is not to make us slack, as if we can relax because somebody else is doing the praying; that is not in mind at all. But we are to take it on ourselves, the praying, of course, but then the result. We often, maybe, pray for something that is really within our own power in any case to arrive at. Do not let us put things off for a more convenient season, as that governor did in the Acts—“When I get an opportunity”, Acts 24: 25. Perhaps there is something you want to do; perhaps there is some contract you want to fulfil, or some point of achievement you want to arrive at, or some engagement on the Lord’s day that would prevent you from committing yourself to the Supper. Well, do not let us be on the line of procrastination; that is the thief of time. Epaphras was always combating, and that earnestly, to the end that the Colossians might “stand perfect and complete in all the will of God”. That is what God is really looking for; He is looking for persons who give His will the first place, and desire to fulfil it. 

I will just close with a reference to Revelation 3, not to dwell on the negative side, but to draw attention to the fact that the Lord is the great Reviewer. The Lord is the final Arbiter. 

He looks over things; He looks over our lives; He looks over the course that we are on. He looks over our motives and our actions, reviews them all. He is able to say, “I know thy works”; He knows what our works are; not one of us is outside the range of His view; we are all under scrutiny. “I know thy works”, anything you do, anything you say, any place you go to—the Lord knows. Then He says, “Thou hast a name that thou livest, and art dead”. What a solemn thing that is! Maybe some of us here have got a name that we live. We might take certain ground; we might seek to pass muster, to give a good impression. But He says, “and art dead”. He goes on to say, “For I have not found thy works complete before my God”. The whole scope of our activity is looked at; the Lord reviews it. 

When it comes to an accurate and true assessment as to Sardis, He has to say, “I have not found thy works complete”. We have been taught that the Sardis church relates primarily to Protestantism, and the Lord says in regard to that, “I have not found thy works complete”. They had gone on a certain way, there was a certain amount that was right and acceptable, but a holding back. And how many of us are liable to get detained in the public profession of Protestantism, ‘not complete’. 

“Remember therefore how thou hast received and heard”. Maybe in a meeting, maybe in reading, maybe in private prayer, you received something, heard something. Well, He says, “Keep it”, do not let it go; hold on. Well, I am not going to enlarge on the warning, “If therefore thou shalt not watch, I will come upon thee as a thief”. 

Then He says, “Thou hast a few names … which have not defiled their garments, and they shall walk with me in white, because they are worthy”. Well, let us be amongst the few. Maybe there are a few names in Melbourne today; not the crowds, not the masses, not the great public edifices of men, but just “a few names”. Are we looking for something grand? something publicly respectable? or are we content to go along with a few names? The Lord knows them, the Lord knows those that are faithful; they are a few, but they are known and He says, “they shall walk with me in white”. That is the reward that is held out, the prospect to be with Christ, approved, taken into favour, because there is some measure of completeness with them. Well, let us all, beloved brethren, be exercised that our own works might be complete to the glory of God. 

Address in Melbourne
15 June 1985 

 


Scripture references

John 17:4 (JND) [4] I have glorified *thee* on the earth, I have completed the work which thou gavest me that I should do it;

Philippians 1:9-11 (JND) [9] And this I pray, that your love may abound yet more and more in full knowledge and all intelligence, [10] that ye may judge of and approve the things that are more excellent, in order that ye may be pure and without offence for Christ's day, [11] being complete as regards the fruit of righteousness, which [is] by Jesus Christ, to God's glory and praise.

Colossians 4:12 (JND) [12] Epaphras, who is [one] of you, [the] bondman of Christ Jesus, salutes you, always combating earnestly for you in prayers, to the end that ye may stand perfect and complete in all [the] will of God.

Revelation 3:1-4 (JND) [1] And to the angel of the assembly in Sardis write: These things saith he that has the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars: I know thy works, that thou hast a name that thou livest, and art dead. [2] Be watchful, and strengthen the things that remain, which are about to die, for I have not found thy works complete before my God. [3] Remember therefore how thou hast received and heard, and keep [it] and repent. If therefore thou shalt not watch, I will come [upon thee] as a thief, and thou shalt not know at what hour I shall come upon thee. [4] But thou hast a few names in Sardis which have not defiled their garments, and they shall walk with me in white, because they are worthy.

John 8:25 (JND) [25] They said therefore to him, Who art thou? [And] Jesus said to them, Altogether that which I also say to you.

Hebrews 5:8 (JND) [8] though he were Son, he learned obedience from the things which he suffered;

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].

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

1 Peter 2:21 (JND) [21] For to this have ye been called; for Christ also has suffered for you, leaving you a model that ye should follow in his steps:

Acts 24:25 (JND) [25] And as he reasoned concerning righteousness, and temperance, and the judgment about to come, Felix, being filled with fear, answered, Go for the present, and when I get an opportunity I will send for thee;

Revelation 3 (JND) [1] And to the angel of the assembly in Sardis write: These things saith he that has the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars: I know thy works, that thou hast a name that thou livest, and art dead. [2] Be watchful, and strengthen the things that remain, which are about to die, for I have not found thy works complete before my God. [3] Remember therefore how thou hast received and heard, and keep [it] and repent. If therefore thou shalt not watch, I will come [upon thee] as a thief, and thou shalt not know at what hour I shall come upon thee. …



EXTRACT

But then Christ never makes a breach, except to come in and connect the soul and heart more with Himself; and it is worth all the sorrow that ever was, and more, to learn the least atom more of His love and of Himself; and there is nothing like that, nothing like Him; and it lasts. 

But, besides, there is a useful work by it in our own hearts; and so more capacity to know, and enjoy, and learn communion with. Him; more capacity to delight in and understand God; to know, and to know the value of, what He delights in; more moral capacity to delight in what is excellent. We little know what high and blessed things we are called to. Oh that the saints knew it better! to be with, and have common joy and communion with, God! 

J. N. Darby (‘Coll. Wrtgs.’ Vol. 16, p.402 ‘Letter on the Death of a Child’) 
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