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DISCERNMENT ACCORDING TO GOD

C.J.McKay

Jeremiah 24:1-3

I wondered if we might apply this scripture to the matter of discernment.  There were two baskets of figs set before Jeremiah.  One had what was good in it, and one had what was bad in it, and the question that was asked by God was “what seest thou, Jeremiah?”.  The believer is surrounded by things which are not according to God, and this requires discernment on the believer’s part.  There is a whole range of things from day to day which require our discernment as to their character.

It is clear from Scripture that God has great pleasure in man being intelligent in discernment according to God.  The divine intent is always that we see things as God sees them.  It is only as we see things in the way that God sees them that we can act in a fitting way that is pleasing to God.  You can see in Scripture that there are many examples of persons showing this feature.  After the flood, Noah built an altar and sacrificed; he “took of every clean animal”, Gen.8:20.  At that time the law had not been given.  The animals which were clean and unclean in the sight of God had not yet been prescribed, and yet Noah seemed to know instinctively, from among the whole range of created animals, those which were suitable to God.  It says that “Jehovah smelled the sweet odour”, Gen.8:21.  There was that which was for the pleasure of God as a result not only of the great principle of sacrifice, but of Noah discerning what was suitable to God.  So the exercise for us all is how we are to discern things properly.

You might think our consciences would help, but I suppose that mainly applies to what we are involved in as individuals.  Our consciences are not exercised exactly in relation to what other persons do, except that they would be in relation to persons with whom we walk in fellowship.  The conscience, while it is a guide and surely a restraint, is not entirely reliable.  Scripture speaks about persons who are “cauterised as to their own conscience”, 1 Tim.4:2.  Such persons can do terrible things and yet their consciences do not trouble them.  We cannot rely on conscience.

I thought of what John writes as to the unction; he writes “And ye have the unction from the holy one, and ye know all things” (1 John 2:20); ‘ye know all things’ – a remarkable scripture!  Every believer with the Spirit has the unction, regardless of stage of growth.  Even believers in the state of babes, including the youngest believers, have the unction.  A young believing child at school has the unction, the ability to discern what is right and what is wrong according to God.  But knowing “all things” does not mean that such believers, as having the unction, know the entire scope and detail of the truth.  It cannot mean that, but rather that they have an instinctive knowledge as to the character of a thing.  In the language of this scripture, they know whether it is good or whether it is bad, and that is a wonderful thing.  

So we have what is of inward instinct, we have the unction; in one sense that is a greater thing than intelligence.  So we will always have within us the ability to discern as to the basic character of a matter.  Then we have the Scriptures, a wonderful resource.  The Scriptures have been called a ‘book of principles’; there is not a contingency which can arise in the life of a believer to which there is not a principle that applies (JT Vol.38, pp.339, 344).  There is not a single matter that can arise in any of our lives in relation to any of our exercises for which there is not at least one scripture which has a bearing on it, which can guide us as to it.  That is a wonderful thing.  It might not be immediately obvious what the scripture is, you may not know it.  It may take a good deal of exercise and a good deal of searching until you find a scripture that applies to the matter, but you can be certain that there will be one, at least one.  It is a fine thing to find a scripture that helps you in your exercise.  You may be in perplexity about a matter and then you find a scripture and see the bearing of it in relation to the matter, and it settles it.  You can see how it applies straight away, and how it reflects the mind of God and that scripture settles it in your mind.  You can have any such matter settled by a scripture, and that is a fine thing.

The other scripture that I thought of in relation to this is that “the spiritual discerns all things”, 1 Cor.2:15.  John gives the stages of growth; I do not think that is the babe state.  A person who is characteristically spiritual can discern all things. I think that must involve not only knowledge of the truth and how it may apply to any given situation, but a spiritual person is able to make very fine distinctions that are not always obvious.  Believers thinking in a spiritual way, as guided by and thinking in Scripture, in the power of the Spirit, are able to make fine distinctions and discern even complex matters which are not immediately obvious.  They can discern them according to God, and therefore act in line with His mind.

You can see how important it is that we do discern things rightly.  I feel exercised about it, because while Satan at the beginning attacked the church outwardly by oppressing it by physical violence and killing Christians, he then changed his methods and started to infiltrate and corrupt the church by bringing in wrong teaching and error.  Satan is always on that line; there is a scripture which speaks about him transforming himself into an “angel of light”, 2 Cor.11:14.  He would seek to bring in a wrong line of teaching and yet give it a good appearance which might seem similar to Scripture, similar to a divine principle, and therefore we might be caught unawares.  If we do not discern rightly, there is always the danger that, in the language of this scripture in Jeremiah, we may think that what is bad, such as wrong teaching, is good and therefore accept it, and suffer harm from it.  The very bad figs “could not be eaten for badness” – such teaching might cause us to become spiritually ill.  Then the other side is, of course, that we might think something that is actually good is wrong, and therefore we might refuse that which is good. So you can see how important it is that the believer discerns things rightly, and according to the mind of God.

Others may have had the experience of having an exercise, and coming across a situation where the unction within you immediately gives you the instinctive knowledge that the thing is wrong.  You know it is wrong within yourself.  You might not be able to quote a scripture which applies to that particular matter, but you know by the unction that it is wrong.  Then, as you are exercised about it, you begin to look into the Scriptures and you find a scripture, maybe more than one scripture, which bears on the matter. You can also look at ministry which is entirely consistent with Scripture.  How helpful such ministries have been in beating out the truth of Scripture, and in bringing out the fine distinctions there.  You might begin to see that for one reason after another, one divine principle after another is being breached.  I wonder if that applies to this scripture.

It was not just that there were bad figs and good figs, but the bad figs were very bad and the good figs were very good.  Jeremiah passes the test; he did not just call the good ones good and the bad ones bad, but he said that the good were very good, and the bad, very bad.  He discerned the true character of them.  Perhaps you may have had that experience, that the more you look into a matter, and the more you are exercised about it, you find that there might be a number of principles which are undermined.  We have seen over many years of church history how, if one divine principle is undermined, it affects other divine principles.  If one truth is not held rightly or is denied, then other truths which are related to that truth are undermined.  You can see how corrupting and damaging it is.  You might have had that experience, not only that you have the instinctive knowledge that a thing is wrong, but you can see why it is wrong – you can see how certain truths are undermined, and how damaging it is.  Therefore, as a result of seeing that, as a result of divine light shining into your soul, what is good is reinforced.  You can see the right way of doing things, right principles; how right they are, how just they are and how good they are.  How much we should want to adhere to them, and to live by them and to be pleasing to divine Persons in doing so.  So that you find that not only are the bad very bad, but then the good are very good.

I think the truth generally becomes increasingly good to us the more that we make progress in our souls and the more that we learn.  Peter speaks of being called “out of darkness to his wonderful light”, 1 Pet.2:9.  Divine light shone into his soul and it was not just good; he says it was wonderful.  I think that is increasingly to be our experience, that divine things become increasingly wonderful.  We become more able to see divine principles and truths, and how they relate to each other, and how they fit together into one great whole.  Older Christians can see the beauty of it in a way I certainly cannot.  You can see how much they enjoy it, and how much they appreciate it and my exercise is that I, too, might be able to see more and more of that.

I thought that we might be exercised to discern things according to the way that God sees them.  This would help us to be able to live our lives in accordance with divine principles, and be here more and more for the glory of God.  As in everything, the Lord Jesus is the perfect example.  It says of Him, “Thou hast loved righteousness and hast hated lawlessness”, Heb.1:9.  He loved righteousness, and He hated any wrong principle, anything that was wrong.  These two things were there in Him; He loved that which is right and hated that which is wrong.

May we be increasingly characterised by discernment according to God, for His name’s sake.

Word in meeting for ministry, Glasgow
12 February 2013


Scripture references

Jeremiah 24:1-3 (JND) [1] Jehovah shewed me, and behold, two baskets of figs, set before the temple of Jehovah, after that Nebuchadrezzar king of Babylon had carried away captive from Jerusalem, Jeconiah the son of Jehoiakim, the king of Judah, and the princes of Judah, and the craftsmen and smiths, and had brought them to Babylon. [2] One basket had very good figs, like the figs first ripe; and the other basket had very bad figs, which could not be eaten for badness. [3] And Jehovah said unto me, What seest thou, Jeremiah? And I said, Figs: the good figs very good; and the bad very bad, which cannot be eaten for badness.

Genesis 8:20 (JND) [20] And Noah built an altar to Jehovah; and took of every clean animal, and of all clean fowl, and offered up burnt-offerings on the altar.

Genesis 8:21 (JND) [21] And Jehovah smelled the sweet odour. And Jehovah said in his heart, I will no more henceforth curse the ground on account of Man, for the thought of Man's heart is evil from his youth; and I will no more smite every living thing, as I have done.

1 Timothy 4:2 (JND) [2] speaking lies in hypocrisy, cauterised as to their own conscience,

1 John 2:20 (JND) [20] And *ye* have [the] unction from the holy [one], and ye know all things.

1 Corinthians 2:15 (JND) [15] but the spiritual discerns all things, and *he* is discerned of no one.

2 Corinthians 11:14 (JND) [14] And [it is] not wonderful, for Satan himself transforms himself into an angel of light.

1 Peter 2:9 (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;

Hebrews 1:9 (JND) [9] Thou hast loved righteousness and hast hated lawlessness; therefore God, thy God, has anointed thee with oil of gladness above thy companions.



EXTRACT

As we grow in the blessed grace of God, and abide in the Son of God, we are spiritually formed according to God.  It is not only that we become more familiar with the letter and doctrine of things, but the truth forms our affections so that we are enlarged in our knowledge and appreciation of the Father and the Son.  Thus coming up to the stature of "young men" (1 John 2.14), we become capable of intelligent discernment, and we recognize that the world and its things are not of the Father.  We do not need to go into the merits or demerits of things in detail.  We have a judgment of the whole system, and of all that it contains.  It is "not of the Father".  Through grace we find our blessedness and joy in another system of things where everything is of the Father – things that have their eternal Centre in Christ glorified at the right hand of God.

C.A.Coates ‘The Paths of Life’, p.54


Scripture references

1 John 2:14 (JND) [14] I have written to you, fathers, because ye have known him [that is] from the beginning. I have written to you, young men, because ye are strong, and the word of God abides in you, and ye have overcome the wicked [one].



WHAT GOD CAN DO

J.D.Gray

Isaiah 43:1-3 (to “Saviour”); Hebrews 7:23-25; Philippians 3:12-14

What you find in these scriptures is what God can do.  That is a great matter for us at the present time, when there is tremendous pressure on us in the city.  But it is for every one of us, not just the household concerned.  God would bring out His interest in all of us.  He says here, I have “created thee, O Jacob, and he that formed thee, O Israel”.  He is working in the souls of the saints, sometimes more distinctly than others, but much is done in secret.  The results may be seen displayed in the assembly as gathered together.  God says “Fear not, for I have redeemed thee”; that is a great matter.  Every moral stain has been removed, we have been brought back and are cleared from everything that is moral; the price has been paid.  The scripture in Corinthians says “glorify now then God in your body” (1 Cor.6:20); that is redemption’s glory.  “I have redeemed thee, I have called thee by thy name; thou art mine”.  I wonder if we all have had a sense of being called by Him by name, whoever we are.

Here we get two names, Jacob and Israel.  It would bring out various features in the man, in what relates to the person; “I have called thee by thy name”.  What a strengthening effect being called has on the believer’s spirit, and then for God to say “thou art mine”.  Bought with a price; what a price He has paid; “thou art mine”.  We do not belong to ourselves; we belong to this blessed One, our God, who says He has “called thee by thy name”.  That is special!

The believer is looked on in Pergamos as having a name (Rev.2:17) that is peculiar and distinct to the believer.  I wonder if we have all had a sense of that, the name that God has called us by.  That is what is proved in the testimony, it is formed here.  It is a secret, a secret name which the believer has with the Lord Jesus.  It is very precious to have some sense of the distinctiveness of the personality of each saint.  “Thou art mine”; what a thing to know that we belong to Him and He has called us each by our name, that secret name; what a name it is for the believer.  Oh, to have a sense of Christ’s approbation individually, our own peculiar joy in Christ which no one else can ever know, Christ revealing Himself to the soul in an intimate and personal manner.  What will shine out eternally is the blessedness of the features of Christ.  The name must relate to features of Christ because Christ is the pattern, God’s pattern.

It says “When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee”.  There are experiences that enter into the life of the believer, passing through the waters: you find that Christ is with you.  What a comfort that is, what an assurance that is.  And then “through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee”.  Whatever the obstacles are in life’s history; you prove Him.  The believer passes through these things, but “they shall not overflow thee”.  You may wonder how you got through sometimes; you got through because of the fact that He was with you.  And then “when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned”.  Daniel’s companions proved that when God quenched the power of fire and there was a man there with them in the furnace that looked like a son of God (Dan.3:25); that was the witness of the king.  “For I am Jehovah thy God, the Holy One of Israel, thy Saviour”; what a Saviour we have!

I read in Hebrews because we have heard it said since we were young that ‘we have an all the way Saviour’.  What a thing to know the blessed Saviour all the way.  He is described as the Priest, and it says that He has the “priesthood unchangeable”.  “Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and to day, and for ever”, Heb.13:8 (AV).  He is “able to save completely those who approach by him to God”.  This is a remarkable matter; “able to save completely those who approach by him to God”.  God is our object, and this blessed Man is there.  The throne of grace is the place where you get your answers, there is a blessed Man functioning there; He is supporting you.  You find, sometimes in a distinctive way, when you are going through these pressures, that this experience of the Lord Jesus supporting you is very remarkable.  He is not only supporting you here in the testimony, but He is supporting you with a view to “approach by him to God”.  He is considering for His God, and He is considering for the believer, He is supporting where weakness might come in and would hinder.  You find the support of Christ.  It says “he is able to save completely those who approach by him to God”.  This word “completely” is remarkable.  There is no doubt about it, He has that power, and the believer experiences it.  You are desirous of approaching God; it is by Him.  I have been more affected later in my life than I was when I was younger about asking in the name of the Lord Jesus.  It is a very precious name, and asking in the name of the Lord Jesus (John 14:13) is not taken lightly on the lips of believers.  God hears that name, recognises the name of that Person, the name of the Lord Jesus.  How precious it is.  You are asking, and trusting that God will answer in relation to the name of that blessed Man who is our High Priest.  He is functioning there, functioning to support us.  The instruction given in Romans 8 shows that the Spirit’s power would enter into it.

In Philippians, He is an all the way Saviour.  Paul says “Not that I have already obtained the prize”; he was not claiming to be anything above his brethren, he was in a race.  This chapter, as we have been taught, views the Christians’ race as running from the beginning of our Christian lives until they are complete in glory.  The prize of the calling on high of God is to be found in heaven.  What a matter to have before us; it lifts up our eyes.  The children of Israel turned toward the wilderness and saw the glory, (Exod.16:10).  When you turn towards the wilderness to see the glory, the eye is not on the wilderness, the eye is above the wilderness as looking to see the glory.  Paul speaking as a Christian (Paul does not claim to be an apostle in this scripture) says, “I pursue, if also I may get possession” of the prize.  What a thing it is to have our eyes upon the prize, dear brethren.  There is a whole range of support on the way; he says “I have been taken possession of by Christ Jesus”.  Paul’s life had been revolutionised by Christ Jesus, that Man in the glory.  Paul did not know Christ after the flesh, but he knew Christ in glory and his whole life had been revolutionised.  We have never seen Christ of course, in the sense of his flesh and blood condition, but we have seen Christ in glory, by faith.  There is a Man in heaven and we are on the way to being with that Man.  What a thing to lift us up in our spirits, to take account of the Man in the glory, and He is coming!  He would encourage us with His coming, “I am coming to you”, John 14:18.

So Paul says “forgetting the things behind”.  That is not exactly sins, that is advantages in life here, but “forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, I pursue.”  So “stretching out to the things before” is the calling of God, “I pursue, looking towards the goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus”.  What a completion!  What a moment when completion takes place, when the body is changed.  The redemption of the body is the final matter.  Those of us who are alive at the coming of the Lord will be quickened by the Spirit who dwells in us.  Believers will realise then the blessedness of salvation.  The first song sung in heaven is the song of redemption; you get that in Revelation 5.  What a company will be there, not only the saints of the assembly, but all the saints since Abel.  Every one will be there and singing the song of redemption, because redemption will be complete then; every one will be saved completely, all brought there perfectly complete.  The work of God is housed now in vessels of flesh and blood conditions with all their weaknesses, but then it will be housed in a house from heaven, eternal in the heavens.

Let us keep stretching out to the things before.  Paul’s life was changed.  In the ways of God, dear brethren, things can come into our lives which change them and change them forever.  That is what you prove in your life here; changed and changed forever.  May the Lord encourage us.  We can be encouraged, sympathetic with one another and encouraging one another to pursue.  God uses circumstances to bring about change.  I think He has something in mind that the glory of Christ might shine out amongst us, for His name’s sake.  

Word in meeting for ministry, Edinburgh
19 March 2013


Scripture references

Isaiah 43:1-3 (JND) [1] But now thus saith Jehovah, that created thee, O Jacob, and he that formed thee, O Israel: Fear not, for I have redeemed thee, I have called [thee] by thy name; thou art mine. [2] When thou passest through the waters, I [will be] with thee; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee; when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned, neither shall the flame kindle upon thee. [3] For I [am] Jehovah thy God, the Holy One of Israel, thy Saviour: I gave Egypt for thy ransom, Ethiopia and Seba for thee.

Hebrews 7:23-25 (JND) [23] And they have been many priests, on account of being hindered from continuing by death; [24] but he, because of his continuing for ever, has the priesthood unchangeable. [25] Whence also he is able to save completely those who approach by him to God, always living to intercede for them.

Philippians 3:12-14 (JND) [12] Not that I have already obtained [the prize], or am already perfected; but I pursue, if also I may get possession [of it], seeing that also I have been taken possession of by Christ [Jesus]. [13] Brethren, *I* do not count to have got possession myself; but one thing forgetting the things behind, and stretching out to the things before, [14] I pursue, [looking] towards [the] goal, for the prize of the calling on high of God in Christ Jesus.

1 Corinthians 6:20 (JND) [20] for ye have been bought with a price: glorify now then God in your body.

Revelation 2:17 (JND) [17] He that has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the assemblies. To him that overcomes, to him will I give of the hidden manna; and I will give to him a white stone, and on the stone a new name written, which no one knows but he that receives [it].

Daniel 3:25 (JND) [25] He answered and said, Lo, I see four men loose, walking in the midst of the fire, and they have no hurt; and the appearance of the fourth is like a son of God.

Hebrews 13:8 (JND) [8] Jesus Christ [is] the same yesterday, and to-day, and to the ages [to come].

John 14:13 (JND) [13] And whatsoever ye shall ask in my name, this will I do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son.

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

Exodus 16:10 (JND) [10] And it came to pass, when Aaron spoke to the whole assembly of the children of Israel, that they turned toward the wilderness, and behold, the glory of Jehovah appeared in the cloud.

John 14:18 (JND) [18] I will not leave you orphans, I am coming to you.

Revelation 5 (JND) [1] And I saw on the right hand of him that sat upon the throne a book, written within and on the back, sealed with seven seals. [2] And I saw a strong angel proclaiming with a loud voice, Who [is] worthy to open the book, and to break its seals? [3] And no one was able in the heaven, or upon the earth, or underneath the earth, to open the book, or to regard it. …



EXTRACT

We have in this scripture (1 Pet.1:8,9) lovers, believers, and rejoicers, all filled with glory.  If we know the glory inside now, we shall not feel strange when we actually enter those scenes of endless joy.  Do you think that the end of your faith is only to get to heaven?  Oh! no.  The end of your faith is the salvation of your souls, and that is to be realised here and now.  Oh! beloved, try it – try it.

The Closing Ministry of J.Pellatt, Vol.2, p.26


Scripture references

1 Peter 1:8-9 (JND) [8] whom, having not seen, ye love; on whom [though] not now looking, but believing, ye exult with joy unspeakable and filled with [the] glory, [9] receiving the end of your faith, [the] salvation of [your] souls.



THE TESTIMONY OF OUR LORD

P.W.Burton

2 Timothy 1:8; Revelation 1:9

I am going to make some assumptions on this occasion.  I am going to assume that the Spirit of God has been, and is, working in your heart.  I am going to assume that something of the glory, favour and blessings of the kingdom have attracted you towards it, and towards its Centre, our Lord Jesus; and that you have faced the moral exercises necessary to enter into that kingdom and take your part and place in energy in it.  I am going to assume that, while we have been here for the past two days listening to the four readings and the address that have already taken place, something has changed in your heart.  It needs exercise and it needs sacrifice to effect that change, but I am going to assume that what has been brought before us has had an effect upon your heart; that something of the kingdom and of that Sovereign, to whom we owe everything, has laid hold of your heart; and that the kingdom means something to you by way of practical reality and enjoyment.  

So, on the basis of these assumptions, I want to speak about being ambassadors for that kingdom.  As having taken on something of the characteristics of the kingdom and its Sovereign, you are now equipped, able, ready, and I trust willing, to represent that kingdom in a foreign land.  That is what an ambassador is.  He goes away from his home country to live in another country in order that he may look after the interests of his country in a foreign land.  He represents his country and is the sovereign’s representative in that foreign country.  Now the Lord Jesus would call you to do that for Him as you have taken on something of the characteristics of that kingdom.  He has left you here in a foreign scene to represent Him and to care for His interests here; “We are ambassadors therefore for Christ”, 2 Cor.5:20.  Are you?  Are you an ambassador for the Lord Jesus?  Are you a representative of that One and of everything that is precious to Him; caring for that which bears His name here in a scene where He is not?  I would challenge your heart and mine as to whether you have taken your place in what Paul refers to here as “the testimony of our Lord”, the testimony of our Sovereign, and the testimony of all that is representative of His kingdom in this foreign sphere - an ambassador for Christ.

We have read of Paul and we have read of John.  I am not going to speak of the differences between them.  I am sure there is much you could read about the difference of the character of the testimony of our Lord, and the testimony of Jesus, but I want to put them together.  The testimony as it is represented to us in Scripture is a position of suffering; Paul in prison, John exiled.  Diplomats and ambassadors have certain privileges.  Ambassadors have diplomatic immunities; under international law they are protected from things that can happen to them in the country in which they serve.  Satan recognises no such diplomatic immunities.  Paul speaks of himself in Ephesians as “an ambassador bound with a chain”, Eph.6:20.  That is not allowed under international law.  Satan recognises no such niceties in his dealings, and if you are to be an ambassador for Christ, it will involve suffering.  Satan is attacking the testimony of our Lord, and I feel that his attack is ferocious and relentless.  In every aspect and in any way he can he is attacking the testimony.  I feel that, and I think we are to feel it, and we are to take notice of it; not to be over occupied with it but to take notice of it.  It does not matter at what level you look, Satan is attacking.  Persons in the highest places of government are working against the moral order of God, against what God has established in creation; Satan is attacking it.  In legislation, through the authorities, in the education system, through the schools, he is attacking, attacking, attacking.  In the religious sphere, he is attacking.  We well know that there are many dear believers for whom that attack is through real physical persecution.  It comes right down through every sphere, into the households of the saints; Satan is attacking, he is seeking to destroy the atmosphere of a holy character in the households of the saints.  In the marriage relationship, he is attacking.  As to the preciousness of what has been brought out in this dispensation in regard to the truth, whether it be the truth of the assembly, the truth of separation, or even the very fundamental truth of the gospel, he will attack in any way he can.  You may say, that is all very negative, but I feel that it is very, very easy for the enemy to get an advantage over us without us realising it.  We can sometimes get worn down by the attritional way in which the enemy attacks us, in our minds, in our thoughts, in our affections and in the different spheres of our responsibility in school, the workplace and the home.

Now against that, there is what we have had, which I do not want in any way to obscure; there is the sovereign work of the Spirit going on, and there is that which cannot be attacked by Satan, that which remains inviolate despite his efforts.  But there is much in our practical walk and lives here that he can and he will attack to rob us of the practical enjoyment of what we have been speaking of, and to prevent the true testimony of our Lord being maintained and held.  I just say that because I think it is worth pondering and considering.  You will tell me it has always been so, and I am sure it has, but we are told that the devil goes about as a raging lion seeking whom he may devour (1 Pet.5:8), and that his time is short.  I do not think it should be any surprise that Satan is doing all that he can at every level to attack what is precious to God.

So I would say in the light of that, there is the testimony of our Lord to stand by.  We touched on it yesterday in our brother’s address; standing for the testimony of our Lord in the midst of a scene where Satan is so active, standing true to Christ, and seeking to preserve and protect what is precious to our Lord Jesus.  He has left what is precious to Him here.  He asks you to carry His name in testimony here.  He asks you to confess it amongst men, to confess the name of the Lord Jesus amongst men.  He has left His people here, the Lord’s people.  Every believer is precious to Christ, and here in this scene He would ask us to preserve, protect, encourage and strengthen whatever we find of the work of God and what is precious to the Lord Jesus.  He has left His assembly here.  I think that is a remarkable thing.  Last week, a brother brought before us that beautiful expression of Paul’s as he writes of the Lord in regard to His assembly, “even as the Christ also loved the assembly, and has delivered himself up for it”, Eph.5:25.  He loved His assembly and He delivered Himself up for it; it is precious to Him.

We have been speaking together of what the Lord went through.  We have spoken a little of the cross and the side of what He knew as meeting sin, meeting our need, but He delivered Himself up for His assembly.  For you and me to be part of that, to be the personnel of the assembly, we needed to be redeemed through His work of redemption on the cross.  But He delivered Himself up for His assembly – that which was so precious to His heart.  As out of death and in resurrection, the Lord could take account of those that were to compose His assembly; how precious it was to Him.  As coming out of death, He immediately sees Mary, and He appropriates something in her of the assembly.  He says to her “Woman” (John 20:15): the woman for the Man; what joy it was to His heart.  May I say simply, the sufferings were worth it; He had something that He could have had in no other way.  Not just each one of His own individually, but His assembly. How beautifully and faithfully He served His own that they might be ready to livingly form that vessel.  Mr Coates speaks of it so beautifully in an address on ‘The active grace of Christ risen’ (CAC ‘Outline of John’s Gospel’, p.229).  You may say, was not the work on the cross enough; had He not done enough for His own, to give His life for them?  But He would serve to consolidate that work in their hearts and souls.  A distraught Peter is brought back into full communion and assurance.  A doubting Thomas is brought back from making a shipwreck of the faith.  Those two despondent hearts going away to Emmaüs, who thought He was about to redeem Israel, are brought back into the centre, and there He gathers that nucleus of what would be His assembly.  I know it needed the Spirit to come, but there it was, what He gave Himself for; and then He left it here.  He left it in a scene where you might say, speaking naturally, it was most vulnerable.  He had secured it, He had given His life for it, and then He left it, and the Spirit came.  He left it in the care of another divine Person, and from that point of view you can say it is in absolutely safe hands of the Spirit.

But I do not think we can just look abstractly at that and absolve ourselves of any responsibility.  The Lord Jesus has left His assembly here in this scene of testimony, and He has committed its care to you and me in the power of the Spirit to look after His interests and what is precious to Him here; His assembly is here.  I would like to say that the Lord has confidence in you to do that.  I do not think He would have done that unless He had confidence in the saints.  Not in our natural ability, or our human weakness; we know well the whole history of the testimony, and what each one of us has done on the line of our own responsibility.  But I believe that the Lord has committed what is most precious to you with confidence that you will care for it, and that you will stand in faithfulness to it, and you will look after its interests.  He has committed it to you, and now He would say, Do not be ashamed of the testimony of your Lord.  Do not be ashamed of it.  We have spoken of the thought of the assembly in its beauty, in its pristine glory in the Acts as under the hand of Christ and the coming of the Spirit; that beautiful working together, that oneness and mutuality in the assembly.  Even then, how quickly Satan attacked; he got in through Ananias and Sapphira, but despite that, there was the working of the assembly and Paul ministered greatly in regard to it.  He devoted his life to ministering to that assembly, seeking to educate, to edify, to build up, to encourage and to strengthen that assembly; and Timothy had his part in it too.  Then you come to 2 Timothy, and from an outward point of view it all seemed to have gone wrong.  Perhaps that was Timothy’s view; it all seemed to have gone wrong.  The enemy had come in and attacked and had had success outwardly.  Satan cannot touch what is held in the Spirit’s power in the assembly; we can always think of that, “hades’ gates shall not prevail against it” (Matt.16:18); there is always that which is beyond the attack of the enemy.  But as far as the public testimony went, the enemy had had quite considerable success and in this epistle Paul had to speak quite a bit of what had gone away, what had been lost, those who had not stood faithfully.  It would appear that the circumstances of Paul in prison and all that was going on had perhaps worn Timothy down a little.  So this exhortation came to him about not being ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, and I would like to pass that exhortation on.  It is from the very apostle himself: do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord.  As we well know, the footnote in verse 6 of this chapter speaks very affectingly about energy in the darkening state of the assembly.  We have spoken about the energy that the Lord looks for; and He is looking for energetic, devoted and faithful hearts to stand in a day when outwardly so much seems to have gone wrong, where the enemy seems to have had so much success.  He asks you and me not to be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord and to stand by it.

Mr Stoney used to like to speak about being true to the colours, and as we say, nailing the colours to the mast.  You might ask; What does that mean?  It was the colours of the regiment.  Now the world has moved on, but some things have not.  What is the allegiance of a soldier in the British Army?  You may answer, his allegiance is to the Queen, to the Sovereign, and that is absolutely right.  You may also say, his allegiance is to the British Army, but it is not.  The allegiance of a soldier is not exactly to the British Army; his allegiance is to his regiment and to the colours, the flag of that regiment.  A soldier signs up to a regiment, and his allegiance is to that regiment and its colours.  He can sometimes trace back in his ancestry many generations of persons who have been in that regiment, and the allegiance was always to the colours of the regiment.  That is the allusion that is being made when we speak about being true to the colours; it is to the colours of our regiment.  I would ask you what the colours of our regiment are.  The idea of the colours has been lost a little bit in modern warfare, but their purpose was that in the confusion of battle, when soldiers got separated from each other, and you had little pockets of fighting happening all over the place, the colours would be raised as a rallying point for the soldiers.  They would know where to gather again, to come together, to re-form the battle group and to move forward in strength.  Before radios and other means of communication, that is what the colours were for.

So we look at the battlefield of the public testimony, where Satan seems to have had so much success, where he has infiltrated what should have been a tight-knit cohesive fighting force, and he has managed to split away little groups here and there.  There are little groups all over the place, and in the confusion of the battlefield, where are the colours to rally to?  What do you think they are?  To be true to the colours of our regiment and to our Commanding Officer, you need to know what they are.  What do you think they are?  You say, it would be Christianity, would it not?  Well, I am not sure that the way in which the term ‘Christianity’ is used publicly represents the true colours.  The colours of Roman Catholicism, are they the colours we gather to, is that the point of rallying?  Or the Church of England, or any other name that man might put on a denomination?  Are they the colours that are described in Scripture, the colours where you are going to gather?  Is the colour of some name or denomination what you are going to gather to?  No, and I trust it may not be brethrenism either.  As far as I know, the colours are described as the testimony of our Lord, and it is the name of the Lord Jesus that is the only gathering point.  The name of the Lord Jesus is the only banner I would gather under.  There is no other name.  Men like to put other names on things, they like to sign up to a creed or a testimony of faith that gathers them together in some way.  Those statements of faith are not always wrong, but to sign up to a creed of truth that we all agree to is not what gathers us.  It is a Person whose name is here in testimony, and it is the name of the Lord Jesus.  These are the colours that are raised.

That was the exercise, I believe, of those who came out of the established church.  They came to the colours of the name of the Lord Jesus, and it was the last thing on their minds to set up anything else and give it a name.  It was often referred to that they gathered to the name of the Lord Jesus.  That was their point of gathering, that was the rallying cry.  I would say to all who seek to be faithful to the Lord, do not be ashamed of His testimony, rally to the true colours of the name of the Lord Jesus.  You may ask, is it not my job, as surveying this battlefield and seeing all these skirmishes happening all over the place, to try to rally all these different groups of soldiers and get them all back together again?  Is not that really what Scripture speaks of, about all being one; is that not what I am supposed to do? That is not what the battle orders are in this epistle.  I think there is a very great risk, if you go out and seek to gather all these different and scattered groups together, that you will be picked off by the enemy yourself.  The battle orders are to rally to the colours - the testimony of our Lord, and calling upon the Lord. The best thing you can do, the greatest influence you can have on any other believer, whether it is the person sitting next to you or your neighbour in the street, is to rally to the colours, rally to the name of the Lord Jesus, and to stand true to those colours.

Another expression that is often used is to nail your colours to the mast.  Where does that come from?  It was the fact that in a naval battle, you could not surrender if you nailed your colours to the mast.  No one who got a bit concerned and scared about the fierceness of the battle could come along and haul the colours down as an act of surrender.  They were nailed to the mast.  Is that your committal, dear believer?  As having enjoyed something of the bounty, favour, preciousness and grace of our Sovereign, can you nail your colours irrevocably to the mast, be true to Him whatever the enemy may do.  Are you going to do that?  Do not be ashamed of it.  If you are true to Christ, you will suffer.  I do not know much about suffering, which in itself is a testimony to the fact that I have not been very faithful to the testimony of our Lord, because it will bring suffering.  We might suffer because of the ways God passes us through; we might suffer through His discipline; we might pass through suffering for our education.  That is not quite the same as suffering for the testimony of our Lord, suffering because you are true to Christ and you are showing your colours.  I am humbled by it, but the testimony of our Lord should be something we value as a privilege to be identified with.  I think it was expressed when those in the Acts rejoiced that “they were counted worthy to be dishonoured for the name”, Acts 5:41.  They rejoiced that they were counted worthy to suffer for that Name.  They were overjoyed that they had drawn the enemy’s fire because it showed that they were coming out in the characteristics of their Lord Jesus.  They rejoiced about it because it was proof that Christ was being seen in them.  They were being true to the testimony, they were being true ambassadors and it was drawing the enemy’s fire.  I wonder if we are ready to truly suffer for the Lord Jesus.  At the moment in this country it is not physical suffering that we face, but I think increasingly it will be.  Suffering comes in many ways; discrimination, scorning, belittling, the mockery of man, all these things that naturally we would seek to avoid, but it is suffering for the name of our Lord Jesus as truly representing another sort of kingdom that is so different from the world around.

Well, it is a suffering way, and I want to say one other thing that I trust may give help and strength to stand in the testimony.  There may be many things that could be spoken of that would give us strength not to be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord and the testimony of Jesus.  But there is one particularly that I would like to suggest which will give you strength for the way, and that is to be occupied with and to feed upon our Lord Jesus, to feed on the character of the Man that walked here.  Why do I think that will give you strength and help?  Because the character of that Man was what in type was given to the children of Israel as the only divinely intended food to sustain them in a barren and desert scene.  It was the manna.  If you look at the way in which God brought things before His people as they come out of Egypt, it is full of typical allusions to the character of the manhood of Jesus as He was here.  The first thing they came upon was that bitter water, and God showed Moses wood, He showed Him the character of Man that would change the water from bitterness to sweetness.  Then when they hungered, Moses spoke about seeing the glory of God; it is a remarkable expression.  When God spoke about the manna to Moses, He spoke first about the evening; that was when the quails would come, and they would have flesh to eat.  It says in Exodus 16:6, “Moses and Aaron said to all the children of Israel, In the evening, then shall ye know that Jehovah has brought you out from the land of Egypt”.  Although it was the power of God, His provision was in relation to the flesh, but that was not really the food that God intended.  It was only to address their weakness and feebleness and murmurings, to show what God could do, not necessarily what He wanted to do.  Then it goes on to say, “and in the morning, then shall ye see the glory of Jehovah”.  I wonder what they thought they were going to see; some fantastic manifestation of power, some glorious road that would lead them through the wilderness straight into the promised land?  They were told that they would see the glory of Jehovah.  What did they see?  They saw a fine, white substance.  Was that the glory of Jehovah?  Yes it was, just as the glory of God was seen in that manhood of Jesus, despised, mocked and ignored by the world, just a Man among men as the world would see it, but in all His precious attractiveness to God.  That is the food to sustain you here.  Feeding on the manna day by day begins to give you the constitution of acacia wood.  That is another type of the humanity of Jesus.  That wood was used in the ark; it speaks of the durability, the enduring character which went through.  That is what we need, the enduring character that will go through, and as you feed on that blessed Man, you will begin to be formed in that enduring character on which the fiery darts of the wicked one will have no effect, and in which there will be no corruption or decay or decline.  It is that character that will stand true to Christ and the testimony of our Lord.

Then there are two men particularly brought forward in this epistle.  It is addressed to Timothy, who was maybe beginning to feel the pressure of the pathway and perhaps finding it a little discouraging.  Many others are spoken of who were either going away or who had made shipwreck of their faith, or for whatever reason were not with Paul.  But there are two men who are spoken of: Luke – “Luke alone is with me”, Paul says, and Mark – “Take Mark, and bring him with thyself, for he is serviceable to me for ministry”, 2 Tim.4:11.  I think that was a gracious touch for Timothy, was it not?  Paul asked him to bring Mark.  Perhaps Mark would be able to speak to Timothy of a time when he had got discouraged, when he had found the going hard, when he had turned back and how he got helped and strengthened and recovered from that.  But anyway, Luke and Mark were there; and I could add John from the Revelation, as standing true to the testimony of Jesus in a very similar day.  I am sure even the very youngest can tell me what links Mark, Luke and John together.  There you have three of the four gospel writers, three men that had thought and contemplated, recorded and imbibed something of the character of the humanity of the Man that was here.  It is those who have done that who are able to stand true to the testimony of our Lord when many others have gone away.  I would say, Be occupied with the preciousness and the character of the humanity of Jesus as He was here.  Not to the exclusion of everything else; it has often said, to be like Him where He was we have to be occupied with Him where He is.  I do not mean that we should overlook that.  We are occupied with a glorious heavenly Man; that is absolutely true and it is important because the character of this testimony is a heavenly one, and it must be so.  But to develop endurance in this testimony, study prayerfully and contemplatively the life of Jesus, the Man that walked here, the Man that went through.  Feed on Him.  Feed on His faithfulness.  As we feed on the character of that One, it will build up our strength so that we will not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, and we will be a true ambassador for Him.

May we be helped, for His name’s sake.

Address at Sunbury
30 March 2013.
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Scripture references

2 Timothy 1:8 (JND) [8] Be not therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me his prisoner; but suffer evil along with the glad tidings, according to the power of God;

Revelation 1:9 (JND) [9] I John, your brother and fellow-partaker in the tribulation and kingdom and patience, in Jesus, was in the island called Patmos, for the word of God, and for the testimony of Jesus.

2 Corinthians 5:20 (JND) [20] We are ambassadors therefore for Christ, God as [it were] beseeching by us, we entreat for Christ, Be reconciled to God.

Ephesians 6:20 (JND) [20] for which I am an ambassador [bound] with a chain, that I may be bold in it as I ought to speak.

1 Peter 5:8 (JND) [8] Be vigilant, watch. Your adversary [the] devil as a roaring lion walks about seeking whom he may devour.

Ephesians 5:25 (JND) [25] Husbands, love your own wives, even as the Christ also loved the assembly, and has delivered himself up for it,

John 20:15 (JND) [15] Jesus says to her, Woman, why dost thou weep? Whom seekest thou? She, supposing that it was the gardener, says to him, Sir, if thou hast borne him hence, tell me where thou hast laid him, and I will take him away.

Matthew 16:18 (JND) [18] And *I* also, I say unto thee that *thou* art Peter, and on this rock I will build my assembly, and hades' gates shall not prevail against it.

Acts 5:41 (JND) [41] They therefore went their way from [the] presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to be dishonoured for the name.

Exodus 16:6 (JND) [6] And Moses and Aaron said to all the children of Israel, In the evening, then shall ye know that Jehovah has brought you out from the land of Egypt;

2 Timothy 4:11 (JND) [11] Luke alone is with me. Take Mark, and bring [him] with thyself, for he is serviceable to me for ministry.
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